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INTRODUCTION 

All praise is for Allāh, Lord of the worlds, and peace and blessings upon His Prophet and 
Messenger, Muḥammad, and his pure progeny. 

 

Nahj al-Balāghah is a work that holds great value, particularly for the Shīʿah of ʿAlī 
ibn Abī Ṭālib (ʿa). With over a hundred commentaries written on it by both Sunnī 
and Shīʿī scholars, Nahj al-Balāghah is deemed second only to the Qurʾān in terms of 
the sheer number and volume of its commentaries. Depending on the edition, it 
contains around 240 sermons, 79 letters, and 461 aphorisms. Some editors chose to 
combine or separate some of the sermons and aphorisms, resulting in a slight 
variation in the numbers.1 Most sermons and letters are only excerpts, ranging from 
a few lines to about a page in length, with a handful between two and five pages 
long. Within the section of aphorisms, there is a subsection which lists nine 
apothegms containing rare (gharīb) words, with a brief lexical commentary. As noted 
in his introduction, al-Raḍī did not follow a thematic approach in compiling the Nahj; 
rather, he only categorized the Imām’s speech based on its type.  

The book comprises a range of diverse topics including theology, eschatology, 
history, human life and psychology, as well as politics, and religion. Its contents may 
be broadly categorized into two general subjects: contemporary history, including 
politics and governance, and Islamic teachings comprising doctrine, theology, 
ethics, and pragmatic wisdom. Due to the literary character of the work and the goal 
of its compiler, chains of transmission have not been adduced in the volume. 
Instead, each text is prefaced with phrases such as “from a sermon by him (meaning, 
Imām ʿAlī),” and in a few instances, a brief context is provided. While al-Raḍī does 

 
1 We have included a table of variant sermon numbers in order to make it easier to find a specific sermon, 
even if the reference is from a different edition. 
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not clearly indicate how he came to obtain the content of what he mentions in Nahj 
al-Balāghah, his introduction suggests that he reviewed different books containing 
the words of Imām ʿAlī. He also states that the reason there may be some repetition 
in the book is due to differences in the narrations of the Imām’s words. This implies 
that al-Raḍī was reading different texts, with some containing alternative versions 
of the same traditions. Furthermore, it also suggests that al-Raḍī had sources to 
which he referred, and it is likely that some of these sources are no longer extant. 

The uniqueness of Nahj al-Balāghah is based on, but not limited to, its literary 
elegance (faṣāḥah) and eloquence (balāghah).2 Its multi-dimensional nature makes it 
highly valuable, especially because its teachings are anchored in the Qurʾān and the 
sayings of the Noble Prophet (ṣ). The statements of Amīr al-Muʾminīn contained in 
it urge worship of the Creator, promote awareness of the transience of human life 
in this world, and underscore the urgent need to prepare for the imminent 
Hereafter. There is exhortation to truthfulness, gratitude, and patience, and 
extolment of the benefits of living a modest and balanced life. Many of his sermons 
and letters delineate the art of just leadership that integrates compassion, wisdom, 
integrity, and accountability to Allāh. Due to these beautiful teachings, which are 
lastingly relevant to human life on this earth, Nahj al-Balāghah has retained, even 
after a millennium, the same attractiveness, freshness, charm and beauty for the 
present-day audience that it provided to the people of earlier times. 

The historical references found in the Nahj are mostly from the period of Imām 
ʿAlī’s life when he ruled as caliph of the Muslim empire (from 36 AH to 40 AH), with 
a few quotes from earlier years. It presents a nuanced depiction of some historical 
personalities and known individuals from Amīr al-Muʾminīn’s time, starting with 
the Noble Prophet (ṣ) and other members of his family, as well as some of the 
supporters of Imām ʿAlī, such as Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī (d. 32 AH), ʿAmmār ibn Yāsir 

 
2 In a recent trip to Najaf (in December of 2023), I had the opportunity of sharing a meal with the esteemed 
scholar Sayyid Munir al-Khabbāz. Among the numerous discussions we had was one in which he spoke 
about how much easier it is to memorize the Qurʾān than it is to memorize Nahj al-Balāghah. Then he made 
the comment, “Some of the great scholars had opined that the Nahj is more eloquent (ablagh) than the 
Qurʾān.” “This is surely an extreme position,” I reacted, questioningly; to which the Sayyid simply smiled 
and said nothing. Perhaps as a tacit approval from him for my humble assessment, or perhaps something 
more. In any case, it is quite telling that some scholars actually hold such an opinion about the eloquence 
of the words of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) as recorded in the Nahj. 
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(d. 37 AH), Mālik al-Ashtar (d. 37 AH), and Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr (d. circa 38 AH). 
There is also mention of some of his opponents, chief among whom was Muʿāwiyah 
ibn Abī Sufyān (d. 60 AH) and ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ (d. circa 42 AH), as well as those who 
later turned against him like Ṭalḥah ibn ʿUbaydillāh (d. 36 AH), al-Zubayr ibn al-
ʿAwwām (d. 36 AH), and the Prophet’s wife ʿĀʾishah bint Abī Bakr (d. 58 AH). It also 
traces the trajectories of some major events, such as Imām ʿAlī’s accession to the 
caliphate, and the Battles of Jamal (36 AH), Ṣiffīn (37 AH), and Nahrawān (38 AH), as 
well as the evolution of the Khawārij who rebelled against the Imām. 

The style of the Imām’s speeches and statements reflects his oral milieu. Amīr 
al-Muʾminīn lived in a society where writing was rare and mostly reserved for 
official documents and correspondence. His sermons and sayings, and even his 
written letters, reflect the aesthetic of orality, articulated in rhythmic prose with 
condensed sentences and parallelisms. They also include graphic and often astounding 
imagery drawn from everyday life, with extended similes and fascinating dramatization. 
Furthermore, we note the presence of techniques that would engage an audience 
such as use of emphasis and real and rhetorical questions, which invite the audience 
to participate by means of internal response and sometimes overt reply, comment, 
and action. His recorded speech is further characterised by a meticulously chosen, 
condensed vocabulary that is eloquently articulated. Indeed, the Imām’s style was 
unique and demonstrates high acumen as well as exceptional creativity. Even more 
baffling is the fact that many of his speeches were impromptu and not rehearsed. 

It is small wonder, then, that Imām ʿAlī’s words influenced many orators and 
scholars of Islam, even across sectarian boundaries. His words were repeated by 
early orators who memorised them and alluded to them, or quoted them in their 
speeches and debates. Once of the chief secretaries of the Umayyad court, ʿAbd al-
Ḥamīd al-Kātib (d. 132 AH), whose epistles are considered to be founding texts for 
written Arabic prose, said that he had learned eloquence by memorising the words 
of ʿAlī. Other famous prose writers like al-Jāhiẓ (d. 255 AH) paid homage to him and 
described him as the exemplar par excellence of eloquence. Al-Masʿūdī (d. 345 AH) 
noted that people during his time had memorised more than four hundred and 
eighty speeches by Imām ʿAlī, which they frequently quoted. Among the many 
compilations of the Imām’s words, Nahj al-Balāghah has earned the highest acclaim 
and been widely circulated, studied, and even memorised over the centuries. For the 
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Shīʿah, the text possesses sanctity second only to the Qurʾān and the Prophet’s 
ḥadīth; yet it is also revered by many Sunnī Muslims and even Arab Christians.3 

Nahj al-Balāghah has been widely studied over the centuries, and many have 
voiced their praise for it, especially the text’s commentators such as al-Rāwandī (d. 
573 AH), Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd (d. circa 656 AH), and Muḥammad ʿAbduh (d. 1905 CE), all 
of whom have said that ʿAlī’s words are below the words of Allāh and His Prophet, 
but above the words of human beings. Muḥammad ʿAbduh even went as far as 
declaring that memorizing and studying Nahj al-Balāghah is “essential to those who 
seek the precious gems of the Arabic language and wish to rise in its ranks.” The 
work has also enjoyed enormous currency among the faithful believers and it is 
often quoted in speeches, informal talks, and discussions among students of the 
seminary. Further evidence of the enormous reception and wide circulation of Nahj 
al-Balāghah is gleaned from the large number of its manuscripts produced in 
different parts of the Muslim world. There have been close to two hundred early 
manuscripts of the text, dating from the 5th through the 12th centuries, that are 
known. These include some manuscripts transmitted even among Sunnīs, from 
Khurāsān to Yemen.4 

The superiority of Imām ʿAlī’s words was such that even his staunchest enemies 
could not deny his unrivalled articulateness. There are recorded instances where 
Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān also acknowledged the Imām’s extraordinary eloquence. 
He is reported to have rebuked one of those who sought to curry favour with him by 
speaking ill of ʿAlī (ʿa), saying, “Quraysh knew nothing about eloquence before him. 
It was he who taught them the art of eloquence!”5 The words of Amīr al-Muʾminīn 
had such a profound effect on his listeners that it is said his sermons would make 
hearts tremble and draw tears from the eyes of those who were present. After 
narrating his famous sermon titled al-Gharrāʾ, al-Sayyid al-Raḍī says, “As ʿAlī (ʿa) 

 
3 See: Rāji Anwar Hayfā, al-Imām ʿAlī fī al-Fikr al-Masīḥī al-Muʿāṣir. In it he quotes individuals like Naṣrī 
Salhab stating: “The collected sermons and speeches in Nahj al-Balāghah clearly show that Imām ʿAlī is 
the spiritual father of rhetoricians in the Arabic Language.” (p. 558). Some other non-Muslims who have 
praised and been influenced by Nahj al-Balāghah are mentioned in Shahīd Mutahhari’s work Glimpses from 
Nahj al-Balāghah. 
4 See for example: Hasan Ansari, Rivāyat-e Nahj al-Balāghah: Az Neyshāpūr tā Yaman 
(https://ansari.kateban.com/post/3225) 
5 Muṭahharī, Sayri dar Nahj al-Balāghah, p. 9. 
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delivered his sermon, tears flowed from the eyes of the listeners and hearts quivered 
with emotion.” Indeed, even today, whoever carefully listens to or reads Imām ʿAlī’s 
sermons cannot help but feel a wave of strong emotions in his heart. 

In his advice to the youth, al-Sayyid al-Sistānī mentions three books that every 
young person should read and reflect upon. The second of the three is Nahj al-
Balāghah, which he describes as a book that explains the meanings of the Qurʾān in 
an eloquent style, provoking a spirit of reflection, contemplation, learning, and 
wisdom. He further recommends that one should read it whenever he has a chance, 
and imagine that Imām ʿAlī is addressing him directly. He also recommends that 
special attention should be paid to the letter of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) to his son, Imām al-
Ḥasan (ʿa).6 This is just one example of a plethora of statements issued by renowned 
scholars on the importance of Nahj al-Balāghah – and these scholars were more well 
versed in the nuances of authenticating statements attributed to the Infallibles than 
many of those who have only studied Islam in the West, and that too from mostly 
non-Muslim teachers. 
 

About the Author 

Al-Sharīf al-Raḍī, was born in 359 AH. He was a descendant of the Noble Prophet (ṣ) 
from both parents. Paternally, his lineage goes back to Imām Mūsā al-Kāẓim (ʿa) and 
maternally, his ancestry can be traced back to Imām Zayn al-ʿĀbidīn (ʿa). Al-Sayyid 
al-Raḍī7 lived during the reign of the Buyids (334-454 AH). The Buyids had Imāmī 
inclinations, and hence, during their reign the Shīʿah community enjoyed more 
freedom to engage in scholarly activities than before. It was at this time that 
scholars such as al-Mufīd, al-Raḍī and his brother al-Murtaḍā, and al-Ṭūsī, prospered 
and excelled. The Buyid era ended at the hands of the Seljuks. Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī’s 
father, Abū Aḥmad al-Ḥusayn ibn Mūsā, was well respected by both the Abbasid 
caliph as well as the Buyid rulers. He was designated as the Naqīb al-Ashrāf – the 
chief of the progeny of Abū Ṭālib (Ṭālibiyyīn) – and made responsible for Dīwān al-

 
6 See: https://www.sistani.org/english/archive/25240/ 
7 We use the term ‘al-Sayyid’ and ‘al-Sharīf’ interchangeably since they both signify the same thing, 
namely being a descendant of the Noble Prophet (ṣ). 
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Maẓālim, which was a position of authority on specific sociopolitical matters. He also 
played a role in settling any disputes that arose between the caliph and the Buyids.   

However, in 369 AH al-Sayyid al-Raḍī’s father was arrested and imprisoned in 
Shīrāz by ʿAḍud al-Dawlah due to his political influence, and his property was 
confiscated. Al-Raḍī was nine years old at the time, and he saw how his mother sold 
her possessions to support him and his brother as they continued their studies. He 
managed to complete his formal education by the time his father was freed in 376 
AH by Sharaf al-Dawlah, son of ʿAḍud al-Dawlah. Al-Sharīf al-Raḍī served as the 
Naqīb after the death of his father in 403 AH.8 The position enabled him to be in the 
proximity of the caliph and high-ranking officials, which gave him the opportunity 
to demonstrate his qualifications and knowledge. Al-Raḍī’s demeanour and eloquence 
earned him the admiration of scholars and dignitaries of his time. Aside from his 
charismatic character, al-Raḍī was also a great poet. Al-Thaʿālibī (d. 429 AH), who 
was one of his contemporaries, says that al-Raḍī composed his first poem shortly 
after the age of ten.9 Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī died shortly after his father, in 406 AH, at the 
age of forty-seven. He was very well respected by the people, despite his young age. 

Al-Sharīf al-Raḍī is said to have lived all his life in Baghdad, although sources 
report that he also had a house in Sāmarrāʾ. He studied with some famous scholars, 
including the grammarians al-Sīrāfī (d. 368 AH), al-Fārisī (d. 377 AH), and Ibn Jinnī 
(d. 392 AH). His teachers in other fields of study included al-Shaykh al-Mufīd (d. 413 
AH), Ibn Nubātah (d. 374 AH), Abū ʿUbaydillāh al-Marzubānī (d. 384 AH), and al-Qāḍī 
ʿAbd al-Jabbār (d. 415 AH). The sources further mention some of his other teachers 
in philology, genealogy, jurisprudence, ḥadīth, and Qurʾān recitation as well. Al-Raḍī 
had a number of students, including the poet Mihyār al-Daylamī (d. 428 AH), who 
converted from Zoroastrianism to Islam under his guidance. Toward the end of his 
life, al-Raḍī reportedly had a confrontation with the Abbasid caliph regarding the 
Prophetic lineage of the rival Fāṭimid dynasty. Having seen al-Raḍī’s poetry wherein 

 
8 It is reported that al-Sharīf al-Raḍī was only twenty years old when he was appointed as aide to his 
father in the three key positions of Naqīb al-Ashrāf, director of the annual ḥajj pilgrimage, and chief judge 
over the maẓālim court. In 396 AH, Bahāʾ al-Dawlah appointed al-Raḍī to these positions independent of 
his father, and when his father died in 403 AH, al-Raḍī’s area of responsibility was expanded “to all the 
lands” of the Abbasid empire. It is said that al-Sayyid al-Raḍī was the first sharīf to be honoured in this 
way. 
9 Al-Thaʿālibī, Yatīmat al-Dahr (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah), vol. 3, pp. 155-178. 
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he expressed his wish to live under Fāṭimid rule, the caliph insisted he sign a 
manifesto denouncing their lineage. Al-Raḍī refused and was thus stripped of his 
official positions at the Abbasid court.  

Despite his short life, al-Sharīf al-Raḍī compiled many books, composed much 
poetry, and left an admirable legacy. It is reported that he authored sixteen works 
including a commentary on the Qurʾān and on ḥadīth, history, biography, poetry, as 
well as some glosses on jurisprudential and grammatical texts. However, only eight 
of his works are extant. He wrote Ḥaqāʾiq al-Taʾwīl fī Mutashābih al-Tanzīl (lit. “The 
Truth of the Deeper Interpretation of Equivocal Verses”), a book about the meanings 
of the different allegories used in the Qurʾān, and their interpretation, which he 
completed in the year 402 AH. This is a book in which he has demonstrated how well 
versed he was in theological discussions, and his deep understanding of the opinions 
of the Ashʿarī and Muʿtazilī schools, which he refers to throughout the book either 
directly or indirectly. He also wrote Talkhīṣ al-Bayān fī Majāzāt al-Qurʾān (lit. “A 
Summary Exposition of the Qurʾān’s Figurative Concepts”) about the language used 
in some verses of the Qur’ān, which he completed in the year 401 AH, as well as 
another book about the metaphors used in the Prophet’s traditions, al-Majāzāt al-
Nabawiyyah.  

Al-Raḍī’s Dīwān contains just under seven hundred poems with approximately 
ten thousand verses on various subjects such as encomium for rulers and viziers, 
lamentation for the martyrdom of Imām al-Ḥusayn (ʿa), censure of evils that were 
prevalent, love, and other miscellaneous subjects. The work was later re-arranged 
alphabetically by rhyme letter. Al-Raḍī’s Rasāʾil (lit. “Letters”) is the result of his 
lengthy exchange with Hilāl al-Ṣābiʾ (d. 448 AH), but only a small portion thereof is 
extant. Al-Raḍī’s Amthāl (lit. “Proverbial [verses]”) compilation is partially preserved 
in al-Irbilī’s (d. 677 AH) Mukhtaṣar (lit. “Abridgment”). His eight lost works are 
mentioned in the early biobibliographical sources. They include four poetry 
anthologies, two annotations – one on legal differences among jurists, titled Taʿlīq 
Khilāf al-Fuqahāʾ (lit. “Annotation on The Jurists’ Disagreements”), which is perhaps an 
annotation of al-Ṭabarī’s (d. 310 AH) Ikhtilāf al-Fuqahāʾ, and the other on al-Fārisī’s 
(d. 377 AH) grammar manual, Taʿlīq fī al-Īḍāḥ li-Abī ʿAlī (lit. “Annotation on Abū ʿAlī’s 
Elucidation”), and two historical works, namely Sīrat Wālidih al-Ṭāhir (lit. “A Biography of 
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[al-Raḍī’s] Father, the Pure One”), and Akhbār Quḍāt Baghdād (lit. “A History of the 
Judges of Baghdad”). 

The words of praise from his contemporaries, as well as later scholars who knew 
him only through his works, depict al-Sayyid al-Raḍī as a prominent Shīʿah thinker, 
poet, and man of letters (adīb). Al-Raḍī’s book on the merits and unique traits of the 
Imāms, Khaṣāʾiṣ al-Aʾimmah, became the source of his inspiration for compiling Nahj 
al-Balāghah, and from his introduction, we understand that the latter work was an 
expansion of the former. He started compiling the Khaṣāʾiṣ in the year 383 AH, but 
never finished it. In his introduction to Nahj al-Balāghah, he writes that the 
vicissitudes of life and its obstacles were the reason for this. He further states that 
when people read what he wrote about Imām ʿAlī in the Khaṣāʾiṣ, they encouraged 
him to compile a book about his sayings, and that became the motivation for 
compiling Nahj al-Balāghah, which he completed in the year 400 AH. It is clear that 
al-Sayyid al-Raḍī was very impressed by the depth and profundity of the messages 
found within the statements and orations of Imām ʿAlī, over and above the 
eloquence. This is reflected in his comments and notes that are seen in different 
places within the Nahj.  

From what we know of al-Sayyid al-Raḍī, he was a polymath and his interests 
went beyond love for poetry and literature. He was a keen student of theology, 
history, and exegesis of the Qurʾān and ḥadīth. As such, though it is commonly 
understood, and even alluded to in his own introduction, that he was aiming to 
compile the most eloquent speeches and statements of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa), there is a very 
real possibility that other motivating factors also drove him to write Nahj al-
Balāghah. For instance, he may have wanted to preserve the otherwise scattered 
traditions of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) in a single volume. It should be noted that this 
was a sensitive time when there were some anti-Shīʿah sentiments in some quarters 
of Baghdad, which would later come to a boil leading to an attack on, and destruction 
of, both the main Dār al-ʿIlm library as well as the personal library of al-Sharīf al-
Raḍī’s father. It has also been suggested that another incentive for compiling this 
work may have been al-Raḍī’s interest in countering the theological arguments of 
other schools of thought using the statements of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa). For instance, some 
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of the sermons in Nahj al-Balāghah clearly negate the anthropomorphic beliefs that 
some of the Ashʿarīs held.10 
 

An Overview of Studies on Nahj al-Balāghah in the Ḥawzah and Beyond 

There are many studies based on Nahj al-Balāghah, some of which go back to the years 
soon after it was initially written. They include commentaries, translations, 
supplements, abridgments, glosses, concordances, works on its sources, and 
thematic essays. Among the first to study Nahj al-Balāghah and narrate it were al-
Naqībah, the daughter of al-Sayyid al-Murtaḍā, as well as Abū Jaʿfar al-Ṭūsī (d. 460 
AH), the student of al-Murtaḍā.11 Within just over a century of its publication, a 
number of commentaries were written on it by both Sunnī and Shīʿah authors, with 
the first commentary (proper) being written by the 6th century scholar Aḥmad ibn 
Muḥammad al-Wabarī, or according to a more recent hypothesis, by Faḍlullāh al-
Rāwandī (d. circa 550 AH).12 Since then, many books and articles have been written 
about Nahj al-Balāghah, and while it would be neither practical nor beneficial to 
mention all of the available work here, we will attempt to present an overview and 
give a few examples of the better-known texts. 

In his anthology of Persian and Arabic works on Nahj al-Balāghah, Ḥaydar Kāẓim 
al-Jibourī has listed 593 titles.13 Since its publication in 2012, there have been many 
other books written on the Nahj, so this number has definitely gone up. Furthermore, 
even if we were to assume that al-Jibouri’s anthology is complete, the fact that he 
only included Arabic and Persian works means that many books in other languages 
are not included. There have been numerous works from other parts of the world, 
and indeed even one of the first English translations of the Nahj was carried out by 
a scholar from the subcontinent. Books in Urdu abound, and there are also 
translations of Nahj al-Balāghah in most of the major languages. The number of 
known Arabic and Persian commentaries varies between 81 and 210. The reason for 

 
10 Usama al-Attar, Theology of Nahj al-Balāghah (Phd. Dissertation, 2019), pp. 21-22. 
11 Al-Sarakhsī, Aʿlām Nahj al-Balāghah (Tehran: Wizārat al-Thaqāfah wal-Irshād al-Islāmī, 1994), p. 12.  
12 ʿAbd al‑ʿAzīz al‑Ṭabāṭabāʾī in “Nahj al‑Balāghah ʿabr al‑Qurūn,” Turāthunā vols. 35-35 (1414 AH), p. 160. 
13 Al-Jibourī, Maṣādir al-Dirāsah ʿan Nahj al-Balāghah (Najaf al-Ashraf: al-ʿAtabah al-ʿAlawiyyah al-
Muqaddasah, 2012). 
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this wide range is that some estimates include commentaries on a single sermon, a 
single letter, or a single aphorism. After the Qurʾān, Nahj al-Balāghah arguably has 
the largest number of commentaries of any Arabic work. 

Several commentaries on Nahj al-Balāghah, including one that is perhaps the 
most famous, are by Sunnī scholars. The twenty-volume Sharḥ Nahj al-Balāghah by 
the Muʿtazilī author Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd (d. circa 656 AH) is very well known and oft-
quoted. One of the earliest extant commentaries is by ʿAlī ibn Zayd al-Bayhaqī (d. 
565/1170), a Sunnī author from Khurāsān. Prominent Sunnī authors whose 
commentaries are lost include Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 606 AH) and Saʿd al-Dīn al-
Taftāzānī (d. 793 AH). Commentaries by Twelver-Shīʿah scholars abound. Early Shīʿī 
commentators include ʿAlī ibn Nāṣir al-Sarakhsī (d. 6th century), Quṭb al-Dīn al-
Rāwandī (d. 573 AH), Quṭb al-Dīn al-Kaydarī (d. after 576 AH), and Maytham al-
Baḥrānī (d. 679 AH). Over the centuries, many other commentaries followed, written 
in both Arabic and Persian. The Zaydī-Shīʿī Imām Yaḥyā ibn Ḥamzah al-Yamānī (d. 
749 AH) also wrote a commentary. These early commentaries differ in their style 
and approach. Some focus on lexical and rhetorical matters, and others try to 
provide context and transmission history. The longer commentaries include 
extensive historical, doctrinal, and literary notes, as well as further texts attributed 
to Imām ʿAlī and other historical figures.  

Like exegeses on the Qurʾān, commentaries on Nahj al‑Balāghah could be very 
diverse. As expected, each commentator interpreted its contents according to his 
own background and method. For example, we note that al‑Wabarī’s commentary 
was theological in nature whereas Quṭb al‑Din al‑Rāwandī’s commentary was largely 
literary. Maytham al‑Baḥrānī was perhaps the first scholar to read Nahj al‑Balāghah 
as a theological-cum-mystical text.14 To be sure, the Nahj contains a variety of 
discussions that span different subjects and themes, so when a commentary focuses 
on one particular aspect of the text, some other important aspects tend to be left 
out or overlooked. That is perhaps the reason why most recent commentaries do 

 
14 Miṣbāḥ al‑Sālikīn is the larger of al-Baḥrānī’s two commentaries on the text, and was written in 677 AH 
in honour of ʿAṭāʾullah Malik al‑Juwaynī, with whom al-Baḥrānī had a good relationship. His Ikhtiyār 
Miṣbāḥ al‑Sālikīn is an abridgment of his larger commentary, and was written in response to al‑Juwayni’s 
request to write a commentary suitable for his two young sons. It was written in 681 AH. See: Ali al-Oraibi, 
Shīʿī Renaissance: A Case Study of the Theosophical School of Bahrain in the 7th/13th Century (Phd. Dissertation), 
pp. 50-51. 
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not limit themselves to any single aspect of the text, but try to address as many 
different facets as possible. 

Since al-Sayyid al-Raḍī did not include chains of narrators, others later took up 
the task of collecting the asānīd of Nahj al-Balāghah. Perhaps the most comprehensive 
book in this regard is Ruwāt wa Muḥaddithīn Nahj al-Balāghah by the contemporary 
scholar Muḥammad Dashtī. This work has been published in two volumes and is 
arranged as per the original, with only extensive footnotes containing chains of 
narrators of each part or section of the sermons, letters, and aphorisms of the Nahj. 
The famous work by al-Sayyid ʿAbd al-Zahrāʾ al-Ḥusaynī, Maṣādir Nahj al-Balāghah, 
published in four volumes, is a compilation of the sources of the Nahj. It is said that 
like the author of al-Ghadīr, al-Ḥusaynī travelled widely and visited many libraries 
in different cities in order to get the information he needed for this work. These two 
works (and others like them) sufficiently fill in the gap that would give rise to 
queries about the sources and chains of transmission of the contents of Nahj al-
Balāghah. As for the transmission of the Nahj itself, and how it was passed on from 
the time of al-Raḍī onwards, the bio‑bibliographical sources mention several chains 
of transmission, and al‑Sayyid Muḥammad Ḥusayn al‑Jalālī has painstakingly 
compiled these in his work Dirāsah Ḥawl Nahj al‑Balāghah.15 

The mustadrak genre is particularly significant when it comes to Nahj al-
Balāghah, especially since the text is known to contain sermons and letters that are 
incomplete. At the same time, there are numerous other orations and treatises from 
the Imām that have not been included by al-Raḍī. There are no less than five 
published works of this kind, most of which were written quite recently. Nahj al-
Balāghah al-Thānī by Jaʿfar al-Ḥāʾirī has been published in three volumes, and it is 
structured according to al-Raḍī’s work. It has comparatively fewer sermons, letters, 
and aphorisms (139, 71, and 336 respectively), but the sources used by its compiler 
are mentioned at the end. The famous Tamām Nahj al-Balāghah by al-Sayyid Ṣādiq al-
Mūsawī is an eight-volume work wherein the author has compiled the complete 
orations that have only been mentioned by al-Raḍī in part. It took him eighteen 
years to collect all the sermons, letters, and aphorisms of Imām Ali (ʿa) for this work. 
He is said to have visited more than 150 libraries in India, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, 

 
15 This work is generally considered one of the best introductions to Nahj al-Balāghah and contains 
valuable information about different aspects of the text. 
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Egypt, Yemen, Tunisia, and Morocco, and to have referred to more than seventy 
thousand books. Other similar works include Nahj al-Saʿādah fī Mustadrak Nahj al-
Balāghah by Muḥammad Bāqir al-Maḥmūdī and Mustadrak Nahj al-Balāghah by Hādī 
Āl Kāshif al-Ghiṭāʾ.  

A number of dictionaries that explain the meanings of words contained within 
Nahj al-Balāghah have also been written. These are mostly in Persian, though it 
should be noted that many published editions of the original Arabic text do contain 
footnotes explaining the meanings of difficult words in the text. Muḥammad ʿAlī 
Sharqī’s Qāmūs Nahj al-Balāghah in four volumes is perhaps the most comprehensive 
dictionary of the Nahj to date. It bears repeating that works on Nahj al-Balāghah are 
not limited to Persian and Arabic languages. Many scholars from the subcontinent 
have also written books and articles on the text. In his dissertation, Wasim Hussein 
even mentions two non-Shīʿah scholars, Arshi Rampuri and Ra’is Ahmad, who have 
written a treatise on the sources of Nahj al-Balāghah and an Urdu translation of the 
text respectively. There are at least three different Urdu translation of the text, and 
as noted earlier, even the early English translations thereof were written by scholars 
from the subcontinent. A former classmate translated the Nahj into Uygur not too 
long ago, and two English translations that have been published recently (or will 
soon be published) are by scholars who have roots in the subcontinent, namely 
Tahera Qutbuddin16 and Amjad Shah Naqavi.  

The research work on different aspects of Nahj al-Balāghah is still ongoing, and 
in recent years new texts have been found which clearly show that, even more than 
previously assumed, the contents of Nahj al-Balāghah have strong chains from early 
sources of the adab and ḥadīth genres, as well as works of history and theology. 
There are a number of conferences organized annually to discuss various themes 
related to the Nahj in Iran, in the UK (particularly in Peterborough), and a few other 
locations around the world. There are also some institutes dedicated to the study of 
Nahj al-Balāghah in different languages, and they regularly publish papers and journals 
or magazines on the subject. A couple of years back, the Computer Research Centre 
of Islamic Sciences in Qum made their latest software on Nahj al-Balāghah available. 
Dānishnāmeye ʿAlawī version 2 contains over 170 titles that are deemed most important 

 
16 Qutbuddin’s translation was published just as this work was being sent for typesetting and proofreading.  
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in the study of Nahj al-Balāghah, including over thirty commentaries, numerous 
translations in a variety of languages, as well as five different editions of the text 
itself. We have relied on some of these works for the present commentary. All in all, 
a lot of research is currently ongoing in the field of Nahj al-Balāghah studies and it is 
hoped that the results of these worthy endeavours soon come to fruition. 
 

The Question of Authenticity 

The question about the authenticity of Nahj al-Balāghah generally pertains to one of 
two things: its provenance, or its attribution. The first issue relates to whether the 
text was indeed authored by al-Sayyid al-Raḍī, and the second is about whether or 
not the attribution of its contents to Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) is correct. These questions could 
equally be posed regarding most materials from the early period of Islam, which 
were usually transmitted by word of mouth over two or three generations before 
being transcribed into books, especially after paper became more accessible in the 
Islamic world around the early third century AH. Although vulnerable to errors and, 
to a lesser degree, fabrication, robust oral transmission, supplemented by a small 
amount of written text, ensured that a substantial quantity of genuine pronouncements 
from early times was correctly captured and recorded.17 Strong memories coupled by 
mnemonic devices facilitated memorisation, and teachings were passed on from 
person to person in a mix of verbatim and meaning-based transmission until they 
were systematically collected and written down. 

Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) was one of the most revered personages of early Islam and his 
eloquence was proverbial. During the period of his caliphate he preached lengthy 
sermons, frequently to large, public audiences. It is our contention that much of the 
recorded material attributed to him is authentic, be it verbatim or in essence. 
Moreover, the presence of some Qurʾān-based themes and nature-based analogies, 
as well as accounts that are compatible with the historical and literary ambiance of 
the time, only serve to increase certitude that they represent a true picture of Imām 
ʿAlī’s teachings. Scholars generally opine that as with other well-known early 
compilations, most parts of Nahj al-Balāghah are genuine, while some might be later 

 
17 See: Tahera Qutbuddin, Arabic Oration: Art and Function (BRILL, 2022), pp. 21–63. 
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additions or modifications. In order to determine the probability of authenticity, 
individual statements must be examined, rather than the compilation as a whole. It 
is a known fact that through the centuries, Imām ʿAlī’s words were collected by a 
large number of individuals, and al-Raḍī draws on these written compilations, as 
well as on other historical and literary sources – some of which are now lost – for 
Nahj al-Balāghah.  

However, almost three centuries after the Nahj began circulating, the Damascene 
historian Ibn Khallikān (d. 681 AH) raised doubts about its attribution, claiming that 
“the compiler was himself the author,” and that al-Sharīf al-Murtaḍā (d. 436 AH), al-
Raḍī’s brother, was the book’s compiler. Fifty years later, the Ḥanbalī theologian Ibn 
Taymiyyah (d. 728 AH) declared that most of the contents of Nahj al-Balāghah were 
not found in any earlier source. The Ḥanbalī historian al-Dhahabī (d. 748 AH) also 
pronounced its contents as counterfeit, because they contained insults to Abū Bakr 
and ʿUmar, among other contradictions and “lowly things”.18 These writers were 
then quoted by some later scholars. In the contemporary world, Nahj al-Balāghah 
continues to be harshly criticised in certain quarters, especially among the Wahhābī 
scholars. The main critiques of its detractors are simply incorrect. The contents of 
Nahj al-Balāghah is indeed found in many early sources (as ʿAbd al-Zahrāʾ has shown 
in his Maṣādir Nahj al-Balāghah, for example). As for the claim that the book contains 
insults aimed at the first three Sunnī caliphs, only a handful of texts in it refer to 
Abū Bakr and ʿ Umar, and they say nothing directly critical. Even regarding ʿ Uthmān, 
whose administration many Muslims censured, the book contains no overt reproach.  

The only exception is the Sermon known as “Shiqshiqiyyah”, which states that 
the first three caliphs assumed the caliphate while knowing that Imām ʿ Alī’s position 
was like “the pivot to the grinding stone,” meaning they all knew that he was the 
Noble Prophet’s rightful successor. However, similar texts are found in numerous 
Sunnī-authored books as well. And we have discussed these in brief below. What the 
book does contain is abundant castigations of Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān and ʿAmr 
ibn al-ʿĀṣ, and, to a lesser extent, Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr, all individuals who brought 
armies to fight against Imām ʿAlī. ʿĀʾīshah, also a lead instigator in the Battle of 
Jamal, is not referred to directly for reasons of decorum, but the few texts that 

 
18 See: Muhammad Waris Hassan, A Critical Study of Nahj al-Balāgha (Phd. Dissertation), pp. 28-32. 
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criticise women are, according to many commentators, probably directed at her. It 
is more likely that the main reason for this compilation being singled out for 
censure, and why it is often referred to in sectarian circles as a “Shīʿī book”, is 
because it includes material outlining certain ‘distasteful’ political realities in early 
Islamic history. In fact, this brilliant ecumenical work belongs to the collective 
heritage of Islam, the communal legacy of Arabic, and the shared inheritance of 
humanity. 

Those who took a stand against this work did not always limit themselves to 
words. There have also been some instances of tampering with the text of the Nahj 
by some unscrupulous actors. For instance, in his introduction, al-ʿAṭṭār mentions 
that the author of one manuscript made changes to the Sermon of Shiqshiqiyyah 
and even appended a note trying to deny its attribution to Imām ʿAlī (ʿa), simply 
because he was not pleased by its contents.19 That author even went as far as calling 
al-Sayyid al-Raḍī insane for attributing the speech to Amīr al-Muʾminīn.20 In the 
following section of our introduction, we will present a discussion on the doubts 
raised about the authenticity of the text and the answers we can give to those who 
have expressed reservations, for various reasons, about the reliability of the Nahj. 
The questions posed about the work will be discussed in brief and the answers that 
scholars have given will also be presented. It should be noted, again, that the 
majority of the book conforms, at least broadly, to the orality-based norms of that 
time, and the known history of the life of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa). 

Since the reliability of al-Sayyid al-Raḍī himself is central to this discussion, we 
begin by examining his credentials and what scholars have said about him. It is clear 
that Shīʿah scholars consider him to be reliable and trustworthy, but even Sunnī 
scholars have spoken highly of him. The famous Ḥanbalī ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn al-
Jawzī (d. 597 AH) praised him, noting that he had memorized the Qurʾān in a short 
time, and had a strong grasp of jurisprudence (fiqh). He described al-Raḍī as a great 
scholar (ʿāliman fāḍilan), a skilled poet, and a pious individual.21 Likewise, al-Khaṭīb 
al-Baghdādī (d. 463 AH) had only good things to say about al-Raḍī, calling him a 

 
19 Al-ʿAṭṭār (ed.), Nahj al-Balāghah, pp. 41-42. 
20 Ibid, p. 43. 
21 Ibn al-Jawzī, al-Muntaẓam fī Tārīkh al-Mulūk wal-Umam (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah 1412 AH), vol. 
15, p. 115. 
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praiseworthy man of letters (ahl al-faḍl wal-adab) and admiring his masterful ability 
in poetry.22 Therefore, we note that almost all the early scholars were in agreement 
regarding his reliability. As such, the allegation that al-Raḍī himself invented the 
contents of Nahj al-Balāghah, or fabricated a part thereof, cannot be accepted.  

Ibn Khallikān, who made such spurious claims more than two and a half 
centuries later, was obviously wrong because firstly, he neither offers any evidence 
whatsoever for his allegation nor does he quote a single source. Secondly, Ibn 
Khallikān’s own opinion cannot be taken since he is known to have been biased 
against the Ahl al-Bayt and the progeny of ʿ Alī (ʿa), while having love and admiration 
for the likes of Yazīd ibn Muʿāwiyah.23 Interestingly, all those who would later echo 
the same doubts regarding the attribution of the text of Nahj al-Balāghah simply 
parroted Ibn Khallikān, sometimes repeating his allegations verbatim, without 
giving a second thought to his lack of evidence. Some of those who followed in his 
footsteps without presenting a single shred of proof for their claims include al-
Dhahabī,24 al-Ṣafadī (d. 764 AH),25 al-Yāfiʿī (d. 768 AH),26 and Ibn al-ʿImād (d. 1089 
AH),27 among others. 

There are many types of doubts that have been raised about Nahj al-Balāghah 
over the ages, and we will briefly mention ten of the main misgivings about the text, 
along with the answers given by scholars in order to respond to these doubts and 
assuage any uncertainty they bring about: 

(1) Cursing Companions: Some scholars, like al-Dhahabī, have alleged that 
since the Nahj contains certain statements wherein the first two caliphs are cursed, 
it cannot possibly be from Amīr al-Muʾminīn ʿAlī (ʿa).28 However, in response to this 
allegation, our scholars say that firstly, there is no explicit curse against the caliphs 
as al-Dhahabī has alleged. In fact, he has not provided a single example of any such 
statement. Secondly, even if we were to hypothetically agree that there is such an 
explicit curse in the text, it would not necessitate that the entire book is a 

 
22 Al-Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī, Tārīkh Baghdād (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 1417 AH), vol. 2, p. 243. 
23 See: Ibn Khallikān, Wafayāt al-Aʿyān (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir), vol. 4, p. 354. 
24 Al-Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-Islām (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿArabī, 1413 AH), vol. 29, p. 434. 
25 Al-Ṣafadī, al-Wāfī bil-Wafayāt (Beirut: Dār Iḥyāʾ al-Turāth, 1420 AH), vol. 20, p. 231. 
26 Al-Yāfiʿī, Mirʾāt al-Jinān (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 1417 AH), vol. 3, p. 43. 
27 Ibn al-ʿImād, Shadharāt al-Dhahab (Damascus, Dār Ibn Kathīr, 1406 AH), vol. 5, p. 165. 
28 Al-Dhahabī, Mīzān al-Iʿtidāl (Beirut: Dār al-Maʿrifah li al-Ṭibāʿah wal-Nashr, 1382 AH), vol. 3, p. 124. 



xxii                                                 The Pinnacle of Eloquence   Introduction 

fabrication. Rather, it would only be that particular statement that could be deemed 
a fabrication. Thirdly, if cursing companions is a yardstick for fabrication, what 
would the likes of al-Dhahabī say regarding the works that contain reports of such 
cursing yet are still considered some of the authentic works of the Ahl al-Sunnah?29 
What Nahj al-Balāghah contains is a critique of some of the actions and behaviour of 
a number of Companions. This does not amount to cursing or reviling the Companions, 
as al-Dhahabī seeks to portray. Furthermore, it is surprising that al-Dhahabī has paid 
no attention to the parts of Nahj al-Balāghah where Companions have been praised.30 

(2) Problematic Structure of Statements: The presence of what some deem to 
be improperly articulated statements that are not befitting of someone as great as 
ʿAlī (ʿa) has led them to doubt its attribution to him. Al-Dhahabī, for example, says 
that the contents of Nahj al-Balāghah do not match what is known of the eloquence 
and articulateness of ʿ Alī (ʿa).31 However, the first response to this is that there is not 
even a single example provided for this claim. Secondly, while al-Raḍī was an expert 
in Arabic literature, al-Dhahabī himself had no training in Arabic literature as such. 
In fact, he was not even an Arab – he was from Turkmenistan. On the other hand, al-
Raḍī was an Arab, from the Quraysh, and from the progeny of the Noble Prophet (ṣ). 
How, then, can the claim of the former be taken over the latter? Thirdly, many of 
those who were experts in Arabic language have attested to the eloquence of the 
statements of Amīr al-Muʾminīn found in Nahj al-Balāghah. They include Ibn Abī al-
Ḥadīd,32 Maḥmūd Shukrī al-Ālūsī (d. 1342 AH),33 and the contemporary scholar Muḥy 
al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd (d. 1392 AH),34 among others. 

(3) Sources and Chains of Transmission: One of the main objections to Nahj 
al-Balāghah in the present age pertains to its lacking chains of transmission, and the 
presence of some statements that are not found in earlier sources. This was the 

 
29 For an example of how ʿUmar cursed Abū Hurayrah, see: al-Ḥākim, al-Mustadrak ʿalā al-Ṣaḥīḥayn, vol. 2, 
p. 387. 
30 See: al-Raḍī, Nahj al-Balāghah, sermon 96. 
31 Al-Dhahabī, Mīzān al-Iʿtidāl, vol. 3, p. 124. 
32 Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd, Sharḥ Nahj al-Balāghah, vol. 1, p. 35. 
33 Maḥmūd Shukrī al-Ālūsī, Bulūgh al-Arab fī Maʿrifat Aḥwāl al-ʿArab (Cairo: Dār al-Kitāb al-Miṣrī), vol. 3, p. 
180. 
34 See: “Qālū fī al-Nahj al-Sharīf” (https://inahj.org/literatureghadir/675) 
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misgiving expressed by Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 728 AH) in his Minhāj al-Sunnah where he 
says, referring to the sermons of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) narrated in Nahj al-Balāghah, that 
since many of them are not found in any earlier source, they are mere fabrications.35 
In response to this, it must be noted firstly that al-Sharīf al-Raḍī was aiming to 
compile a literary text, not a ḥadīth compendium or reference manual for issues of 
creed or jurisprudence. That is why he did not see the need to include chains of 
transmission. Whoever wishes to evaluate the authenticity of its statements, 
therefore, must refer to the primary sources from which he related the material. 
This practice was not new, and it was not invented by al-Sharīf al-Raḍī. Many Sunnī 
scholars have done the same thing in their works, narrating traditions without 
including the chains of transmission. Secondly, in his introduction, al-Sayyid al-Raḍī 
categorically states that he has related the statements of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) from 
primary sources. In fact, in some instances he has also mentioned some of his main 
sources.36 Thirdly, the sermons he quotes were all known and circulating among the 
people even before his time, as attested to by many scholars. Had this not been the 
case, that would have been the first thing al-Raḍī could have been held to account 
for, and it would not have taken three centuries, until the era of Ibn Taymiyyah, for 
them to realize that. Furthermore, today we have encyclopaedic works that mention 
all the sources of Nahj al-Balāghah, thereby leaving no room for this doubt to persist. 

(4) Alternative Attributions: One of the doubts that has been raised in the past 
by the likes of Ibn Taymiyyah, and in recent times by scholars like Wadād al-Qāḍī37 
and others, is that some of the statements attributed to Imām ʿ Alī have actually been 
attributed to others as well. Hence, this would mean that al-Raḍī took some eloquent 
statements from other individuals and attributed them to Amīr al-Muʾminīn. This 
accusation has been explicitly made by Ibn Taymiyyah in his Minhāj al-Sunnah where 
he states that the author of Nahj al-Balāghah took statements of other people and 
presented them as the words of ʿ Alī (ʿa). He also notes that there are instances where 
the same statements he has attributed to ʿAlī (ʿa) have been attributed to others by 

 
35 Ibn Taymiyyah, Minhāj al-Sunnah (Riyadh: Jāmiʿat al-Imām Muḥammad ibn Saʿūd, 1406 AH), vol. 8, p. 55. 
36 See al-Raḍī’s notes after aphorism 448, before aphorism 362, and after sermon 32, for example. 
37 See for instance: Wadād Al-Qāḍī, “An Early Fāṭimid Political Document,” in Studia Islamica (Brill), no. 48 
(1978), pp. 71-108. 
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the likes of al-Jāhiẓ in his al-Bayān wal-Tabyīn.38 In response to this, we say that firstly, 
Ibn Taymiyyah and others who have made this accusation have not clarified how 
many statements and narrations attributed to Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) in the Nahj 
have also been attributed to others. In fact, Ibn Taymiyyah himself has not 
mentioned a single example of such sermons with multiple attributions. Finding one 
statement or a few statements whose attribution is doubtful does not mean that the 
entire book is fabricated. And if indeed there were some parts that were known to 
be fabricated, why did those who claim this not compile a ‘corrected’ and 
‘authenticated’ version (which could have been titled Ṣaḥīḥ Nahj al-Balāghah) as they 
did with other texts?39 Secondly, the fact that some statements (or orations, or 
letters) attributed by al-Raḍī to Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) have also been attributed to others 
does not necessarily mean that al-Raḍī was a liar. It could just as well have been the 
other attribution that was fabricated. What evidence is there that the latter did not 
take it from the former? In fact, even Wadād al-Qāḍī’s claim that the letter to Mālik 
al-Ashtar was actually a Fatimid political document is very weak. If it was an official 
document, al-Raḍī would never get away with falsely attributing it to Imām ʿAlī (ʿa). 
Rather, it makes more sense that the Fatimids, who believed in the imāmah of ʿAlī 
(ʿa), took from his teachings and incorporated them in their own legal documents. 
Finally, as for what al-Jāḥiẓ has said, it should be borne in mind that al-Jāḥiẓ was 
known for relating lies and then attributing them to reliable people.40 

(5) Knowledge of the Unseen: Another doubt that some have raised about Nahj 
al-Balāghah pertains to a number of reports that speak about future events and 
prophesize what is to come. This, they say, implies that the speaker had knowledge 
of the unseen (ghayb), because he foretells things with certitude, not probability. As 
such, they reject the assertion that such things were said by Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa), 
insisting that knowledge of the unseen is only with Allāh. One of the scholars who 
raised this doubt was ʿAbbās Maḥmūd al-ʿAqqād (d. 1964). He claimed that the 
prophecies regarding al-Ḥajjāj ibn Yūsuf, the sedition of the Zanj, the raids of the 
Tartars, and so on were things that were later attributed to the Imām by those who 

 
38 Ibn Taymiyyah, Minhāj al-Sunnah, vol. 8, p. 55. 
39 See the works of this type by Muḥammad Nāṣir al-Albānī, for example. 
40 See, for example, what Ibn Ḥajar has to say about him in Liṣan al-Mīzān (Beirut: Muʾassasat al-Aʿlamī lil-
Maṭbūʿāt, 1390 AH), vol. 4, p. 357. 
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copied the book after the events had transpired.41 The problem with this argument, 
however, is that firstly, they think that knowledge of the unseen cannot be 
possessed by anyone other than Allāh. This goes against the explicit verses of the 
Qurʾān which state that Allāh can give this type of knowledge who whomever He 
sees fit (see: Q72:26,27). Therefore it is clear that Allāh can Himself decide to bestow 
some knowledge of the unseen to certain chosen servants. Furthermore, there are a 
number of traditions considered authentic by Sunnī scholars wherein the Prophet 
(ṣ) is said to have shared knowledge of future events with some Companions like 
Ḥudhayfah.42 Hence we see that there is nothing surprising if Imām ʿAlī, who was 
the closest person to the Messenger of Allāh, were to know of similar things, having 
been informed of them by the Noble Messenger (ṣ). Furthermore, the Tartars came 
after the time of al-Sayyid al-Raḍī, so there was no way that he could have fabricated 
the prophecy himself. 

(6) Verbosity: Some of those who have doubted the attribution of Nahj al-
Balāghah argue that a number of sermons and letters contained therein are very 
long, and this was not something common among the Arabs of that time. One of the 
first people to bring up this argument was Aḥmad Zakī Ṣafwat (d. 1975) who noted 
that one of the causes of doubt in the attribution of the letter to Mālik al-Ashtar is 
its prolixity, which was not a practice that caliphs would generally undertake in 
those times when appointing governors. Additionally, he said that the presence of 
two very long orations, namely al-Qāṣiʿah and the Sermon of Ashbāḥ, gave him 
pause and reason to doubt.43 This, however, can be answered in a number of ways. 
Firstly, the length of an oration or letter cannot itself be a reason to question its 
attribution to Imām ʿAlī (ʿa), since verbosity is sometimes used as a device to attain 
certain objectives by an eloquent speaker. Secondly, it is unreasonable to arrive at a 
general conclusion that lengthy speeches or letters were unheard of in the early 
days after examining the small number of orations and correspondence that have 
reached us from the Noble Prophet (ṣ) or the other early caliphs. Doing so means 
overlooking the historical evidence for the presence of lengthy works among the 

 
41 ʿAbbās Maḥmūd al-ʿAqqād, ʿAbqariyyat al-Imām ʿAlī (UK: Muʾassasat Hindāwī, 2017), p. 114. 
42 See: Muslim ibn al-Ḥajjāj, Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth, 1412 AH), vol. 4, p. 2217. 
43 Aḥmad Zakī Ṣafwat, Tarjumat ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib (Cairo: Maṭbaʿat al-ʿUlūm, 1350 AH), p. 130. 
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Arabs of that time, as chronicled by some scholars of Arab history. There are even 
recorded instances of a person giving a speech that lasted an entire day!44 
Furthermore, there is a report in one of the works considered authentic by the Ahl 
al-Sunnah that states: one day the Prophet (ṣ) gave a sermon after Fajr prayers until 
Ẓuhr, then after that he continued the sermon until ʿ Aṣr, and after that he continued 
giving the sermon until sunset.45 The same source also narrates that Ibn ʿAbbās once 
gave a sermon that lasted from the time just after ʿAṣr until Maghrib, and he was 
going on until people began shouting that it was time for prayer.46 Many similar 
examples of this exist, and it is not surprising at all. Furthermore, it is known that 
the Arabs of that time had strong memories, and were thus able to memorize these 
lengthy sermons. Additionally, there were some companions of the Imām who 
always tried to write down and record whatever they heard from him, thereby 
saving it for posterity. 

(7) Rhyming Prose: It has been alleged by some authors that the style used in 
Nahj al-Balāghah contains literary devices that were not known or employed in the 
early days, most important among which was rhyming prose (ṣajʿ). The Egyptian 
scholar Aḥmad Amīn (d. 1954) mentioned a couple of early and contemporary 
scholars who doubted the attribution of the contents of Nahj al-Balāghah to Amīr al-
Muʾminīn for this reason.47 The futility of this argument becomes evident when we 
see that there are even statements from the Noble Prophet (ṣ) himself that contained 
rhyming prose.48 In fact, it takes only a little effort to find numerous orations 
recorded from the early period that contain such rhyming prose. Some scholars 
even say that the Qurʾān itself contains sajʿ and they give examples of verses that 
have this kind of rhyming structure.49 Additionally, we note that Aḥmad Amīn 
referred to two scholars who made this claim: al-Ṣafadī and Huart, but the former 

 
44 See: Al-Jāḥiẓ, al-Bayān wal-Tabyīn (Beirut: Dār Ṣaʿb, 1968), p. 76. 
45 Muslim ibn al-Ḥajjāj, Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, vol. 4, p. 2217. 
46 Ibid, vol. 1, p. 491. 
47 Aḥmad Amīn, Fajr al-Islam (UK: Muʾassasat Hindāwī, 2017), p. 169. 
48 Al-Ṭabarānī, al-Muʿjam al-Kabīr (Cairo: Maktabat Ibn Taymiyyah), vol. 12, p. 69. (It states in part: man 
ʿāsha māt, wa man māta fāt, wa kullu mā huwa ātin āt…). There are a number of other examples as well, even 
in works considered completely authentic, such as Saḥīḥ Muslim, where the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ) is 
reported to have employed rhyming prose. (See: Muslim ibn al-Ḥajjāj, Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, vol. 4, p. 2088). 
49 Al-Taftāzānī, Mukhtaṣar al-Maʿānī (Qum: Dār al-Fikr, 1411 AH), p. 295. 
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has been shown to be a blind follower of Ibn Khallikān (mentioned earlier) and thus 
his opinion holds no weight, and the latter was an Orientalist whose purpose was to 
undermine Islam and its teachings, so his view has no value. 

(8) Descriptions of Monotheism: Some have questioned the authenticity of 
Nahj al-Balāghah because it contains certain words and phrases, particularly in its 
descriptions of tawḥīd, which were used much later by the Muʿtazilah. They say that 
this is a sure sign that the sermons and letters with such descriptions were later 
attributions to Imām ʿ Alī, especially since al-Sayyid al-Raḍī himself inclined towards 
the Muʿtazilah. The Saudi scholar Ṣāliḥ al-Fawzān mentions this argument and 
claims that since the Rāfiḍah were known for taking teachings from the Muʿtazilah, 
al-Sharīf al-Murtaḍā fabricated Nahj al-Balāghah or participated in its fabrication due 
to the presence of Muʿtazilī descriptions of monotheism in the text.50 Shaykh Aḥmad 
Salmān has responded to this claim by saying that this is the vilest of all accusations 
made regarding the Nahj, as it essentially means that because its contents do not 
agree with their set of beliefs, they find its attribution questionable! Instead of 
providing any rational evidence, the likes of Ṣāliḥ al-Fawzān only use their assumed 
beliefs as a yardstick for what to accept as authentic. Since the descriptions of tawḥīd 
found in Nahj al-Balāghah differ from their own conceptions of tawḥīd, they reject the 
text out of hand.51 Interestingly, the very same scholars accept other texts which are 
deemed fabrications and have no reliable chain of transmission simply because their 
contents align with their creed and system of beliefs.52 

(9) Scientific Facts: A number of contemporary thinkers have raised doubts 
about the authenticity of Nahj al-Balāghah due to the mention of certain facts and 
realities that were not commonly known at the time of Imām ʿAlī, and were 
understood only much later. The detailed description of how the heavens and earth 
came about, and other such phenomena, as well as some detailed philosophical and 
linguistic expositions, led such thinkers to claim that this work was authored much 
later and could not possibly have been spoken by the Imām. Yet the problem with 

 
50 Ṣāliḥ al-Fawzān, al-Bayān li Akhṭāʾ Baʿḍ al-Kuttāb (Riyadh: Dār ibn al-Jawzī li al-Nashr, 1427 AH), p. 101. 
51 Aḥmad Salmān, Nahj al-Balāghah Fawq al-Shubuhāt wal-Tashkīkāt (Beirut: Dār al-Bayḍāʾ, 1435 AH), pp. 103-
104. 
52 Examples of such works include Kitāb al-Radd ʿ alā al-Jahmiyyah attributed to Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal and Kitāb 
al-Sunnah attributed to ʿAbdullāh ibn Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal. 
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this argument is the general assumption that these facts were completely unknown 
among the Arabs at that time. While it is true that most of the lay people did not 
know many of these facts, there is no valid reason to claim that they were 
completely unknown in that era. We know, for example, of the engagement between 
different cultures in that period, and we see reports of how people from other lands, 
like India for example, did indeed travel to Arabia and interact with the people there. 
Furthermore, this whole argument is premised on the idea that Amīr al-Muʾminīn 
was an ordinary individual, while this is not the case. Being the closest person to the 
Noble Messenger (ṣ), he was made privy to many things that were hitherto unknown, 
and since the Prophet was a recipient of divine knowledge and revelation, there is 
nothing that would fall outside the realm of possibility as far as what the Imām could 
have been taught by the Prophet himself. Indeed, we have numerous traditions, 
reported in the works of both schools, that attest to the fact that the Messenger of 
Allāh (ṣ) taught Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) certain secrets which nobody else knew.53 

(10) Alterations and Amendments: It has been claimed by some that while al-
Sharīf al-Raḍī did not himself make any false attributions, over time there were some 
extremist elements (like the ghulāt) who incorporated material which was not 
spoken by Amīr al-Muʾminīn into the Nahj. They further assert that because of this, 
the whole book becomes suspect, as one would never be certain whether the section 
being attributed to Imām ʿ Alī was actually spoken by him or was added later into the 
work by others. In response we say that firstly, even if, hypothetically, this were to 
have happened – and there is no proof that it ever did – it would not make the entire 
work a fabrication. The only thing it would lead to is the need for scholars and 
experts to sift through the text to distinguish the authentic statements from the 
inauthentic ones, and this is something that we do with all ḥadīth texts anyway. 
Once we have identified the weak narrations that cannot be attributed to the Imām 
(ʿa), the rest of the work would be deemed perfectly reliable, and there would no 
longer be any reason to doubt its contents. This is the generally accepted practice, 
even if we refute the notion of intentional malicious distortion of the text by late 

 
53 For instance, in one report Imām ʿAlī is quoted as having said, “The Messenger of Allāh (ṣ) taught me 
one thousand doors of knowledge, each of which opens up another thousand doors!” (See: al-Kulaynī, al-
Kāfī, vol. 1, p. 296). 
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corrupters, since there is a plethora of other reasons for the possible inclusion of 
weak traditions in the text. Those who follow the school of the Ahl al-Bayt believe 
that other than the Glorious Qurʾān, there is no book on earth that is 100% authentic 
and beyond scrutiny. Humans are imperfect beings, and their works are therefore 
imperfect. Mistakes are the order of the day, and this is especially true for early 
works, due to a variety of reasons. It is precisely this realization that has led Shīʿah 
scholars to reject the notion of a completely ṣaḥīḥ (authentic) ḥadīth compendium, 
and they do not accept the idea that works like Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī and Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim are 
entirely authentic, as the Sunnīs do. Secondly, if such distortion in the contents of 
Nahj al-Balāghah did actually occur, there can be only one of two possibilities: either 
the distortion took place after the book was compiled by al-Sayyid al-Raḍī, or it 
happened before he compiled the work. The first possibility cannot be accepted 
because of how popular the book became soon after al-Raḍī published it, and how 
widely circulated it was, with some individuals even memorizing its contents and 
writing commentaries on it. Furthermore, the original manuscript written by al-
Raḍī was available to scholars and researchers for many centuries, and has been 
mentioned by them.54 As for the second possibility, there is no evidence showing 
that it did actually happen, so the claim itself is spurious.55  

Having noted these ten points of doubt and the responses given to each by our 
scholars, we would like to briefly present the generally accepted position of most 
scholars when it comes to the question of authenticity of the contents of Nahj al-
Balāghah. Most Shīʿah scholars have always considered Nahj al-Balāghah to be an 
important source from which we can learn the teachings of the Commander of the 
Faithful and get to drink from the sea of knowledge of the Prince of Believers, Amīr 
al-Muʾminīn (ʿa). It would suffice to see what the greatest scholars of the madhhab 
have said about this work in order to understand the value it holds in their eyes. 
They accept its provenance and have no doubt that it was compiled by al-Sharīf al-
Raḍī. Furthermore, there is also no doubt that al-Raḍī deemed what he had collected 
and compiled in it to be the words of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa), and nowhere in the text has he 

 
54 For instance, in his commentary, Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd says that he had access to the original manuscript 
written by al-Raḍī himself. 
55 A more detailed discussion about the doubts in the authenticity of Nahj al-Balāghah, including what 
some Western academics have to say about it, can be found in: Ghassemi Zavieh, The Authenticity of Nahj 
al-Balāghah (Masters Thesis), McGill University, 1994. 
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explicitly expressed misgivings about the attribution of any statement to the Imām. 
However, this does not mean that our scholars accept everything in the Nahj is from 
Imām ʿAlī, and as we have mentioned earlier, there is no book that is deemed one 
hundred percent authentic, other than the Glorious Qurʾān. 

The question then is: what is the correct way to approach the text of Nahj al-
Balāghah? Since our scholars have not generally said that its contents are entirely 
authentic, even though it is a reliable text overall, it should be dealt with the way 
we deal with other important ḥadīth texts, like al-Kāfī, for example. This means that 
those who are experts in the field should be relied upon to scrutinize what is found 
in the Nahj and give their verdict regarding the reliability of specific statements. 
Some scholars have outlined in detail how one should go about navigating the text 
of the Nahj and dealing with those sections about which one gets the feeling of 
uncertainty. They say that if the statement pertains to legal or jurisprudential 
matters, then one should leave it to the jurists to decipher its scope and validity. 
Such statements are, however, very few in Nahj al-Balāghah to begin with. If the 
statement relates to creedal matters, then the Shīʿī creed is generally known, so if it 
conforms to what is certainly part of Shīʿī beliefs, then there is no problem accepting 
it. However, if it contravenes the Shīʿī creed then it is rejected. If the statement is 
about a historical event or details thereof, there is no problem in accepting it as long 
as we have no established reason for rejecting it, such as a stronger report that 
differs in its details. Finally, if the statement pertains to an ethical matter, such as 
advice on how to behave or act, then one can also accept this unless there is a good 
reason not to do so.56  

Regarding the contents of Nahj al-Balāghah related to creedal matters, there are 
a number of points that have been deemed questionable by some. We will herewith 
present a few examples of these and then mention the responses given by our 
scholars: 

(1) Tawassul and Istighāthah: Seeking intercession and intermediation 
through the chosen ones of Allāh (such as Prophets and Imāms) is generally an 
accepted practice among the Shīʿah. However, some have misinterpreted the 
following statement of the Imām, “When you have any need [that you wish for] from 
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Allāh, the Glorified, then start by sending salutations on the Prophet (ṣ) and then 
ask Allāh for your need, for Allāh, the Most High, is too generous to fulfil one of the 
two supplications that are made to Him and refuse the other.”57 They claim that 
since Imām ʿAlī did not instruct anyone to go to the grave of the Prophet, or of any 
of the saints (awliyāʾ), it means that he was not a proponent of intercession as the 
Shīʿah practice it.58 The answer to this faulty logic is simple: the fact that Amīr al-
Muʾminīn instructed believers to send salutations upon the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ) 
does not negate the validity of seeking intercession or visiting the blessed graves of 
the Prophet and his pure progeny. Furthermore, this method of supplication which 
is preceded by ṣalawāt is actually a form of intercession itself. 

(2) The Divine Appointment of Imāms: It is interesting to note that some have 
tried to question the beliefs of the Shīʿah by claiming that there is nothing in Nahj 
al-Balāghah that speaks of Imāms as divine appointees.59 In response, we say that 
firstly it has never been claimed by anyone that Nahj al-Balāghah contains all the 
words Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) ever spoke. So not finding something in the Nahj does not 
automatically mean that Amīr al-Muʾminīn never said anything about it. Secondly, 
one who reads the work carefully will indeed find therein references to the divine 
nature of the appointment of Imāms (or what is termed al-imāmah al-ilāhiyyah). One 
example is the Sermon of Shiqshiqiyyah in which Imām ʿAlī describes himself as the 
rightful successor of the Prophet whose right was usurped by others. Another 
example is the second sermon, in which the Imām describes the family of the 
Prophet as the guardians of his secret, the keepers of his knowledge, etc. In it, he 
clearly says that no one in the ummah can ever be compared to the family of the 
Prophet (ṣ), and then goes on to describe their virtues and merits. Actually, there 
are a number of places in Nahj al-Balāghah where the Imām speaks of the Ahl al-Bayt 
explicitly, and mentions their superiority over others and how Allāh has especially 
blessed them. Nevertheless, those who object to the idea of the divinely appointed 
Imām use some of Amīr al-Muʾminīn’s statements to further their case. For instance, 
when he was approached by the people after the assassination of ʿ Uthmān, the Imām 

 
57 Al-Raḍī, Nahj al-Balāghah, aphorism no. 350. 
58 Al-Jumayʿān, Qirāʾah Rāshidah li Kitāb Nahj al-Balāghah (1427 AH), p. 88. 
59 Ibid, p. 18. 
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said, “Leave me and approach someone else instead…”60 Hence, they say if indeed 
the Imām was appointed by Allāh, why would he tell the people to choose someone 
else to lead them in his stead? In fact, some Sunnī commentators of the Nahj also use 
this and other similar statements of the Imām to argue that the Prophet (ṣ) had not 
appointed him as his successor as the Shīʿah claim.61 In response to this, certain 
scholars claimed that these specific statements have been falsely attributed to the 
Imām, while others said that they have been misinterpreted and misrepresented. 
Indeed, there are numerous other traditions and statements which categorically 
state that the Imām was appointed by the Prophet (ṣ), by the command of Allāh. 

(3) Infallibility: Those who take aim at Shīʿī beliefs through what is found in 
Nahj al-Balāghah say that there are passages within the text that belie the notion that 
Imām ʿAlī was infallible (maʿṣūm). For one, he admits his own sins in his supplications, 
saying that he has wronged himself.62 Unfortunately, it seems they have not 
understood what is meant by such invocations, for we have the same kind of 
language employed in the supplications of the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ) himself, yet 
none of the Muslims object to the infallibility of the Prophet. Actually, such 
invocations were recited as a means of teaching the believers how they should 
supplicate to Allāh, and even if we were to assume that the Imām was supplicating 
for himself, and repenting or seeking forgiveness, it would not be for committing 
forbidden actions or disobeying Allāh. Rather, it may have been because of his 
abandoning a better course of action (tark al-awlā), which is not a sin per se, but saints 
still reprimand themselves for such acts. Furthermore, the Infallibles supplicate 
with the intention of praying for the entire nation of believers, not just themselves. 
And this is due to their kindness and compassion for the believers. A second passage 
that those who question the belief in infallibility of Imāms produce as evidence is 
the statement wherein Amīr al-Muʾminīn is reported to have said, “I do not regard 
myself to be above erring, nor am I safe from this in my actions, unless Allāh suffices 
me in that which He has more control over than me.”63 They take this to be an 

 
60 Al-Raḍī, Nahj al-Balāghah, sermon no. 91. 
61 Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd, Sharḥ Nahj al-Balāghah (Qum: Maktabat Ayatullah Marʿashī, 1404 AH), vol. 7, pp. 33-34. 
62 Al-Raḍī, Nahj al-Balāghah, sermon no. 215. 
63 Ibid, sermon no. 216. 
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admission by Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) that he is not infallible.64 In response, we note that the 
problem is in their misunderstanding of infallibility. They think it is an intrinsic 
quality of the infallible individuals, whereas in reality, it is a special grace that Allāh 
grants to them which leaves them with no desire for sin or disobedience, despite 
having the ability to do both.65 

(4) The Question of Revelation: In some passages of Nahj al-Balāghah, there is 
an exposition on the nature of revelation and how it came to a close with the Final 
Messenger and the Seal of the Prophets. Some have tried to argue that this shows 
there is no link between the Ahl al-Bayt and the heavens, and therefore, the progeny 
of the Noble Prophet (ṣ) were just ordinary individuals like everyone else. One such 
passage states: “He sent him after an interval in the sequence of Messengers, during 
a period of conflicting opinions [among the people]. He made him follow the earlier 
Messengers and through him brought revelation to a close.”66 However, in response 
we say that it is not a claim of the Shīʿah that revelation was sent down to the Ahl 
al-Bayt after the Messenger of Allāh, thereby making them recipients of divine 
revelation the same way the Noble Prophet (ṣ) was its recipient. Rather, they were 
blessed with special knowledge from Allāh through the Prophet, by inspiration, and 
according to some traditions, through the angels as well.67 

(5) The Uprightness of All Companions: Even though it is neither from the 
foundational principles (uṣūl) of the religion of Islam, nor its corollaries (furūʿ ), there 
are some Muslims who give this matter a lot of importance, and treat it as if it were 
one of the pillars of faith without which one would lose his way and exit the fold of 
Islam! Some of them even adduce certain passages from Nahj al-Balāghah to prove 
that all the Companions were indeed upright and just individuals, and to negate the 
claim of the Shīʿah that there were among them some who were more upright than 
others, and even some who lost their way. One such passage states: “I have seen the 
companions of Muḥammad (ṣ), and I do not see anyone among you resembling them. 
They spent their days with dishevelled hair and dusty faces, and passed the night in 

 
64 Al-Jumayʿān, Qirāʾah Rāshidah li Kitāb Nahj al-Balāghah, p. 27. 
65 Al-Ḥillī, al-Bāb al-Ḥādī ʿAshar (Mashhad: Astane Qudse Razavi, 1370 AH Solar), p. 37. 
66 Al-Raḍī, Nahj al-Balāghah, sermon no. 133. 
67 Al-Kulaynī, al-Kāfī, vol. 1, p. 271, ḥ. 5. 
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prostration and standing in worship. They would alternate between placing their 
foreheads and their cheeks [on the earth], and stood [quivering], as if their feet were 
on live coals, from the thought of their resurrection. Between their eyes were 
calluses [that looked] like the knees of goats, from their long prostrations. When 
Allāh was mentioned, their eyes flowed with tears until their collars became wet, 
and they trembled just as trees shake on a stormy day, out of fear of punishment and 
hope for reward [from the Almighty].”68 In response to this we say that firstly, the 
Shīʿah believe that among the Companions were some virtuous individuals and 
some corrupt individuals. We do not believe that all the Companions strayed from 
the right path. At most, we only say that not all of them were upright or just. In fact, 
it is narrated that there were twelve thousand companions of the Noble Prophet, 
eight thousand from Madīnah, two thousand from Makkah, and two thousand 
among the ṭulaqāʾ (freed slaves), many of whom would weep in their worship, out of 
awe of Allāh.69 Secondly, there are statements in Nahj al-Balāghah wherein the Imām 
voices his displeasure at some of the Companions. Thirdly, it is amazing how the 
same people who raised an objection to Nahj al-Balāghah because it contains statements 
cursing the companions, as noted above, now say that the book proves the uprightness 
of the Companions! 

These were the misgivings pertaining to creedal matters. There are also questions 
raised about a number of historical reports contained in Nahj al-Balāghah. Some of 
these questions include: 

(1) The People of Syria: Some historians have tried to portray the differences 
between Imām ʿ Alī and the Umayyads in the matter of avenging ʿ Uthmān as political 
rivalry that had nothing to do with religion at all. They have referred to passages of 
Nahj al-Balāghah to make their case for this position, saying that Imām ʿAlī never 
called the Syrians apostates; rather, he considered them believers and Muslims. 
That is why he said, “The whole thing began when we and the Syrians met in an 
encounter, although our Lord is one and the same, and our Prophet is one and the 
same, and our call in Islam is the same… we only differed on the question of 

 
68 Al-Raḍī, Nahj al-Balāghah, sermon no. 96. 
69 See: Al-Ṣadūq, al-Khiṣāl, vol. 2, pp. 639-640, ḥ. 15. 
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ʿUthmān’s blood...”70 In response, firstly we note that some scholars have questioned 
the authenticity of this passage because it may have been from the reports of the 
fabricator Sayf ibn ʿUmar.71 Secondly, the Imām was speaking regarding their 
apparent position as believers, but he did not endorse their understanding of Islam 
or categorically define them as true believers. There is a huge difference between 
these two, for saying that someone is a Muslim is quite different from saying that he 
is apparently a follower of Islam. We know that if someone professes the faith and 
recites the testimonies thereof (shahādatayn), he is deemed a Muslim. It was this 
outward acceptance of Islam that the Imām was referring to. Thirdly, this letter was 
sent to argue a specific case against those enemies who tried to claim that they 
simply rose up to avenge ʿUthmān and nothing more. He aimed to show the 
weakness of their argument, and upon reading the rest of the letter it becomes 
evident that the Imām was using a conciliatory tone to try and avoid bloodshed, 
which they adamantly insisted upon. Finally, anyone who reads history would know 
the reality of the relationship between Imām ʿAlī and Muʿāwiyah, and what each of 
them stood for. Therefore, reducing the whole conflict to merely political differences 
is completely wrong. 

(2) The Imām’s Rebuke of his Shī.ʿah: This is one of the issues raised by those 
who stand against the Shīʿah. They point out that the Imām himself criticized his 
followers, especially among the people of Kūfah. One example they quote is his 
addressing his followers and saying to them, “I am troubled by those who do not 
obey when I command and do not respond when I call… I stand among you shouting 
and call out to you for help, yet you neither listen to my words nor obey my orders, 
until [your] actions manifest their evil consequences. Then no blood can be avenged 
with you and no goal can be achieved.”72 In answering this claim, firstly it should be 
remembered that the orations of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) were addressed to those who 
were present at that time, and not to all people. Therefore, those who have been 
described by him in such a manner were specific individuals who were in the 
audience as he spoke. Secondly, this statement (and others like it) were addressed 

 
70 Al-Raḍī, Nahj al-Balāghah, letter no. 58. 
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to his army of Kūfans at that time, and these were not a homogenous lot in terms of 
their beliefs, meaning they were not all Shīʿahs. Rather, the Shīʿah were a minority 
whereas the rest were fighting for Amīr al-Muʾminīn because they considered him 
to be the caliph of the Muslims. Many of them belonged to tribes who had sworn 
allegiance en masse, and not because they believed Imām ʿAlī to be the appointed 
successor of the Noble Prophet (ṣ). Some of the fighters even had ulterior, worldly 
motives such as desire for spoils of war. Thirdly, there are also statements in Nahj 
al-Balāghah and other early sources wherein the Imām praises the people of Kūfah. 
For example, in one of his letters addressed to the Kūfans, the Imām refers to them 
as, “the Noble Helpers and the elite among the Arabs.”73 Finally, if these people being 
rebuked by the Imām were the Shīʿah, then where were the Ahl al-Sunnah? If we 
were to accept, for argument’s sake, that all those who were in his army were Shīʿah, 
it means the Ahl al-Sunnah were those who stood and fought against him, thereby 
making their crime far worse. If the Shīʿah fell short in their assistance of the Imām 
and were therefore rebuked by him, at least they were not as bad as those who 
declared open enmity and drew swords to fight him! 

We also find that some have questioned the authenticity of Nahj al-Balāghah due 
to certain jurisprudential matters it contains. We will look at two examples here and 
mention the responses given by our scholars to the same: 

(1) The Proscription of Grieving (al-jazaʿ ): One of the things for which the 
Shīʿah are known is their mourning ceremonies where they gather, to recall the 
tragedy of Karbalāʾ as well as the martyrdom of other Infallibles, and express their 
grief through crying and weeping. This is done in order to keep the memory of these 
individuals alive and remind the believers of the injustice that was done to them as 
well as their lofty teachings. Certain passages of Nahj al-Balāghah are quoted by some 
to claim that Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) himself forbade the expression of grief in this way. One 
of the examples they give is the statement of Amīr al-Muʾminīn to Shuraḥbīl al-
Shibāmī, who was one of the nobles of his tribe, when he heard women weeping 
after the Battle of Ṣiffīn. The Imām said to him, “Do your women have control over 
you as regards what [weeping] I hear? Do you not prevent them from this lamenting?”74 
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However, it should be understood that firstly, such passages do not denote 
proscription (taḥrīm), but rather disapproval (karāhah). Secondly, the example 
mentioned above pertains to a specific case, since the army was in a state of war and 
the lamentation of women would cause the soldiers to lose their resolve. Thirdly, 
the Shīʿah do not conduct mourning ceremonies to commemorate the tragedy of 
Karbalāʾ as a mere emotional outburst. Rather, they do so because of the numerous 
traditions emphasizing the importance of commemorating and mourning the 
martyrs of Karbalāʾ. This was something that even the Noble Prophet (ṣ) and the 
foremost among the Companions had practiced. The Prophet had cried over the 
death of his son Ibrāhīm and also when he was told about what would happen to his 
grandson al-Ḥusayn (ʿa). And there are reports of some Companions and wives of 
the Prophet lamenting over their dead as well.75 

(2) The Time of Prayer: Some have adduced the text of Nahj al-Balāghah to 
prove that the Shīʿah are going against the teachings of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) with 
respect to the times of prayer (awqāt al-ṣalāt). They note that in the 52nd letter, the 
Imām says, “Offer the ẓuhr prayer with the people until the sun shifts [and its shade 
extends] to the extent of the [wall of a] goats’ pen. Offer the ʿaṣr prayer with them 
while the sun is still shining brightly, in a part of the day wherein one could still 
travel the distance of two farsakhs [in daylight]. Offer the maghrib prayer with them 
when the fasting one opens his fast and the pilgrim proceeds to Minā. Offer the ʿishāʾ 
prayer with them [from] when the twilight disappears until a third of the night. And 
offer the early morning prayer with them when a man can recognize the face of his 
companion.” Yet despite his mentioning five separate times, the Shīʿah combine 
their prayers and pray three times a day instead of five. In response, we say that 
those who have raised this doubt seem to be ignorant about basic Shīʿī jurisprudence. 
No one says that there are three times for prayer in a day, as alleged. Rather, it is 
only said that the ẓuhrayn and maghribayn prayers share part of their respective 
times, with the beginning time (awwal al-waqt) of each being specifically for ẓuhr and 
maghrib respectively. Furthermore, the timings mentioned by Amīr al-Muʾminīn for 
ẓuhr and ʿaṣr, and maghrib and ʿishāʾ, is only to explain how the beginning time is 
specifically for the first of the two prayers, and that the gap between the prayers is 
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a time given for the performance of recommended (nāfilah) prayers. Further details 
regarding this can be found in other narrations from Imām al-Bāqir (ʿa).76 Moreover, 
there are narrations in Sunnī sources that also permit the combining of prayers, 
even without a reason like rain, etc. Therefore, those who raise this doubt seem to 
have neglected what is found even in their own texts. 

These were some of the doubts that have been raised regarding the text of Nahj 
al-Balāghah and their responses. We will also deal with some of the other doubts as 
we embark on the commentary, as and where necessary. Suffice it to say that scholars 
have attempted to provide answers to all these misgivings and on the whole, most 
of the contents of Nahj al-Balāghah is deemed entirely authentic. 
 

The Present Commentary 

The need for an English commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah cannot be overstated. While 
it is true that many capable scholars have worked on a much-needed good English 
translation of the Nahj, it was felt that this is one of those works that no translation 
can ever do justice to. That is why we decided to embark on writing a commentary 
which is based on the available commentaries in other languages, primarily Arabic, 
that were written much earlier by well-known scholars. We decided to name this 
work Pinnacle of Eloquence, because that is what the Nahj is – the absolute pinnacle of 
human eloquence. Of course, the title is not a translation of Nahj al-Balāghah, which 
means the path of eloquence, or as one translator put it, ‘the measure of eloquence’. 
Growing up, we always thought it meant the peak of eloquence, as that was the title 
given to one of the first English translations of the text. Having gone through the 
commentaries that would be used as the main references for this work, it was 
decided that the book would require five volumes. The first three volumes will be a 
commentary on the sermons, the fourth will be on the letters, and the final volume 
will be an explanation of the aphorisms and sayings of the Imām, God-willing. 

This work is not meant to be exhaustive. As the first complete commentary of Nahj 
al-Balāghah in English, it is aimed at making a difficult text more accessible to lay 
readers and non-specialists. Indeed, there are many commentaries of the Nahj in 
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Arabic, Persian, Urdu, and other languages that extend to numerous hefty tomes, 
some running to twenty or more volumes, and even these are not exhaustive. Our 
commentary is meant to take readers beyond the literal meaning of the text when 
necessary, to clarify difficult passages, and to give a context to the words of the 
Imām especially when it is not apparent from the text itself. Our hope is that this 
exposition will enable readers to interact on various levels with the Nahj. We intend 
to present our commentary in a style which is similar to that used by the editor of 
the Study Qurʾān. This is because we noted from our own reading of the Study 
Qurʾān, that the method of referring to the sources was much easier and less 
intrusive for the reader. 

Herewith are the main source commentaries that have been used with a brief 
introduction to each: 

(1) Quṭb al-Dīn Abū al-Ḥusayn Saʿīd ibn Hibatillāh al-Rāwandī (d. 573 AH), 

Minhāj al-Barāʿah fī Sharḥ Nahj al-Balāghah: This is the oldest commentary we have 
used in this work. Quṭb al‑Dīn al‑Rāwandī completed writing his commentary at the 
end of Shaʿbān 556 AH, and it subsequently became a source for other commentaries 
that were written later. Though it is largely a literary commentary, it does contain 
certain theological discussions as well. Al-Rāwandī apparently did not write the title 
of his book; it was his student Muntajab al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 585 AH) who first 
mentioned the title as Minhāj al-Barāʿah fī Sharḥ Nahj al-Balāghah. Some other 
commentators like Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd considered al-Rāwandī’s work to be the earliest 
commentary on Nahj al-Balāghah. However, as noted above, recent research has 
shown that there were at least three other commentaries that predate al-Rāwandī’s. 
In his introduction, al-Rāwandī says that he initially wrote a detailed commentary 
on the first sermon of the Nahj, and only after that was completed did he decide to 
write a commentary on the whole of Nahj al-Balāghah. For this reason, only the first 
sermon has been explained in detail by him, while for the rest of the sermons and 
letters he has only offered explanations for the difficult words and phrases. 

(2) ʿIzz al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd ibn Hibatillāh ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd (d. 656 AH), Sharḥ 

Nahj al-Balāghah: This is arguably the most famous commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah. 
One of the reasons for this is, perhaps, that it refers to both Shīʿī and Sunnī sources, 
and covers a wide range of issues, including the literary, historical, and theological. 
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In his introduction, Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd mentions some of his own beliefs, such as the 
superiority of ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib over the other caliphs, and that those who rebelled 
against him will be inmates of Hell. However, he also thought that the Prophet (ṣ) 
made no explicit appointment regarding his successor. There are also certain things 
mentioned in this commentary that go against the beliefs of the Imāmī Shīʿah. That 
is to be expected of a Muʿtazilī Shāfiʿī scholar like Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd. Based on what 
he says at the end of his work, it took him four years and eight months to write this 
commentary – the same as the duration of the caliphate of Imām ʿ Alī (ʿa). He completed 
it in the year 649 AH, and later gifted the work to the Shīʿah vizier of the Abbasid 
court, Ibn ʿAlqamā, receiving some handsome rewards and gifts in return. 

(3) Kamāl al-Dīn Maytham ibn ʿAlī ibn Maytham al-Baḥrānī (d. 679/699 AH), 

Sharḥ Nahj al-Balāghah: The title of this commentary is Miṣbāḥ al-Sālikīn, and as 
noted above, al-Baḥrānī also wrote an abridged version of it titled Ikhtiyār Miṣbāḥ al-
Sālikīn. This commentary is quite versatile in that it contains mystical and theologi-
cal discussions as well as literary and historical discourses. Al-Baḥrānī has prefaced 
his commentary with a lengthy introduction, and has also commented on al-Sayyid 
al-Raḍī’s introduction to the text. He also discusses certain logical and linguistic 
concepts such as the various types of meanings that can be implied by words, and 
then proceeds to refer to these in his commentary on various sermons, letters and 
sayings. Al-Baḥrānī was requested to author this work by the Ismāʿīlī historian and 
vizier to the Mongol emperor Hulāgū Khān, ʿAṭāʾullah Malik al‑Juwaynī. He did not 
mention any title for his main work, but after completing the abridged version, he 
gave it the title Ikhtiyār Miṣbāḥ al-Sālikīn, so Aghā Buzurg Tehrānī inferred from this 
that his main commentary was titled Miṣbāḥ al-Sālikīn.77 Al-Baḥrānī completed this 
work in 677 AH, and in some instances he makes references to earlier commentaries 
and either accepts or rejects what their authors have said. 

(4) Ḥabībullāh Muḥammad ibn Hāshim al-Mūsawī al-Khūʾī (d. 1324 AH), Minhāj 

al-Barāʿah fī Sharḥ Nahj al-Balāghah: This commentary has the same title as the 
earlier one by al-Rāwandī. It was written with the intention of simplifying some of 
the difficult words and phrases found in the Nahj. One of the unique qualities of this 
commentary is the mention of the chains of transmission of the sermons, letters and 
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sayings, as well as some of the historical context thereof. Al-Khūʾī wrote the 
commentary of 229 sermons of Nahj al-Balāghah but passed away before he could 
complete the rest. Later, the esteemed scholars Hasanzādeh Āmulī (d. 1443 AH) and 
Muḥammad Bāqir Kamareʾī (d. 1415 AH) completed his work, with the latter 
commenting on the aphorisms and the former completing the remaining sermons 
and letters of the Imām (ʿa). Though he had written other books, this work was the 
author’s magnum opus. While acknowledging the earlier commentaries written on 
the Nahj, al-Khūʾī expressed his disapproval regarding some of their flaws. From all 
the early commentaries, he found al-Baḥrānī’s to be the best, though he also 
criticized it for the author’s inattention to ḥadīth and over reliance on rational 
discourse. Since he felt that none of the available commentaries had done due justice 
to the Nahj, al-Khūʾī embarked on authoring his own commentary. Despite being 
unable to complete his work, al-Khūʾī is said to have presented part of his work to 
the Qājār ruler Muẓaffar al-Dīn, who proceeded to order that it should be published. 

(5) Muḥammad Jawād ibn Maḥmūd Āl Mughniyah al-ʿĀmilī (d. 1400 AH), Fī Ẓilāl 

Nahj al-Balāghah: This commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah was first printed in four 
volumes in 1972 by the Lebanese publishing house Dār al-ʿIlm lil-Malāyīn. In his 
introduction, the author notes that every commentary is subjective and reflects the 
author’s own worldview. He then goes on to briefly speak about his own worldview 
and what he considers the role of religion to be in the life of human beings. He also 
expresses appreciation for the work that has already been done by scholars of the 
past as pertains to the commentary of the Nahj. At the same time, he admits that he 
has rejected some of their views which he found wanting or disagreed with, as he 
authored his own commentary. Mughniyah adopts the style that he used in his 
exegesis of the Qurʾān, al-Kāshif. He divides long texts into smaller sections 
thematically, and then proceeds to give a commentary on each section. He first 
clarifies the meaning of the vocabulary used, then moves on to discuss the 
grammatical structure of the phrases. Subsequently, he discusses the meaning of 
each section at length, focusing on the parts he deems most important. Though this 
commentary is relatively shorter, it contains some interesting discussions that are 
not found in other commentaries. 
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(6) Muḥammad Taqī ibn Muḥammad Kāẓim al-Tustarī (d. 1415 AH), Bahj al-

Ṣabāgha fī Sharḥ Nahj al-Balāghah: This fourteen-volume commentary is one of the 
most interesting commentaries on Nahj al-Balāghah ever written. The author discusses 
the variances in the words and phrases as found in the different manuscripts of the 
text, and then gives his opinion on the most correct version, based on the Qurʾān 
and Ḥadīth. Having studied the earlier commentaries by Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd, al-
Baḥrānī, and al-Khūʾī, ʿAllāmah Muḥammad Taqī Shūshtarī (which is read al-Tustarī 
in Arabic) decided that since they were all incomplete in some way, he would 
embark on writing a commentary that filled the gaps left by them. He notes at the 
end of his introduction that he named his work Bahj al-Ṣabāghah (lit. the Seasoning 
of Delight) because as he was engrossed in writing the commentary, Allāh blessed 
him with a special bounty that filled him with joy and delight. What is unique about 
this commentary is that it has been arranged thematically, and not in the order of 
the text as found in the Nahj. The author has divided his commentary into sixty 
chapters (faṣl), and a total of 933 topics (ʿunwān). Each volume contains a list of all 
the chapters contained therein. Though it is difficult to navigate this work, since its 
recent digitization, this problem has been greatly mitigated and finding the 
commentary of any specific section of Nahj al-Balāghah has become much easier. The 
inclusion of the historical context for most of the sermons and letters makes this 
commentary more valuable. 

(7) Muḥammad Taqī Jaʿfarī al-Tabrīzī (d. 1419 AH), Tafsīr Nahj al-Balāghah: This 
Persian commentary on Nahj al-Balāghah is one of the well-known contemporary 
commentaries. The author was a prolific writer and researcher whose interests 
included subjects such as philosophy and mysticism, and he studied the works of 
both non-Muslim western academics as well as Muslim scholars. He spent the last 
two decades of his life working on a comprehensive translation and commentary of 
the Nahj. To this end, he referred to numerous variegated sources such as exegeses, 
historical works, books of poetry, and even works by foreign researchers. Due to his 
ill health, he was only able to translate and comment on the first 185 sermons of 
Nahj al-Balāghah, the last of which he wrote while undergoing treatment in London. 
His valuable but incomplete work was published in 27 volumes. The uniqueness of 
this commentary is in its comprehensive nature. The author has addressed a wide 
range of issues ranging from the social and legal to the philosophical and mystical. 
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He has addressed political matters and theological debates, as well as psychological 
discussions. In short, it is its wide scope that makes this commentary stand out. Had 
he continued until the end in the same style, his commentary would have spanned 
at least 40 volumes. ʿAllāmah Jaʿfarī reserved the entire first volume (of more than 
300 pages) for his introduction, in which he also speaks about the merits and qualities 
of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa). 

(8) Nāṣir ibn Muḥammad Karīm Makārim al-Shīrāzī (b. 1345 AH), Nafaḥāt al-

Wilāyah: The complete title of this commentary is Nafaḥāt al-Wilāyah – Sharḥun 
ʿAṣriyyun Jāmiʿun li Nahj al-Balāghah. As noted in the title, this work aims to present a 
comprehensive contemporary commentary on the Nahj. It was published about 
seven years before the author’s Persian commentary titled Payāme Imām Amīr al-
Muʾminīn (ʿa). Both works were carried out by a group of scholars under the author’s 
supervision. The Persian commentary was published in 15 volumes while this Arabic 
version was published in 10 volumes. The Persian commentary is complete, and 
covers all the sermons, letters, and sayings of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa). It took twenty years to 
write, and was completed in the year 1433 AH. The Arabic Nafaḥāt, however, is not 
complete and only goes up to the 53rd letter of Nahj al-Balāghah. Since the author is 
the same, we have referred to both works in tandem, and wherever the Arabic 
commentary is lacking, that is made up for by the Persian one. However, the Arabic 
text is the primary reference, and that is why we have not included both works as 
separate sources. 

(9) ʿAbdullāh Jawādī al-Āmulī (b. 1352 AH), Salūnī Qabla an Tafqidūnī: This is the 
latest commentary which is still being published (5 volumes have been published to 
date), with about two new volumes released annually. Since the publication of this 
work coincides with our own commentary, we have referred to it up to the point of 
availability and will continue to do so in later volumes, God-willing. One of the 
unique features of this commentary is the particular importance given to the 
context of the sermons of Imām ʿAlī, which in turn gives us a better understanding 
of the background and circumstances surrounding what he said.  

Aside from the above, we occasionally refer to other works such as Tamām Nahj 
al-Balāghah, and certain secondary sources as well. In each case, we have mentioned 
the work that has been referred to so that those who wish to check the references 
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may do so. Our target audience is primarily those who are interested in a detailed 
understanding of the contents of Nahj al-Balāghah, but cannot access the original 
commentaries in Arabic or Persian. However, even academics and scholars who are 
able to read the original commentaries might find it useful to get a brief idea of the 
text from this commentary before proceeding to delve deeper and refer to the 
primary sources whenever they deem it necessary. To make the text more 
accessible, we have opted to use the Study Qurʾān style of referencing, where we 
refer to the primary source with a simple letter, like (R), or (T), and the reader can 
then refer to that source when needed. It is only in the few instances where secondary 
sources have been used that we mention them by name. Aside from this, the usual 
conventions when it comes to naming, transliteration, etc. have been employed. 

Out of the many different editions available, the one upon which this commentary 
is based was published by al-ʿAtabah al-ʿAlawiyyah in Najaf, in conjunction with the 
Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) library in Mashhad, in the year 1437 AH.78 It has been critically 
edited by al-Shaykh Qays Bahjat al-ʿAṭṭār, who referred to a sizeable number of 
different manuscripts, over twenty of which were in good condition and could be 
easily read. Out of these, he selected four main manuscripts which he carefully 
compared before coming up with his final edition. The primary manuscript selected 
was that of ʿAlī ibn Muḥammad ibn al-Sakūn al-Ḥillī (d. circa 600 AH), which is said 
to have been written around 564 AH. Ibn al-Sakūn was an individual who was known 
for his erudition and expertise in language and grammar, as well as his eloquence.79 
During his lifetime, he also copied manuscripts of other important works such as al-
Ṣaḥīfah al-Sajjādiyyah, the Amālī of al-Shaykh al-Ṣadūq, al-Miṣbāḥ al-Kabīr and al-
Miṣbāḥ al-Ṣaghīr by al-Shaykh al-Ṭūsī, and others. 

The differences between manuscripts are of many types, and al-ʿAṭṭār lists over 
twenty types of variance in his introduction, including differences in wording, verb 
tenses, use of conjunctions of lack thereof, etc.80 Interestingly, there are even variances 
between the different copies of Ibn al-Sakūn’s own manuscript. The possible reasons 
for this are that he might have made some changes to subsequent manuscripts based 

 
78 In a few instances where there are slight variances in the manuscripts, we have opted to select the one 
that best fits the context of the statement. However, this does not result in any major difference in the 
overall meaning. 
79 Yāqūt al-Ḥamawī, Muʿjam al-Udabāʾ, vol. 15, p. 75. 
80 Al-ʿAṭṭār (ed.), Nahj al-Balāghah, pp. 14-16. 
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on new material he came across, or that he did not stick to a single source and used 
multiple sources for his manuscripts. Another possibility is that Ibn al-Sakūn used 
to teach the Nahj and scrutinize the language and grammar of the text while he did 
so, giving his own opinions on the same and recording them alongside what he had 
come across in the sources. In any case, al-ʿAṭṭār states that all his renditions and 
corrections are of the highest standards in terms of accuracy and eloquence, and 
none of them contain any major flaws or errors. 

We did not deem it necessary, for our purposes in this commentary, to repeat 
the footnotes of the published Arabic text, with all its references to the variances 
found in the different manuscripts consulted. That is something only a specialist 
would be interested in, and specialists would easily be able to access the original 
Arabic text to find this if they need to. In the few instances where it was noted that 
a completely different meaning is given in a variant reading, we have attempted to 
highlight the same by mentioning it in the commentary. Most of the variances, 
however, do not change the general connotation of the speech of the Imām (ʿa). 
According to Sayyid Jawād al-Muṣṭafawī, there are 249 words that have been 
recorded with variances in the different manuscripts of Nahj al-Balāghah.81 Indeed, a 
separate tome would be required to investigate all the variances and their sources, 
and that is beyond the scope of our work here. 
 

  

 
81 Al-Muṣṭafawī, al-Kāshif ʿan Alfāẓ Nahj al-Balāghah, Appendix. 
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AL-SAYYID AL-RAḌĪ’S INTRODUCTION 

My Lord, help and aid [me]. 
 

We proceed after praising Allāh, Who made [His] praise the price of His bounties, 
the refuge from His trials, the pathway to His Gardens [of Paradise], and the means 
for increase of His favours. And blessings be upon His Messenger, the Prophet of 
mercy, the leader of all leaders, the beacon of light for the community, the chosen 
one from origins most noble, and a genealogy of honour longstanding; [from] the 
plantation with deep-rooted glory, and the branch of sublimity full of fruits and 
foliage. And [blessings be] upon his Ahl al-Bayt who are lanterns [of guidance] in the 
darkness, means of protection for the nations, shining lamp-posts of the religion, 
and the highest standards of greatness [and merit]. May Allāh shower them all with 
blessings befitting their distinction, as reward for their actions and commensurate 
with the excellence of their lineage and origin, [for] as long as the mornings dawn 
at sunrise and the risen stars set.  

In my early age and the prime of my youth, I began compiling a book on the 
unique traits of the Imāms (ʿa), covering the accounts of their virtues and their 
eloquent statements. I was motivated to embark on this by a goal which I mentioned 
at the beginning of the book, making it my introduction. I finalized the portion 
pertaining to the unique qualities of Amīr al-Muʾminīn, ʿAlī (ʿa), but I could not 
complete the remainder of the book due to the impediments of the time and 
hinderances that came about in those days. I divided the book into [several] chapters 
and sections, placing at the end a section comprising what has been narrated from 
him (ʿa) of pithy sayings, containing advice and wise counsel, as well as maxims and 
proverbs, instead of his lengthy sermons and detailed letters. 

A number of friends expressed admiration for the contents of the section that 
we have mentioned, appreciating its excellence and being awed by its clear eloquence. 
Hence, they asked me to start compiling a book which would cover a selection of the 
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words of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) in all its various forms and diverse types, including 
sermons, letters, sayings, and adages. They knew that all this contains amazing 
eloquence, astounding articulateness, gems of Arabic expressions, and brilliant 
statements pertaining to faith and this world, none of which has been collected in 
any treatise, nor is it found compiled in any book. [They were especially interested 
in this] since Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) is the pathway to eloquence and its wellspring, 
the source of articulate elocution and its fountainhead. By him (ʿa) its hidden aspects 
were made manifest, and from him its principles were derived. It is his aphorisms 
that every speaker and orator quoted, and it is his speech that availed every 
eloquent preacher. 

Even then, he (ʿa) is far ahead while they have fallen short, he had advanced 
while they have tarried [behind], because his words are statements that have traces 
of Divine knowledge and are replete with the fragrance of Prophetic utterances. 
Hence, I acceded to their request to start this [compilation], as I knew that in it there 
is great benefit, extensive scope, and a treasure of [otherworldly] reward. I intended 
to use it to clarify [and expound] the great status of Amīr al-Muʾminīn as pertains to 
this merit [of unrivalled eloquence], in addition to the numerous other excellent 
qualities and innumerable distinctions. Furthermore, he (ʿa) was matchless in the 
successful attainment of its pinnacle among all the erstwhile predecessors from 
whom only a few statements, infrequent and sporadic, are quoted [here and there]. 
As for his speech, it is like a [boundless] sea without a shore, an overflowing eloquence 
that cannot be matched. 

I wish to segue into an expression of my pride due to [my descent from] him – 
may Allāh shower His blessing upon him – by quoting a couplet of al-Farazdaq:   

These are my forefathers, so bring me anyone like them, 
when we meet, O Jarīr, at the gatherings. 

I found that his (ʿa) speech revolves around three distinct axes, first among 
which are sermons and decrees, second are letters and correspondence, and third 
are wise sayings and aphorisms. I decided, with Allāh’s help, to begin compiling the 
brilliant sermons first, then the excellent letters, and finally the best [of his] wise 
sayings and aphorisms, devoting a separate section for each category and leaving 
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[extra blank] pages in-between each [section] so that if anything has been 
[inadvertently] left out and later comes to me, it may be easily be inserted therein.  

If I came across any of his other speech which was spoken during a discussion, 
or was a reply to a question, or had some other aim that did not fit within any of the 
mentioned categories that I decided to base this work upon, I included it in the 
category that was most suitable, or to which its contents were most similar. Among 
what I have selected, sometimes there are certain passages that are not ordered 
consistently and [some of his] brilliant statements that are not well arranged. This 
is so because I am only [after] adducing [the most] illustrative and brilliant [speech], 
and do not intend to array or arrange [it].  

From his amazing qualities, which are unique to him (ʿa) and which he 
remains ever secure from having to share with anyone, are his statements on 
abstemiousness, admonition, remembrance of Allāh, and restraint. When a person 
reflects on them, and a thinker ponders over them, having purposely overlooked the 
fact that they are the words of a man like him – who enjoys a great status, whose 
command is established, and whose authority encompasses all the people – he would 
have no doubt that these are the statements of one who has no interest in other 
than abstemiousness, and no activity save worship. [He would imagine that such a 
person] has secluded himself in the interior of some house, or isolated himself on 
the slope of some mountain where he hears nothing but his own murmur and sees 
no one but himself. 

One would find it hard to believe that these are the statements of a person who 
plunges into battle with his sword drawn, severing necks and vanquishing warriors, 
and then returns with his sword trickling and dripping with blood. Yet even in that 
state, he was one of the most abstemious among the ascetics, and chief among the 
saints. This is one of his amazing merits and wonderful characteristics by which he 
brought together [within himself] contradictory qualities and joined together 
varying attributes. I often  mention this to my brothers-in-faith and cause them to 
marvel over it. Indeed, it is something to learn from and reflect upon. 

Sometimes within my selection, one may come across a word that has been 
repeated or a theme that recurs, and the reason for this is that the narrations of his 
(ʿa) speech differ greatly. At times the selected statement is found in a narration and 
related as is, then it is found in another tradition, expressed in a manner different 
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from the first, either with some specific addition or with wording that is more 
beautifully articulated. As such, it is deemed worthy of being repeated as a means of 
emphasizing what had [previously] been mentioned, and out of a sense of 
possessiveness for [his] exemplary speech. In some instances it may also be that 
what had been first selected [and mentioned] appeared much earlier and then was 
repeated out of forgetfulness or inattention, not purposely or intentionally.  

Nevertheless, I do not claim that I have covered all of Amīr al-Muʾminīn’s 
statements, such that not even the uncommon escaped me, nor did the unusual get 
left out [from my compilation]. In fact, I do not rule out the possibility that what has 
escaped me might be far more than what I have come by [and collected], and that 
which I am aware [and have knowledge] of is far less than what has remained beyond 
my reach. My only task was to strive to the best of my ability, and to the extent of 
my capacity, and it is upon Allāh, the Glorified, to open up the way and guide [me] 
to the goal – if Allāh so wills.  

I decided [after having completed my work], to name this book Nahj al-Balāghah 
(The Path of Eloquence), since it opens the doors of eloquence for the reader, and 
brings it closer for the seeker. It contains what is needed by [both] the scholar and 
the student, and what is aspired to by [both] the rhetorician as well as the 
renunciant. Within it one comes across a wonderful discussion on Oneness (tawḥīd) 
and justice (ʿadl), and how Allāh, the Glorified and Exalted, is free from resembling 
[any of] the creatures, as well as that which can quench every thirst [for wisdom], 
provide a cure for every malady [of unbelief], and polish off every [stain of] doubt.  

It is from Allāh, the Glorified, that I seek success and protection from error, and 
I request the attainment of my goal and assistance. I seek refuge from Him from 
mistakes of the heart before mistakes of the tongue, and from slips in speech before 
slips of the feet. He [alone] is sufficient for me and is the best Protector. 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

ORATIONS 
  



           1 

1 

CREATION OF THE EARTH AND SKY, AND OF ĀDAM 

 

 

1 All praise is for Allāh, whose extol-
ment cannot be adequately expressed 
by speakers, whose bounties cannot be 
enumerated by counters, and whose 
right cannot be fulfilled [even] by 
those who strive. Neither can the 
heights of intellectual endeavour grasp 
Him, nor can the depths of understan-
ding reach Him. There exists no 
definable limit for His description, no 
available epithet, no specified time, 
and no protracted duration. 

 َ ّ تَُِّلِْلَ  َْْْ َغَ ِّْْْْ َْ ََ ِ َالْْْا ِ لِّلَهِ ا الحَْمْْْْ

ونِِّ  ََ َْْ وَ ّ ََ،القْْْْ َْْ ََْءَْمْْْ
ِْْ َغحّْصْْْ َْ وَ

و  و ََ ّ ََ،الءَْْْْْْْْ َََ قْْْْْْْا ََ ه ّْْ َغْْْْْ َْ وَ

لِّلو ََ ِْْ لِّلَََ؛المّْجْ هَ ْْْ ّ َدءّ ّْْ َغلِّْلكِه َْ ََ ِ ْْا ال

َِ َْْ ْ ّ ََ،الهِْمْ َْْ َْْ ّ ّْْ َغنَوَلْ َْ َوَ ِْْ َ،طَنَِْالفْْ

لِّلو َ  َُحْْْ َ لِلو فَ ِِ َ َْْ
َلصِِْْ َِ ْ  َْْ ِ ََل ََ،الاْْ َْ وَ

 َ  ّْْ ْ دْ َُ َ م  ْْْ لِّلو َ َ،َءَْ ْْْ ءْ َُ َ م  ْْْ َوَقْ َْ َ،وَ

مْلِّلو َ  َُ َ َأَدَل  َْ  .وَ

1 

2 He brought forth creation through His 
omnipotence, dispersed winds by His 
mercy, and made His swaying earth 
steady with [massive] rocks. 

 َِ ِْْ َدقِلِّْلكَ  َِ ِْْ َ َاللََْئَن َْْ وَ ََ،فطَ َْْ غ َ َال ه َْْ وََشَ

َِ ِْْ لَِلاَ ََ،دَِ ْ مَ ْ َْْ ْ َُ لَّ كَِ  ْْ لَِلَدوِلصْ ْْا وَوَ ْ

 َ.أَكْضِ َِ

2َ

 

3 The beginning of faith is recognizing 
Him, and the perfection of recognizing 
Him is affirming His presence, and the 
perfection of affirming His presence is 
believing in His oneness, and the 
perfection of believing in His oneness 
is regarding Him immaculate, and the 
perfection of regarding Him immacu-
late is negating [external] attributes 
from Him, since every attribute  

غنَِ  لَّالْْْْْْلِله ّْْ ََّأَوا ءِْ فَ ْْْْ ولََّ،َُ َْْ وَهمَْْْْ

َِ ِْْ َدْْ ِّ لِِلغ ْْْ ِ َال اصْْ
ِْْ ءِْ فَ ْْ ولََّ،َُ َْْ وَهمَْْ

ْْلِّل َّ ْْ  ِ َْ َ ِ ِْْ َدْْ ِِ لِِلغ ْْْ ولََّ،ال اصْْ َْْ وَهمَْْ

ئَّ َلَْْْ َّ ولََّ، َْ ِ  ْْْلِِلِ َاخِْاْْْْ وَهمََْْْ

فوَِ ََ نْْْْ َّ َالصْْه ّْ ّ ََفَْْْ ئَِ َلَْْ َ،اخِْاْْْ

اَ َأََ فَ   ِْْ ََْْ له ّْْ َهْْ ُِ هَوَ  َْْ ّ َلشِْْ ْْْ وََْ ْْ َْْ هْْ

َّ فَِ ََ،المَْْ 

3َ



2                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 1 
 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This is one of the most important sermons of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) and was probably 

chosen as the opening sermon by al-Sayyid al-Raḍī for this very reason (N). It 

 testifies that it is different from what 
it describes and everything that is 
described testifies that it is different 
from the attribute [that describes it]. 

 َ ّ ْْْ ْ ََْ ّ ْْا َأََْ
ّْْ ف  َْ ْ َُ َ له ّْْ َهْ

ُِ هَوَ  َْْ وَشْ

فَ َِ َ.الصه

َ

4 Thus whoever describes Allāh has 
paired Him, and whoever pairs Him 
has ascribed duality to Him, and 
whoever ascribes duality to Him has 
divided Him, and whoever divides Him 
has misjudged Him, and whoever 
misjudges Him points at Him, and 
whoever points at Him has limited 
Him, and whoever limits Him has 
quantified Him. 

لِْلَ  َْْ ّْْ حَْوََّ َفقَْْ ََْْ َ َ َاه ا َْْ نَْوََْْ َْْ فمَْْ

و ََّ،قََ ََْْ َّ لِْلَ نَْْا ّ َفقََْْْ نَْقََ ََْْ نََْ،وََُْْْ وََُْْْ

أَ َّ َْْ ا لِْلَدْْ َْْ وّ َفقَْْ ْْا أَّ ََ، نَْْ َْْ ا نَْدْْ َْْ وَُْْ

َّ َْْ لِْلَدَهِِْْ َْْ لِْلََ،فقَْْ َْْ ّ َفقَْْ َْْ نَْدَهِِْْ َْْ وَُْْ

َِلَ ْْْْ َِ وكََ لِْلََ،أَشَْْْ ِ َفقََْْْ َِلَ ْْْْ وكََ نَْأَشَْْْ وََُْْْ

ّ َفقَلَِْلََ لِلا ََّ،َ لِلا َّ نََْ لِلا َُ َ.وَ

4َ

5 Whoever says, “Wherein [is He]?” has 
confined Him; and whoever says 
“Whereupon [is He]?” has isolated 
Him. [He is] a Being who did not come 
into being; Existent but not from non-
existence. [He is] with everything, but 
not by association, and other than 
everything, but not by detachment. 

ولََ  نَْقَْْ ِْْ  ََ»َ:وََُْْ نَ ََّ؟َ«ف ما لِْلَضَْْ نََْ،فقََْْ وََُْْ

ولََ ئَ ََ»َ:قَْْ نَُِنْْْ ََّ؟َ« َْْ لِْلَأَاَِْْْ ََ.فقََْْ وننِ  هَْْ
لَِل َ  نَْ َْْ َْْ َ لَِل َ َ،َْ نَْ َْْ َْْ َ َْ َ ْ دّْْ    َُ.َ

َْْ َشَْْ له َ َهّْْ َُْْ
َدمِّقوَكَََْْ َ  َْ َ   ،ََ له ّ َهّْْ ْْْ وََْ 

َْْ َدمَِّ اغََِ َ شَ َْ َ   .َ

5َ

6 He acts, but not by movements or 
instrument. He sees even when there 
are none among His creation to be 
seen. He is alone since there is no 
companion whose intimacy He seeks 
or whose absence leaves Him forlorn. 

وِ َوَاْ لَْْْ َِ  نَالحََْ هَْْْ َدمَِءْنَْْْ َْ َ ل  َ،فوَ ِْْْ

َِ ِْْ نَْاَِقْ ِْْ َُ ِ ْْْ َِلَ  ّْْ كََ نوْ َُ َ َْ َْ َِ َ    
ِْْ َ،دصَ

َْ َ ْْْ َْْ نَََغأَ ََ َْ َْ َِ َ لِل  ْْه   ََ َُّ َْ ِ َوَ ِْْ َد ِّ
ِ َ

َ.غأَْ َْ ِ شَّلفِقَلِِْل َِ

6َ
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contains a summary of the Islamic worldview, commencing with the beautiful and 

perfect attributes of the Almighty and the subtleties of man’s relationship with his 

Creator. Then the wonderful and amazing creation of the world is recounted, 

along with the story of the angels and Ādam, the father of mankind. Subsequently, 

the Imām speaks about the philosophy of divine guidance through Prophets and 

heavenly scriptures, especially the Qurʾān. Finally, he talks about religious 

injunctions, specifically mentioning the annual ḥajj pilgrimage and its benefits. It 

is not known exactly when this sermon was delivered, but one can surmise from 

its contents that it was likely during the early period of the Imām’s caliphate. Some 

commentators say that this sermon was delivered between the years 38 and 40 AH 

in the city of Kūfah, which had become a melting pot of multifarious ideologies 

such as those of the Zoroastrians, Manichaeans, Christians, and Jews. This 

environment led to the rise of incertitude among the believers and it is for this 

reason that the Imām elucidated some of the fundamentals of the faith (S). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Some commentators consider ḥamd and madḥ to be synonyms as both 

connote praise (I), whereas others restrict ḥamd to praise for only those laudable 

acts that are volitional, or for favours carried out by one who possesses knowledge 

(MB). The fact that the Imām did not use a verbal sentence (such as “I praise 

Allāh”) shows that his praise for the Almighty is constant (R). It is narrated that a 

mule belonging to Imām al-Bāqir (ʿa) was once lost so he said, “If Allāh brings it 

back to me, I will praise Him with extolment that would please Him.” Not long 

after, it was brought back to him with its saddle and bridle intact. Once he had sat 

on it, he raised his head to the sky and said, “All praise is for Allāh (al-ḥamdu lillāh)” 

and nothing more. Then he said, “I have not left out anything and have stated that 

all forms of praise are for Allāh. Hence there is no type of praise but that it is 

included in what I have said” (T). His extolment cannot be adequately expressed by 

speakers due to their inability to extol and praise Him as He deserves to be praised. 

That is why the Prophet is reported to have said in one of his supplications, “I 

cannot extol You as You deserve [O Lord]; rather, You are just as You have praised 

Yourself (anta kamā athnayta ʿalā nafsik)” (MB). The extolment of human beings 

and angels is limited by their own perceptions of the Almighty, and is nowhere 

close to the extent of His perfections (kamālāt). Hence, the highest level of praise 
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we can offer is an acknowledgement that we are incapable of praising Allāh as He 

deserves to be praised (N). The Imām chose to use the term speakers (qāʾilūn) 

instead of extollers (mādiḥūn) because the former is more general and encompasses 

the latter (MB). His bounties cannot be enumerated by counters as explicitly stated 

in the Qurʾān: If you enumerate Allāh's blessings, you will not be able to count them 

(Q16:18).  

Indeed, even the recognition of one’s inability to enumerate the blessings and 

thank the Almighty adequately for them is itself a blessing one must be grateful 

for, as mentioned in a number of traditions and supplications of the Ahl al-Bayt 

(N). It is for this reason that His right cannot be fulfilled [even] by those who strive. 

The word ‘right’ (ḥaqq) has been mentioned in the singular, while we know that 

He has many rights upon His servants, either because the term is meant as a verbal 

noun (maṣdar) and hence represents all instances, or because we are incapable of 

fulfilling even a single of His many rights upon us (R). Some say that these three 

statements show the levels of human inability – they are unable to adequately 

extol the Almighty with their tongues, reckon His blessings with their minds, and 

fulfil His rights with their limbs (T). The heights of intellectual endeavour cannot 

grasp Him since every form of intellection is based on conceptualization of the 

perceptible, or imagination, or that which is experienced within oneself, and all 

these are limited (I). The phrase nor can the depths of understanding reach Him 

actually employs the allegory of diving into the depths of the ocean, where the 

illimitable nature of Divine attributes cannot be truly fathomed no matter how 

deep one goes (M). The reason for there being no definable limit, no available 

epithet, no specified time, and no protracted duration for His description is that all 

these qualities are applicable to material entities, while He is far above that (T).  

2  A question that then arises is: if Allāh cannot be grasped by the intellect, 

how can we know Him? In response, we are told that the only way to know Him is 

through His actions (af ʿāl) (R). Brought forth renders ‘faṭara’ which is a term that 

was unclear for some early Muslims. Ibn ʿAbbās is reported to have said, “I did not 

know the meaning of the verse …the originator (fāṭir) of the heavens and the earth 

(Q6:14) until I came across two bedouins quarrelling about ownership of a well 

and one of them said, ‘I brought it out (anā faṭartuhā)’ meaning I am the one who 

initiated it (ibtadaʾtuhā)” (T). Allāh created the universe through His boundless 

power (qudrah), and dispersed winds by His mercy. Indeed, the way in which winds 

blow and their various types and effects is something amazing to behold. It is this 
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aspect of nature that gives us different weather based on our geographical 

location, and it is also responsible for the propagation of life through pollination, 

among other benefits (J). He made the swaying earth steady with [massive] rocks in 

the form of mountains which act as pegs and hold the earth firm. Were it not for 

these huge mountains, the earth would shake beneath us and would not be steady 

enough for creatures to safely traverse upon (N). These two examples (of the winds 

and mountains) are just instances of the Divine omnipotence mentioned earlier, 

both of which have been cited in the Qurʾān (see: Q7:57 and Q16:15 respectively). 

The clear overarching message of the Imām here is: think about the creation of 

Allāh, but do not attempt to cogitate on His essence (M). 

3  This section contains a summary of the nature of the Divine and outlines 

the stages of belief. The beginning of faith is recognizing Him, meaning that the first 

step towards having faith in Allāh is to recognize Him. That is because emulation 

(taqlīd) is not permissible in matters of creed (I). Indeed, one cannot worship and 

submit to a Lord whom he does not recognize, as Imām ʿAlī is reported to have 

explained to one of his interlocutors (MB). Some have glossed ‘awwal al-dīn’ as the 

foundation or cornerstone of faith, which is one of its implications for without 

recognizing the Creator, there can be no faith (N). Since the word ‘dīn’ evokes the 

meaning of devotion and obeisance, some commentators have interpreted the 

phrase to connote the first stage of submission to Allāh (Z). One’s recognition of 

the Almighty can either be complete or incomplete; it is incomplete when one 

only recognizes that this universe has a Creator and a Lord. For the recognition to 

be complete, one has to affirm His presence as a necessity (al-taṣdīqu bihi) (MB). 

Attaining this level of affirmation is contingent upon having rational evidence for 

one’s belief in Him, but this does not in itself yield complete certitude about His 

oneness (tawḥīduhu). Complete belief in His oneness entails the unassailable 

conviction that none can be like Him and that He alone is immaculate and free 

from all imperfections (N).  

Regarding Him immaculate renders ‘al-ikhlāṣu lahu’ which also has the 

connotation of being sincere in devotion to Him (T). However, given the context, 

some have considered it unlikely that ‘ikhlāṣ’ here is meant in the traditional sense 

of being sincere in one’s actions and worship (N). Nevertheless, the latter may be 

deemed a corollary of considering Him immaculate since it would mean that He 

alone is worthy of worship and hence devotion and worship ought to be reserved 

for Him only (MB). The most perfect form of regarding Him immaculate is 
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negating external, contingent attributes from Him. There is a consensus among 

Muslims that Allāh does have attributes with which He describes Himself; 

however, it is the details concerning the types of attributes and the mode of 

attribution that has evoked discussion and disagreement among Muslim 

theologians throughout the ages (Z). Primarily, the discussion revolves around 

whether attributes of the Almighty are separate from His essence or not. The 

Ashʿarī theologians believe that Divine attributes are separate from the Divine 

essence whereas the Muʿtazilah and Shī.ʿah theologians believe that Divine 

attributes are not separate from the essence (dhāt) of the Almighty (I). This is 

because every extraneous attribute, by its very existence, testifies that it is different 

from what it describes and what it is attributed to, and the converse of this is also 

true, meaning everything that is described testifies that it is different from the 

attribute that describes it. Some commentators have stipulated that this negation 

of attributes pertains to those that apply to the creation, for the Almighty is above 

such attributes (N). 

4  Whoever describes Allāh has paired Him, since the ascription of an external 

attribute to Him would entail His being paired with that attribute, as is the case in 

human beings (N). Hence, anyone who ascribes a contingent attribute, like that of 

the creation, to the Almighty has in fact assigned a compeer for Him (R). By pairing 

the Almighty with anything other than Him, one places a second entity with him, 

thereby ‘doubling’ Him (MB). Ascribed duality to Him renders ‘thannāhu’ and 

connotes coupling the Almighty with something else, namely an extrinsic 

attribute, thereby rendering him ‘two’ (M). As a result, the Almighty is ‘divided’ 

into His essence and His attribute. One commentator suggests the possibility that 

the second and third phrase of this section have been transposed and should read: 

whoever pairs Him has divided Him, and whoever divides Him has ascribed duality 

to Him. This, he argues, is because the notion of the Almighty as a composite being 

is not unanimously rejected whereas all Muslims reject dualism (T). Whoever 

divides Him has misjudged Him translates ‘man jazzaʾahu faqad jahilahu’, and 

means that regarding Allāh as a composite entity is tantamount to being ignorant 

of Him (MB). This is because a composite being is dependent upon its parts and 

since the individual parts are different from the whole, it would mean dependence 

upon something else, which can never be true with respect to the Almighty (M). 

Pointing at Him means having a particular perception of Him in the mind. This 

inevitably results in limiting Him, because the human mind is incapable of 
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fathoming the unlimited, eternal Lord, so anything it conceives would be 

circumscribed by its own limitations (N). Furthermore, limiting Him in this way 

leads to enumerating Him since every limited being leaves room for another. Some 

commentators interpret the last phrase to mean whoever points at Him counts 

Him among contingent beings (MB). 

5  If one asks, “Wherein is He?” he has constrained the Almighty and confined 

Him to a certain place, such that He is contained therein. This applies to those who 

say that He is up in the heavens, for example. And if one asks, “Whereupon is He?” 

he has isolated Him from somewhere else, meaning that He is upon something 

specific and is therefore not anywhere else. This applies to those who believe that 

He literally sits upon a throne (ʿarsh) for example (T). Both these questions 

presume a limitation in space, yet Allāh is beyond space and cannot be bound 

by it. In fact, no kind of limitation whatsoever can apply to Him since He is 

‘necessarily existent’ (wājib al-wujūd) (N). If He was bound by space, He would be 

dependent upon it and thus in need of it, and this is a quality of a ‘contingently 

existent’ (mumkin al-wujūd) being, not of the Creator (M). As such, the Qurʾānic 

verses that state:  He is Allāh in the heavens and on the earth (Q6:3) and It is He who 

is God in the sky and God on the earth (Q43:84) mean that He is everywhere and not 

in any particular place. Moreover, the verses that speak about the Divine Throne 

(ʿarsh) such as: The All-beneficent Lord, settled on the Throne (Q20:5) are all 

interpreted metaphorically to refer to His omnipotence and sovereignty (M). 

‘Kāʾinun lā ʿan ḥadath’ is rendered He is a Being who did not come into being, 

meaning that His existence is not the result of anything else, such as creation, 

accident, or any other cause.  

He is Existent but not from non-existence, since He is pre-eternal and has 

always existed. He did not come out of non-existence (ʿadam) because that would 

mean that something caused Him to become existent, in which case He would be 

dependent on that cause. Furthermore, such a notion would inevitably result in 

an endless string of causes or infinite regress (al-tasalsul fīl-ʿilal) which is logically 

impossible (Z). Hence, He is the Prime Mover and the Uncaused Cause who has 

always existed and will always exist. As for His creation, He is with them but not by 

association (lā bi-muqāranah), meaning that He is with everything in the sense of 

knowing and witnessing, and not being absent or unaware. However, this is not 

the closeness that results in association, like the closeness of one body to another 

(MB). The Qurʾān states: He is with you wherever you may be (Q57:4) and There is 
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no secret talk among three, but He is their fourth, nor among five but He is their sixth, 

nor less than that, nor more, but He is with them wherever they may be (Q58:7). He is 

other than everything, but not by detachment (lā bi-muzāyalah). Rather, it is 

something akin to the distinctness of sunbeams from the sun, where the rays 

are completely dependent upon the sun for their existence and rely upon it 

continually, in every moment, yet they are distinct from the sun (N). 

6  He acts, but not by movements or instrument, meaning all that is manifested 

from Him and perceived as His actions are neither the result of any movement nor 

of employing any kind of tool or apparatus (M). Instead, His command, when He 

wills something, is to say to it “Be” and it is (Q36:82). This is because movement only 

applies to corporeal beings and the use of apparatus is a sign of weakness and 

need, since it acts as an aid in the execution of any action (MB). However, this does 

not imply that the Almighty does not assign certain tasks to His angels or allow the 

system of cause and effect to function; rather, it is by His will that things work in 

this way, and not out of any necessity (N). He is the All-Seeing (al-baṣīr) and sees 

even when there are none among His creation to be seen since ‘seeing’ is an attribute 

of His essence, like omniscience and omnipotence (T). Though, with respect to the 

Almighty, seeing is not something literal like the vision experienced by human 

beings. What it connotes, however, is His complete knowledge of all things that 

can be seen, even before they could be seen (N). In a tradition from Imām al-Ṣādiq 

(ʿa), he is reported to have said, “Our Lord Allāh, Glorious and Mighty, always 

existed with knowledge as His essence, even when there was nothing to know; 

with hearing as His essence, even when there was nothing to hear; with seeing as 

His essence, even when there was nothing to see; with power as His essence, even 

when there was nothing over which to exert power. Then, when He brought things 

into being, and the thing He had known came to be, His knowledge corresponded 

to what He had [always] known about it, His hearing to what He had [always] 

heard, His sight to what He had [always] seen, and His power [devolved] upon 

what He [always] had power over” (T).  

He is alone (mutawaḥḥid) in His dominion and perfection because there is no 

companion whose intimacy He seeks or whose absence leaves Him forlorn, unlike 

human beings who are usually alone either due to abandonment or having lost the 

company of those who were close to them (Z).  
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Companionship is usually sought in order to fulfil a need, derive benefit, or protect 

oneself from potential danger and harm. As such, it leads to a sense of peace and 

 CREATION OF THE UNIVERSE   خلق العال َ

7 He brought forth the creation and 
initiated it from the very beginning, 
without any [prior] deliberation or 
benefitting from [past] experience; 
without generating any movement or 
being stirred by any endeavour. He 
allotted all things their specific terms, 
harmonized their differences, instilled 
[in them] their intrinsic properties, 
and bound them to their forms; knowing 
them before their genesis, fully aware 
of their limits and culmination, and 
cognizant of their propensities and 
inclinations. 

لَِلا اَ 
ِْْ لَِلأَّ َادْ  َوَادْ َْْ و ا ََِشَْْْ َ َِ ْْْ ئََََ،أََشََْ َاللََِْ ِْْ د

َاَْْْْ فَوََ َ و
َ جَِْ دَْْْ   َْ وَوَ َأَدَولهََْْْ

َ،كَوِغْْْا  

َ  ِ ْْْ ِ ََفَ َْْ ََ مَوُ َْ لَِل هََوَوَ ْْْ َأَ 
  َْْ ََ َ ه َْ َوَ

و َْْ َفِ هْْ َِ طََ  ْْْ ْْْ وََ ََ.اضْْ شَْْ ْْ ولََا َْْ أَ ْْ

و وَْقوَ هَِْْْْْ وَ،ِْ ُّلَْ َِفِوَ هَِْْْْْ ََ َدَْْْْْ نََْ َْ َ،وَ

و غََََْ انَِ  َْْْ وَأَشْْْْ وََ هَوَ،وََْْْْ ا هَْْْ َُ َ،وَأَلَْ 

لَِلانهَِو ِْْ لََادْ ْ ْْْ وَقَ ْ َْْ دهِْ ْْواَ ْْواََ،َ ولمِْ ُّحِ طْ
و لِّلوِ َ وَوَاَْ هَِونهَِْْ وََ،دحِّْْ دقََِ اننِهَِْْ َ وكِفْْواَ

َ.وَأَْ نوَنهَِو

7َ

8 Then He, the Glorified, created fissures 
in the atmosphere, cleaving the sides 
and the upper strata of the sky. He 
made water flow therein, with waves  
surging, swelling layer upon layer. He 
mounted it on the back of a tempest-
uous wind and turbulent gale, then 
commanded the wind to hold it back, 
giving it control over the intensity of 
its flow and aligning it with its 
boundary. The air beneath the wind 
was spread open while water gushed 
over it. 

 َْ َأََ ّْْ ا َ ا َِ ْ ْْْ دَْ ْْ َا َِ ْْْ ّْْ حَْوََّ َفَ ْ ََْ َ َْْ َ،شْ

و َِ كَْدَْْْْْْْ ْْ َا اِ وَََْْْْْْْ وَنَِ ََ،وَشَْْْْْْْ

َ ا َِ ََ،الهَْْْْْْ و ا وََُْْْْْ َ دَْ هَفِ هَْْْْْ فَْْْْْ

وكّ َّ ْْا ْْواَ َ ْ وكّ ََّ،ُّ ئََطِمْ ْْا غَاْ ْْواَ َ،ُّ ََ اهمِْ

فَِ َ ِْْ غََِالءَْوَْ ْْ ه َْْ نَِْالْ نَُْ َْْ ِْ ََ ّ َْْ َ مَِْ

فَ َِ ِْْ َ اَِالقْوََْ ْْْ َ  ه ََِ،وَال ا ْ ِْْ وَدْ َْْ ْ  َ َُ َ،فََ 

َ َْْ لِله َِوََْ َْْ نَشْ نََ،ِاطَهَوََ َِْْْ َْْ َِلْ وَ َْْ وَقََ َهَْ

لِله َِ َْْ َوَََ؛ ْ  ِ ْْ وَفَ ِ ْ َْْ نَْ حَْ هِْ ِْْ َ اّ َُْ َْْ الهْْ

 َِ َ.المَْوّ َُِنَْفَْ قهَِوََ فِ 

8َ
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tranquillity. It is this feeling that is then missed when one is left alone, especially 

in the face of hardships. However, the Almighty needs nothing and neither seeks 

benefit nor can He be harmed. As such, He requires no companion and does not 

feel lonely without one (N). 

7  Both ‘anshaʾa’ and ‘ibtadaʾa’ connote the act of initiating creation; however, 

some commentators have posited a subtle difference between the two terms, 

where the first refers to creating something the like of which had never existed 

before, while the second refers to a creation prior to which there was no creation 

(M). The description of how Allāh creates shows that it is completely different 

from the creative actions of human beings, since without any precedent, a lot of 

thought, deliberation, and planning is required by humans before they can 

innovate something. And when a precedent exists, they use the experience to 

facilitate their creation (N). Yet when the Almighty created the universe, He did 

so without any prior deliberation or benefitting from past experience. Deliberation 

translates ‘rawiyyah’ and connotes any form of pondering, contemplation, or 

cogitation, the purpose of which is to arrive at an understanding of a previously 

vague or unknown concept. However, nothing is unknown to Allāh, hence He 

never needs to deliberate (M).  

On the other hand, experience is what makes action easier for human beings 

because when they have been through something similar before, or have 

witnessed others doing it, it becomes easier to repeat the action by benefitting 

from the previous experience. This does not apply to the Almighty since He is 

omnipotent and nothing is difficult for Him such that it could be made easier 

through experience (Z). After thought and intention, human beings require 

movement in order to carry out any action. This is because of the limitations of 

the corporeal realm as well as the properties of material bodies. But Allāh has no 

such limitation and thus requires no movement to carry out any action (MB). 

Commentators differ in their interpretation of the phrase ‘hamāmati nafsin’ with 

some understanding it to mean a strong internal inclination towards something, 

such that its loss would cause unease (M), while others say that it refers to 

hesitation and indecisiveness (T), or giving too much importance and attention to 

a specific matter (Z). Yet all these qualities are negated from the Almighty as He 

does not get stirred by any endeavour. He allotted all things their specific terms 

translates ‘aḥāla al-ashyāʾa li awqātihā’ but some manuscripts read ‘ajāla’ instead 

of ‘aḥāla’, yet both verbs give the sense of allocating, assigning, and placing (MB). 
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The harmonization of all things, despite their differences and variance, is indeed 

one of the wonders of creation. A beautiful example of this is mentioned in the 

verse: He who made for you fire from the green tree, so that with it you kindle [fire] 

(Q36:80). This harmony allows everything in creation to perform its function by 

facilitating and not hindering the functions of other things (Z).  

Furthermore, it is this harmonization that allows ‘higher’ beings, such as the 

pure intellect (ʿaql), to interact with ‘lower’ ones, such as the physical body (MB). 

Part of the process of creation was related to instilling the intrinsic properties of 

things within them and binding them to their respective forms. It is seen how upon 

their arrival on this earth, some creatures already have certain abilities without 

having to learn them. Fish know how to swim, animals how to breathe and suckle, 

etc. This is because these abilities are instinctive and have been ‘hard-coded’ into 

the creatures, forming part of their intrinsic qualities (N). The forms (‘ashbāḥ’ or, 

in another version, ‘asnākh’) with which these traits are bound represent the 

individual character and nature of creatures, such as bravery in some and cowardice 

in others (MB). Allāh knew about the creation even before they were created since 

His knowledge is not limited temporally or spatially, like the knowledge of human 

beings (Z). He was, and is, fully aware of their limits and culmination as well as the 

reality of, and all aspects pertaining to, their existence (M). Propensities translates 

‘qarāʾin’ and refers to every quality that conforms to the nature of a creature and is 

hence conjoined with it (T). ‘Aḥnāʾ’ is translated as inclinations and connotes 

anything that bends towards a particular direction (N). 

8  The word then (‘thumma’) in the beginning of this section does not denote 

the chronological sequence of creation; for the creatures and forms mentioned in 

the preceding section came after what is described here (I). Atmosphere translates 

‘ajwāʾ’ but some commentators suggest that it connotes the vast expanse that 

existed before the sky and earth were created (T). The creation of fissures was the 

first step in opening up space, which was followed by the cleaving of its sides, 

thereby delineating its boundaries, and then separating the different strata of the 

sky and layers of the atmosphere. Therefore, the first creation in the corporeal 

realm was space, wherein the stars, planets, and celestial objects could subsist (N). 

Some commentators discuss the opinions of philosophers and theologians about 

the nature of the universe and whether it is pre-eternal and everlasting, or only the 

latter, or neither. 
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They point out that the first opinion is untenable because of such descriptions 

about creation and that even contemporary science theorizes that the universe 

came about due to one super-cosmic event, namely the ‘big bang’ (J). He caused 

water to flow therein, meaning in the atmosphere or the vast expanse of space. The 

adjectives ‘surging’ and ‘swelling’ are used to depict the overflowing abundance of 

9 Then He, the Glorified, created a wind, 
making it barren, fixing its state, 
intensifying its current, and distancing 
its source. Then He commanded it to 
toss the swelling waters and stir up the 
waves of the oceans. So the wind 
churned it up like the churning of curd 
in a milk-bag, and whipped it fiercely 
with its tempestuous motion in the 
sky, flipping its fore on its rear and the 
still on the flowing, until its torrents 
surged and its swelling waves threw 
up foam. Then He raised it in the open 
air and gaping atmosphere, forming 
therefrom the seven heavens, with the 
lowermost made into a suspended 
wave and the uppermost a guarded 
canopy and elevated ceiling, without 
any pillar to support them or any 
fastener to hold them in place. Then 
He adorned them with the finery of 
stars and dazzling bright lights. He 
caused the revolution of the radiant 
sun and the shining moon in a 
spherical orbit, a moving canopy, and 
an oscillating firmament. 

 

و  هَ اهَْْ َُ ا ْْْ قَََ َ َ ََّْْ حَْوََّ َكِغحْْواَ َأََشَْْْ ّْْ ا  ،َ

و َْْ َ داهْْ ُّ وَ،وَأََ اَ َ َْْ جَْ ا ْْ َُ َ َ َْْ َ،وَأَْ صْْ

َ َ و نشَْْْ َُ لَِلَ وِ ََ،وَأَدءَْْْ َالمَْْْ ِِ فِ  وَدِ صَْْْ َْْ  َ َُ فََ 

وكَِ ْْا اْْ وكَََ،ال ا َْْ ْْ َِ وكَِوَ َْْ ْ لَِالْ حِْْ َْْ َُْْ
ُِ،َ

َ َ ْْْ َُلَ َ ّْ َْْ قوَ ََِفمََلََض ْْه فمَََْ،الأ َْْ وََ ص

و َِ َْْ فهََوَدوِلفْضَ ِ ََ صْْْ ِْْ ّ ََ،د َْْ ل َأَوا    ّ َْْ نَ ََ  َْْ ِ

َِ  ِ ِْْ ودِ َّ ََ،آا َْْ ونِِ  َِ ََوََ َْْ نَُ َْْ نََ،ِ ْْا   َ

َّ  وَدّْْ َّ لِِلَكّهوَُّْْ ََّ، َْْ ا دَْْ نَدوِل ا َ،وَكََُْْ

 َِ نفْهَِْْ ُّ َ َوَدَْْ ق  ِ
ِْْ نفَْ  ُّ َ
َ ا   َْْ َْ ّ َفِْْ َ،فََ فءََْْ

مََ ا َ  َََْْْ َْ َْْ ََْ ّ نْْْْ
هَُِ لَََ،فأََْْْ ا َْْ دَءْ

َُ فّْ فْْْواَ ْ دْْْواَ َُ َ فئَّْ نا َّْْْ،ََ وّ نا وَّ ِْ َْْْ

ْْواَ حْفّ  ْ َُ قفْواَ َْْ ْْواََ،َْ ْ فّ  ْ َُ مْ واَ َْْ َ،وََْ

لِْلَ مّهَو َْْ َغْْ
لِل  َْْ ِ ََ مْْ ْْْ ََ،دغَِ ْْ وك  َْْ َْْ َِ َْ وَ

و َْْ ََ.غنَوِْمّه َْْ َغَغانهَ ّْْ ا  َ ِ ِْْ ِ َالْ ََ اه َْْ وَدِِ غن

َ ِ ِْْ ِْْ وَِ َالااَ اقْْ وََ،وَضْْ َْْ َ هَفِ هْْ ْْْ وَأَدْْ

نِ ْْ ااَ ُّ وَقمََْْ ااَ   ااَ
ُّأْْْ طَِ َ ادواَ

َِْْ،ََْ فِْْ

ََ انِْْْ َ  ونِ َ َ،فََِْْ   َََْْْ
قْ   ََ،وَََْْ وَكَقِْْْ   

. ونِ   ََُ

9َ
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the water. Some commentators deduce from this that the first material creation of 

the Almighty was water (Z).  

Turbulent gale translates ‘al-zaʿzaʿ al-qāṣifah’ and refers to a strong, destructive, 

howling gale (MB). The tempestuous wind and turbulent gale carried the water 

and, as commanded, prevented it from flowing (T). Alignment with the ‘boundary’ 

of the water signifies a complete encompassing of the water from all sides (MB). 

Spread open renders ‘fatīq’ and connotes an empty and open space, while ‘dafīq’ 

describes gushing and flowing forth (Z). It should be noted that the terms ‘water’, 

‘wind’, and ‘gale’ that are mentioned here represent semblances of what existed at 

that time, in the beginning of creation (N). 

9  A second wind was then created by Allāh and had four distinguishing 

qualities. It was a barren (‘ʿaqīm’) wind meaning that it did not raise rain clouds or 

transfer pollen; it had a fixed state that was constant, a strong current, and a 

distant, unknown source (N). He commanded this wind to agitate and stir up the 

waters, giving rise to oceanic waves. The wind pounded on the water, churning 

it the way milk is churned and lunging it with the same ferocity as its own 

tempestuous motion in the sky, where there is no hindrance (MB). As a result, 

surging waves crashed down upon the water and gave rise to foam and froth 

(‘zabad’). Commentators differ regarding the pronoun ‘it’ in the phrases then He 

raised it… and forming from it the seven heavens, with some saying that it refers to 

the foam mentioned in the preceding sentence (N), and others insisting that it 

refers to the water (I). The rising of this froth could be interpreted to mean its 

conversion into steam, which is similar to smoke, and this would then explain the 

verse: Then He turned to the heaven, and it was smoke (Q41:11), where ‘dukhān’ is 

glossed by many exegetes as steam. This interpretation is also supported by some 

traditions from the Ahl al-Bayt (M).  

The number ‘seven’ is not meant literally; rather, it refers to numerous 

heavens, with the description of the lowermost being like a suspended wave 

(‘mawjan makfūfan’) due to the nature of celestial bodies that are always in motion 

(Z). As for the uppermost being a guarded canopy, this is seen in a number of 

verses such as: We made the sky a guarded canopy and yet they are disregardful of 

its signs (Q21:32).  
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 CREATION OF THE ANGELS   خلق الملائكة َ

10 Then He rent open the highest heavens 
and filled them with different ranks 
of His angels: some [constantly] 
prostrating, never bowing; others 
[always] bowing, never standing 
upright. Some in array, never leaving 
their position; others constantly 
extolling Allāh, never tiring. They are 
not overcome by drowsiness of the 
eyes, distractions of the mind, lassitude 
of the body, or the negligence of 
forgetfulness. 

 َ مََ اِ َالءَِّْْْْ وَدَْْْ نََْالأْْْا ََُْْْ َِ َفَ َْْْ َن ّْْ ا

َِ ِْْ ئَنِ َ ْْ َُ نَْ
ِْْ ُْْ َ اكااَ ْْْ َأَطْْ نا ّْْ َ:فمََلَََ ْْ

َغَْ هءَّْْْْْْْ  ََ َْ َ جّ    نهّْْ ََّْْْْْْْ ُِْْْْْْ،َ

َغنَْ صَِْْْْ ّ  ََ َْ َ وف  َ ََ،وَكّهّْْْْ ا  وَََْْْْ

ََ  ّْْ َغَ ََ اغَِْْْْْْْ َْ،ََ َْ َْْ هحّ َ َ ُّأْْْْْْْ وَ

ََ  ُّ  َ ْْْ ْ ّ ََ،غأَْْْْْ َْْ وّ ْ ََْْْْْ َْْ َغغَشْْْْْْ َْ

َِ  ّْْ ََ،الءّْ ْْْ َْ ّْْ لَِوَ هّْ َالءّْقْْْ َْْ ََْْْ،ََ َْ وَ

دَلَِْلا َِ ْْ َُّا َْفََِّْ َالنهأْ وَ َََِ،فَ َْ  َْ َ.وَ

10 

11 And among them are custodians of His 
revelation, conveyors [of His words] to 
His Prophets, who come and go with 
His decree and command. And among 
them are the guardians of His servants 
and wardens of the gates of His 
Gardens [of Paradise]. Others among 
them have feet that rest firmly on the 
lowest regions of the earth, necks that 
rise above the highest heaven, sides 
that surpass the boundaries, and 
shoulders that are level with the 
columns of the Divine Throne; their 
eyes downcast before it, their wings 
folded around them beneath it. 
Between them and all others are veils 
of might and screens of power.  

 

نَوَ َْ  وّ ََ َِْْْ نَْْْ َُ نهّْْ َأّ
ََ، ِْْْ َِوَُِْْْ نَ   وَأَلأِْْْْ

َِ ِِ نَكَّّْْْْ ونِِ ََ،َِلَْْْْ ُّلَْ َِفِّْْْْ َ َدقِضََْْْْ وَ

َِ  ِ ْْْ وِ  ََِ.وَأَُْْ َْْ ْْ 
ّ َلءِِ َْْ نهّّْ َالحَْفوَْْ ِْْ َ،وَُْْ

َدنِوََِْْْ َِ ِِ َ ا دَْْْْ
ِْ لَِلََّ َ نهّّْ ََ.وَالأْْْا وَُِْْْ

فِْنََ  نََالأْْْْ 
كََضِْْْْ ْْ َْا ّ َفِْْْْ الااودِ َْْْْ

ُّهّ َْ لَِلا وََ،أَقْْْ َْْ مَوِ َالءِّْْ  نََالأْْا
َُِْْ ّ وَالمَْوكِقَْْ

وقهّّ َْ َْْ وكََِ،أَْ نْ َْْ قَطْْ ْْ نََا ِْْ َُْ ّ َْْ وَاللََْوكِدْ

وَهّّ َْ َْْ ْ ِ ََ،أَكْه َْْ َ انِِ َالءْ َْْ ِْْ َّ َلقِ وَالمّْنوََ

وفهّّ َْ َْْ وكّ ََّ،أَهْ ْ َْْ ّ َأَدصْْ َْْ َّ وَْ   َْْ َ، ََْوَهأِْ

َ دْنحَِ هِِ َْ ِْْ ّ َد َْْ ّْْ َ َ حَْ  ََ،ُّ َِفَهء ّ ودَ   ْْْ َُض
َ ُِ ّ َالءِْْْ ا ْ َّ جّْْ نَّْ وَهَّْْ نهَّْ َوَدَْْ نَََُْْْ ْْْ دَ 

َُِ َْ وَكَّالقْلِّْلكَ َََ.وَأَ

11َ
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The fact that there are no perceivable pillars that hold the heavens in place is 

mentioned in the verse: It is Allāh who raised the heavens without any pillars that 

you see (Q13:2). This verse has two possible meanings: either the heavens are raised 

without any pillars whatsoever or their pillars are not visible, in which case it is 

not meant literally and could refer to any force (such as the force of gravity) that 

is beyond direct sensory perception (MB). The heavens were then adorned with 

dazzling bright lights, as the Qurʾān tells us: Indeed We have adorned the lowest 

heaven with the finery of the stars (Q37:6). The movement of the sun and moon in 

a spherical orbit is also alluded to in the Qurʾān, where it says: And the sun runs in 

its own fixed orbit; that is the decree of the Mighty, the Knowing. And for the moon 

We have ordained phases, until it again appears like an old [bent] palm stalk 

(Q36:38-9). The last phrases of this section are read by some as descriptions of the 

movements of the sun and moon – they revolve in a spherical orbit, move in the 

canopy of space, and oscillate in the firmament of the universe (T). Firmament 

translates ‘raqīm’ which literally means inscription or tablet, yet refers to the 

heavenly spheres because their orbits are like a written inscription, and it is as 

though the stars are ‘inscribed’ upon the tablet of the firmament (MB). 

10  This section marks the beginning of an interesting discourse on angels. It 

is noteworthy that the Imām speaks about angels in a number of sermons, giving 

us some insights into their nature. Of course, as one scholar eloquently puts it, we 

cannot fathom the essence of angels since we are incapable of fully knowing even 

our own essence, as noted in Q17:85 (T). One commentator avoids discussing this 

section of the sermon entirely for precisely the same reason: our inability to 

comprehend and know the angels, as they form part of the unseen (ghayb) (Z). 

The Muʿtazilah defined angels as beings of light (ḥayawānun nūrīyyun), some of 

whom are transparent and lack any colour, like air, whereas others possess the 

colour of the sun (I). In his encyclopaedic compendium of traditions, Biḥār al-

 They neither imagine their Lord 
through depiction, nor impute to Him 
attributes of the creatures; they do not 
confine Him within places, nor do they 
allude to Him through similitudes. 

ِ غ َِ  ْ َدوِل اصْْْْْ مّْْْْ َ َكَداهّْْْْ َغَ ََ  ا َْ،ََ َْ وَ

نّ  ِ نََ فوَِ َالمَْصْْْ
ََِْْ ِ ّ وَ ََ َِ ْْْ َ،غجّْْْ

وهَِ ََُْْ ْْ ّ َدوِ وََْْ َغحَّلِل  َْ َغشِّْْ ّ وَ ََ،نَِوَ َْ وَ

ََِلَ ِْ َدوِلناوَونِِ .

َ
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Anwār, ʿAllāmah al-Majlisī says, “Be it known that there is consensus among the 

Imāmiyyah, rather among all Muslims, except a few outliers among them… that 

angels [truly] exist, and that they are subtle bodies of light (ajsāmun laṭīfah 

nūrāniyyah) that possess wings: two, three or four… they ascend and descend, and 

were seen by Prophets and their chosen successors, peace be upon them” (MB).  

Muslim philosophers are of the opinion that angels are abstract (mujarrad) 

entities that have no bodies whatsoever. Yet this would entail a reinterpretation 

or metaphorical reading of numerous verses and traditions that speak of angels as 

beings with bodies, albeit immaterial, which is untenable (N). From the first 

sentence of this pericope, we learn that the heavens were joined together before 

the Almighty rent them open and filled them with different kinds of angels. In 

sermon 90, the Imām further describes how all the space in the heavens was 

completely filled by angels. In fact, a tradition from Imām Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq (ʿa) states 

that there is nothing in creation as numerous as angels; every night seventy 

thousand angels descend to earth, visit the Kaʿbah and then the Prophet, Imām 

ʿAlī, and Imām al-Ḥusayn before ascending back to the heavens, never to return 

(T). The angels engrossed in the worship of Allāh are of four types: those who 

remain in prostration (ṣujūd) and never raise their heads, those who continuously 

bow down (rukūʿ) and never stand up, those who are lined up in ranks [for 

worship] (‘ṣāffūn’), and those who constantly praise and extol Allāh without ever 

becoming weary (R).  

Some commentators have interpreted ‘ṣāffūn’ as ‘having spread their wings’, 

based on the meaning of Q67:19, but the previous interpretation seems more 

accurate given the context (N). The phrase they are not overcome by drowsiness of 

the eyes has been interpreted by some commentators to mean that angels do 

experience sleep, but are not overcome by it (R), yet others argue that angels do 

not sleep at all, just as they do not eat or drink (I). Distraction, lassitude, and 

forgetfulness do not plague angels as they do human beings since these qualities 

are inapplicable to angels to begin with (MB). 

11  A number of verses (such as Q26:193-4) reflect the description of some 

angels as custodians (‘umanāʾ’) of Divine revelation. Accounts of angels visiting 

Prophet Ibrāhīm and Lūṭ are examples of their role as conveyors (‘alsinah’ lit. 

tongues) of the Almighty’s words to His Prophets. And the verse: The angels and 

the Spirit descend in it, by the permission of their Lord, for every [decreed] matter 

(Q97:4) is one example of how some angels come and go (‘mukhtalifūn’) with His 
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decree and command (M). From these statements, it could be inferred that Jibraʾīl 

was not the only angel who brought down Divine revelation. Furthermore, the 

decree and command that is mentioned pertains to Divine injunctions and laws, 

not to the creative order, since the previous statements all refer to revelation (N). 

Certain angels act as guardians and protectors of human beings, as mentioned in 

a number of traditions. For instance, one tradition states that there are two 

guardian angels with every human being, whose duty is to protect the individual 

from falling off a cliff or into a well, but when his time of death comes, they leave 

his side (T).  

The duty given to other angels is to act as wardens (‘sadanah’) of the gates of 

Paradise, which are eight in number according to what has been stated in the 

traditions. These angels are referred to as the keepers (khazanah) of Paradise in 

the Qurʾān (see: Q39:73) (MB). Another group of angels are bearers of the Divine 

Throne (ʿarsh) as stated in Q40:7, and they are eight in number according to Q69:17. 

So prodigious are they that their feet rest on the lowest areas of earth while their 

necks rise above the highest heavens, with their shoulders reaching the columns 

of the Divine Throne. One tradition describes these angels as being so humble and 

submissive that they do not even open their eyes fully and are more reverent and 

fearful of Allāh than all the inhabitants of the seventh heaven (M). Their eyes are 

downcast before the Divine Throne and they enwrap themselves with their wings 

beneath it in utter humility. In the third supplication of al-Ṣaḥīfah al-Sajjādiyyah, 

Imām Zayn al-ʿĀbidīn (ʿa) sends salutations upon the Bearers of the Throne and 

describes them thus: “Their eyes lowered, they do not attempt to look at You; their 

chins bowed, they have long desired what is with You. Unrestrained in mentioning 

Your boons, they remain humble before Your mightiness and the majesty of Your 

magnificence.”  

Between these archangels and all other creatures, there are veils of might and 

screens of power that prevent them from being perceived or known by the latter. 

The fact that they do not imagine their Lord or ascribe to Him attributes of the 

creation, and that they do not consider Him to be confined in space or allude to 

Him through similitudes, shows that they have the purest understanding of tawḥīd 

(N). In the various reports on the Prophet’s ascension to the heavens (mi ʿrāj), we 

find similar descriptions of angels, and it is likely that the Imām’s knowledge about 

the types and nature of angels is informed by what the Prophet witnessed during 

his ascension.  
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 DESCRIBING THE CREATION OF ĀDAM    صفة خلق آدم عليه السلام َ

12 Then He, the Glorified, gathered up 
from some coarse earth and some fine, 
some sweet earth and some salty, soil 
which He mixed in water until it was 
pure, and kneaded with moisture until 
it became [smooth and] sticky. Then 
He fashioned from it a figure that had 
curves and joints, limbs and segments. 
He let it solidify until it held tightly 
together and hardened it until it was 
sonorously dry – for a measured time 
and a known duration. 

كَِْ ََ  ْْ ا َ ِ ْ َ ُِنَْ َ ّ َْْ وَ ّْْ حَْْْ َْ دَمََ َ َ  ّ ا

هِْهَِو َْْ َْْ لََِهَوََ،وََ ناهَوََََ،وََ ْ دهَِوَوََ َْْ ََ  ّْ دَ ا

َََ،دوِلمَْوِ ََ  انَاَِصََمَْ َْ اِ ََ  انََوَ طَهَوَدوِلْ َِ

َََ،مََْْْْْلََ دََ ََ اَ َأَْ نوَ   اُ َّْ كَ نهَْوَ
فجََ لَََُِ

َوَفصّّْْ لَ ََ،وَوَّّْْ لَ 
و   أَدْمَلَِلَ وَََ،وَأَْ ضَْْ

ِلََِل ََََ،َ  انَاَْْْ مَْأَْْ مََْ َْْوَأََْْْ وََ  انََْْْ

ِمََْ ِصَْْ ءََْ،ََْ َُ َ
َْْلَِ قمْ  ََََُ،لِّلو َ ْْْ َْْوَأَ لِل ََْْْ

ءَْ َُْ َ  ِّ.َ

12َ

13 Then He breathed into it of His Spirit 
whereupon it arose as a human being 
possessing mental faculties by which 
to reflect, intellection by which he 
could engage [with his surroundings], 
limbs to put to service, extremities at 
his disposal, and cognizance by which 
he could differentiate between tastes 
and smells, and between colours and 
categories. His constitution is a 
compound of different hues, unified 
forms, contrasting opposites, and 
distinct admixtures of heat and cold, 
moisture and dryness, sorrow and joy. 

مَْ  ِ َفمََاَِّْْْ نَْكّو ِْْْ وَُِْْْ هََفِ هَْْْ ََفََْْْ  ّْْْ ا

و َغجِّ ِهَّْْْْ و   َ اَأَ ْ َْْْْ وَواَ ََ،ََِأَْْْْْ وَفِ َْْْْ  

و فَّدهَِْْْ هَوَ،غَ صََْْْ ا ُّ لِِل َ اكَِ َغلََْ َْْْ َ،وَدَْْْ

و َغقَِّه هَّْْ وََ،وَأََ وَا   َدهَِْْ ِّ  ّ َغفَْْْ ءِْ فَْْ   َُ وَ

و هَ َْْ َوَالمَْشْْ ِِ َ ْوَا ْْ َْْ نََْا َ اِ ََ،دْْ ْْْ لَْْ ْْ وَا

وِ َ دَْنَْْْ ْْ َ اِ ََ،وَا لَْْْْ ْْ ِ َا دطِِ نَْْْ ءجّْ َْْْواَ َُ
َِ َْْ َْْ ََِ،المّْلَْ َِفِْْْ َْ َِفِْْْ ْْْ وَِ َالمّْ شَْْْ ْْ َ،وَا

َِ َْْ لَِلاِ َالمّْ ءََوِ غْْ ْْْ ضَْْ ْْ ئَِ ََ،وَا ْْْ اَْْ ْْ وَا

ْ  ََِ،المّْ َ وَغنَِْْ َِ َوَالْ َْْ نََالحَْْْ ه
ُِْْ،ََ ِ وَالْ َِْْا

ّ وكِ.وَالجّْمّ  َِ َوَالأ 
ُِ َ،َوَالمَأَوَ 

13َ
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Some scholars, such as al-Shaykh al-Mufīd, argue that the description of angels as 

bearers of the Divine Throne cannot be interpreted literally since the ʿarsh itself is 

a metaphor for Divine sovereignty and dominion and is not literally a throne (T). 

12  This section begins the account of the creation of man. The attribution of 

the action of gathering dust to the Almighty is not direct; rather, it is akin to saying, 

“The prince built the city,” where the actual building was done by workers at his 

behest. In the same way, traditions tell us that it was the Angel of Death (malak al-

mawt) who was tasked with the collection of different kinds of earth for the 

creation of Ādam (MB). Traditions further tell us that Ādam was thus named 

because he was made from the surface of the earth (adīm al-arḍ) (T). Some 

commentators see this as evidence for rejection of the notion that human beings 

existed in a non-material realm before coming to earth, since man was made from 

the earth (Z). Coarse earth translates ‘ḥazn al-arḍ’ and connotes a rough and 

abrasive kind of earth, like that which is found on rocky mountains; conversely, 

‘sahl’ refers to soft, fine earth (M). The terms ‘ʿadhb’ and ‘sabakh’ refer to sweet and 

salty earth respectively, where the latter is unsuitable for growing crops or farming 

(T). The fact that these different types of earth were mixed to create human beings 

holds a deeper significance and conveys the different dispensations, proclivities, 

and even abilities that human beings possess (N). The earth being mixed in water 

and kneaded with moisture is a reference to the blending of elements that 

constitute the physical body of human beings. Water and earth have specifically 

been mentioned because they are the primary elements (MB). Furthermore, it 

highlights the role of water in purifying the earth as well as binding the elements 

together. It became sticky renders ‘lazibat’ which is derived from the verse: Indeed 

we created them from a sticky clay (‘ṭīnin lāzib’) (Q37:11).  

The Almighty then fashioned (‘jabala’) from this sticky clay a figure that had 

curves and joints, limbs and segments, thereby preparing a functional body that 

could be utilized. He then made the figure solid and firm until it was sonorously dry 

(‘ḥattā ṣalṣalat’), meaning that it would make a sound when struck, even by 

something as light as wind (M). Some have interpreted the phrase for a measured 

time and a known duration – certain versions have ‘ajal’ instead of ‘amad’, but the 

meaning is similar – as implying that this is the form that the human being will 

have until the Day of Resurrection, while others take it to mean that the newly 

fashioned human body remained in an inert state for a specific amount of time. 

The second meaning is supported by a tradition from Imām al-Bāqir (ʿa) wherein 
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he said that the body of Ādam remained in this state for forty years, and the angels 

would come around it wondering why he was created (N). 

13  After a specific length of time, Allāh breathed into it of His Spirit whereupon 

it became a living human being. The hiatus before this transpired was either to 

test the angels, or was a form of Divine grace (luṭf) through which all doubt would 

be alleviated from them (I). He attributed the ‘spirit’ to Himself in order to show 

the honourable status of man (T). While different meanings and descriptions of 

the spirit have been posited by theologians and philosophers, that which is meant 

in this instance is simply ‘life’ (Z). Once alive, Ādam arose as a complete human 

being, with mental faculties by which to reflect as well as intellection by which he 

could engage with his surroundings and interact with all that was around him. This 

refers to all faculties of the mind that man possesses which help him traverse the 

various stages of learning and comprehension, as well as the ability to think and 

make logical deductions (N). The limbs (‘jawāriḥ’) and extremities (‘adawāt’ lit. 

instruments) could either have the same meaning and refer to parts of the body 

under the control of the rational soul, or the former could be more general than 

the latter which comprises of those parts of one’s body that can be controlled and 

moved, such as hands and feet (MB).  

The faculty of cognition by which humans differentiate between good and 

evil, is one of the most important aspects of the intellect (ʿaql) and aside from 

making moral distinctions, it can also discern different perceptible categories 

such as tastes, smells, and colours (N). Though the sensory organs perceive these 

categories, it is up to the cognitive faculty to decipher them. The constitution of 

the human body is a compound of different hues, meaning that each part has its 

own colour: blood is red, bones are white, hair and pupils are black, and so on. The 

unified forms refer to the similar composition of different body parts such as bones 

and teeth (MB). A number of commentators have interpreted the contrasting 

opposites and distinct admixtures of heat and cold, moisture and dryness as a 

reference to the four humours of medieval medicine, which modern medicine 

does not ascribe to. However, one commentator attempts to draw parallels 

between the hot and cold humours and high and low blood pressure respectively, 

and between wet and dry humours and the level of hydration in one’s body (N). 

Yet a more general interpretation can be posited which would simply connote the 

state of different parts of the body in terms of temperature and level of moisture, 

or of the soul in terms of its varying emotions.  
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14 And Allāh, the Glorified, commanded 
the angels to fulfil the trust He had 
charged them with, and to comply in 
submission with the pledge He had 
enjoined upon them, by prostrating to 
him and showing humble reverence 
for him. So He said, “Prostrate before 
Ādam,” and they prostrated, except Iblīs. 
Scornful disdain overtook him and 
wretchedness overcame him; he 
prided himself upon his own creation 
from fire and expressed contempt for 
the creation from clay. Then Allāh 
granted him respite so that His wrath 
is fully warranted, the trial is 
completed, and the promise is fulfilled. 
Thus, He said, “You are indeed among the 
reprieved, until the day of the known 
time.” 

 َ َ ََّّْْْْْ حَْوََّ َالمَْئَنِ َْْْْْ وَاَْْْْْْ َ َْ هَاه ا

لَِلغهِْ َْ َْْ ّ َلْْ َْْ ِْْ ا ِِ ََ،وَِ غءَ ْْ لَِلَوََْْ ْْْ وََ هْْ

جّ ِ َلَْْْ ََّ،َِلَْْ هِْ َْ وِ َدوِلأْْْ  َْاخِْ ْ َْْْ
َ،فِْْْ

َِ ِْْ ْْْْْ َُ ّْْ اَِلِ َ ِْ  ولَََ،وَاللَّْنْْْْْ َْْ َ:فقَْْْْْ

«َ اْ َِ جَلِّلواَ َْْ جّلِّلواَِ َ َ َفأَْْْْْْ ْْْ اَْْْْْْ

َ َِ  
ِْْ ََْ«،َِدِْْ ّ َال ْْْ ْْا َّاْ  ََ  ْ مََْ،حَمِ ْ َْْ وَََِْ ْ

َُّ قَْ  ِ َالشْْْْْه ْْْْْْ َِ َ،ََ ِ غََدلَِِِقَْْْْْْ وَ ءََْْْْْ ا

وكَِ ْْا ولََِ،النْ َْْ ِصْْ َالصا َِ ْْْ ْْْ َْ َ نََاَِْ َ،وَاَْ

ْْْ حِْقوَقواَ َاَْْْْ َُ  َ ِْْ َّالناوْْْْ وّ َاه ا َْْ فََ ْ طْْْْ

لَْطَ َِ  ْْ ْْا ََِ،لِِأْْْْ لِِْ َِِ ْْْْ ْْْ ِ مَْوُواَ َ،وَاَْْْْ

َُِ لَِل لِِءِْْْْ وغااَ ََِجَْْْ ولَََ،وَ نََ»َ:فقََْْ َُِْْْ َ فإََِْْْا

َْ مَِال ْْْ ْ ِ َالَْ قْْْ َْْ ْْنَغْْْ َِلْْْ ِ غنََ َْْ مّنوْْْْ

َ.َ«المَْءِّْ  َِ

14َ

15 Then He, the Glorified, settled Ādam in 
an abode wherein He made his life 
comfortable and his domain secure; 
and He cautioned him of Iblīs and his 
enmity. But his enemy beguiled him, 
being envious of his heavenly abode 
and his companionship with the 
virtuous. So he bartered certainty for 
his doubt and determination for his 
weakness. His joy was thus replaced 
with fear and his deception was 
followed by regret. 

 َ أََْْْْْْْ نََََّْْْْْْ حَْوََّ َآَ َ ََ اكااَ ّْْْْْْ ا

وََ  شَْْْْ َّ لَِلَفِ هَْْْ وََ،أَكَْْْْْ نََفِ هَْْْ وَآَُْْْ

حَِا َْْْْْْْْ َّ َُ،ََ َِ  
َِدِِْْْْْْْْْ كَّ َ وَ َْْْْْْْْ ا

ََ،وََ لَِلاوَ َْْْْ َّ ّ ََفَوَََْْْْ ا لِّلو  َْْْْ َ ّ وْْ َ ا فَْْْْ

و َِ َْْ لَِلاكَِالمّْقْْْ ِْْ ِ َدْْْ ْْْ ْْْ َِ َ،ََ ِ َْْ َ افقَْْْ ُّ وَ

َ اكَِ دَْْْْْْ ْْ واََالْ قَِْْْْْ نََدشَِْْْْْ ه ََِ،ا َ،فَ َْْْْْ

َ َْْ ِْْ َِوَالءَِْ غمْْْْ ْْْ َ لَِْللَََ،َ َدَِ ْ نْْْْ وَاَْْْْ

َ ْْ َِ اكََِلََِلُواَََ،دوِلجََْ لَِوَدَئا ِْ َ.وَدوِ

15َ
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This interpretation is supported by the appended phrase ‘wal-masāʾati wal-surūr’, 

translated as and sorrow and joy, in other editions of this sermon (T). 

14  The angels were commanded to fulfil the pledge they had been charged 

with earlier, namely that they would prostrate to Ādam once the spirit was 

breathed into him (see: Q15:29). This prostration was a means of showing humility 

and reverence to Ādam, but was by no means an act of worship or submission to 

other than Allāh. In fact, some commentators go further by suggesting that the 

prostration was actually for Allāh and Ādam was only the direction (qiblah) for the 

angels (I). Indeed, the term ‘sujūd’ literally connotes submission and humility as 

seen in the verse: And the shrubs and the trees prostrate [to Him] (Q55:6). The 

emphasis on showing humility and reverence after the command to prostrate is, 

according to one commentator, in order to ensure that their intentions remain 

deferential (R). When the command to prostrate before Ādam was issued, all the 

angels prostrated except Iblīs. This was not a sudden command as the angels, and 

indeed Iblīs himself, already knew what was expected of them once Ādam was 

brought to life. Therefore, it seems that Iblīs had already allowed the feelings of 

disdain and scorn to gradually overtake him, and these feelings were then 

manifested when the order to prostrate was given (Z). Scholars have debated the 

reason for Iblīs’ inclusion in the command to prostrate and his subsequent 

punishment for disobedience, despite being of the Jinn (Q18:50).  

Some said that Iblīs was an earthly angel, since the word jinn comes from 

ijtinān which connotes concealment. This is why a foetus is called janīn – because 

it is concealed within the womb of its mother. Thus, an angel can also be referred 

to as jinn since it cannot be seen and is hence concealed. Proponents of this view 

quote the verse: And they have set up a kinship between Him and the jinn (Q37:158) 

and note that the pagan Arabs considered angels to be the daughters of God; 

16 Then Allāh, the Glorified, offered him 
the chance to repent, taught him the 
word of His Mercy, and promised him 
a return to His Garden. He then sent 
him down to the abode of trials and 
procreation of progeny. 

 َِ ِْْ َْ َْ دَ  ِْْ ّ َف َْْ ّْْ حَْوََّ َل ََّ لَلَّاه ا َْْ َدأَ ّْْ ا  ،َ

َِ ِْْ َ َكَْ مَ  َْْ وّ َهَِمِ ْْا ََ،وَلقَ َ  ا َْْ لَِلّ َالمْ َْْ وَوَ 

نَدَنا ِْْْ َِ ِ ََفََ ْ  طََْْْ ََّ،َِلَْْْ نََ اكَِالْ َِِ ْْْا َِلَْْْ

غا َِ كه لَِال   َّ َ.وَ نَوَ

16َ
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therefore, jinn in this verse refers to angels (M). The wretchedness (‘al-shiqwah’) 

that overcame Iblīs was the result of his vile attributes, such as jealousy and pride, 

which had developed in him gradually due to his deeds, and were not part of his 

essence or uncontrollable nature (N). He considered his own creation from fire to 

be superior to Ādam’s creation from clay, since fire is luminous like light (from 

which angels have been created), whereas earth has no such quality and is ‘dark’ 

(I). The height of his indignation was seen when he was banished from Paradise 

and cursed by the Almighty. Instead of repenting, Iblīs sought respite until the Day 

of Resurrection so that he could misguide the progeny of Ādam (Q15:39). Allāh 

granted him respite until a specifically appointed time in order that His wrath is 

fully warranted, the test is completed, and the promise is fulfilled. When the evil ones 

are given respite, they continue sinning and hence become deserving of greater 

punishment (Q3:178). The test mentioned here is the trial human beings undergo 

to see who among them is obedient and the best in deeds, and who follows Satan 

and his own caprice. As for the promise that is fulfilled by the respite given to Iblīs, 

it is that all good deeds will be rewarded. Since Iblīs had worshipped Allāh for a 

lengthy period of time, he was granted respite as a reward for his worship (MB). 

15  Ādam (ʿa) was then settled in an abode where life was comfortable for him, 

as the Qurʾān states: We said, “O Adam, dwell with your spouse in paradise, and eat 

thereof freely whencesoever you wish…” (Q2:35), and where he enjoyed security, as 

seen in the verses: Indeed you will neither be hungry in it nor naked. And indeed 

you will neither be thirsty in it, nor suffer from the sun (20:118-9). There is some 

discussion among scholars regarding the abode mentioned here and whether it 

was the eternal heavenly Paradise or a place on earth. Those who espouse the 

latter opinion (which is also articulated in some traditions from the Infallibles) 

interpret the descent (ihbāṭ) of Ādam symbolically to mean his transferal from one 

place to another (MB). It is evident from a number of verses that Ādam was meant 

to live on earth. For instance, the Almighty had already told the angels: “Indeed I 

am going to set a viceroy on the earth” (Q2:30). However, it was necessary for Ādam 

to learn the concept of obedience and repentance, and to know who his enemy 

was. That is why he was placed in the garden for a specific period of time and given 

access to everything therein except the forbidden tree (N). Allāh cautioned Ādam 

about Iblīs saying: “O Ādam! Verily this is an enemy to you and your spouse. So let 

him not expel you both from the Garden and thus make you miserable” (Q20:117). The 

reason for this mortal enmity on the part of Iblīs was, as mentioned above, his 
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disdain for a creature whom he considered inferior and because of whom he lost 

his lofty station in Paradise.  

Despite the warning about Satan, Ādam and Ḥawwāʾ were beguiled by him 

because, as some commentators state, he swore that he meant them well: And he 

swore to them, “I am indeed your well-wisher” (Q7:21), and since they had never 

witnessed anyone swearing falsely before, they were deceived by him (MB). Iblīs 

was envious of Ādam as he still enjoyed comfort in the heavenly abode (dār al-

muqām) and closeness to the angels, from which Iblīs was now removed. Indeed, 

Satan’s primary goal has always been to deprive the sons of Ādam of the blessings 

of the Allāh (N). As a result of his beguilement, Ādam bartered his certainty about 

the forbidden tree for the doubt that resulted from the whisperings (waswasah) of 

Iblīs, and this resulted in the weakening of his determination, as noted in the verse: 

Certainly We had made a covenant with Ādam earlier; but he forgot, and We did not 

find determination in him (Q20:115) (T). As a consequence, the joy and honour he 

enjoyed in the Garden was replaced with fear and regret as he was removed 

therefrom: Then Satan deceived them, leading to their removal from the [blissful] 

state they were in; and We said, “Get down, being enemies of one another! On the 

earth shall be your abode and sustenance for a time” (Q2:36). Some manuscripts 

have the term ‘al-i ʿtizāz’ meaning prestige, instead of ‘al-ightirār’. In that case, the 

translation of the last line in this section would read: his prestige was replaced with 

regret (MB). 

16  Then Allāh accepted his plea for forgiveness, but this repentance did not 

result in permission to continue staying in Paradise, because there was no reason 

for his continued stay there, as he had already learned what he had to learn therein 

and experienced what he had to experience (N). Allāh inspired Ādam and taught 

him the words of repentance by which he would acquire His mercy, as stated in 

the verse: Then Adam received certain words from his Lord, and He turned to him 

clemently (Q2:37). There are different opinions regarding what these words were. 

Some believe that the words are recounted in Q7:23: “Our Lord! We have wronged 

our own souls, and if You do not forgive us and bestow upon us Your Mercy, we shall 

certainly be losers.” A number of traditions relate that these words comprised of 

a request for intercession through the five luminous personages, that is, the 

Prophet Muḥammad, Imām ʿAlī, al-Sayyidah Fāṭimah, Imām al-Ḥasan, and Imām 

al-Ḥusayn (ʿa) (N).  
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 CHOOSING THE PROPHETS  نبياء
أ
َ اختيار ال

17 And He, the Glorified, chose from his 
progeny prophets, taking their pledge 
with respect to the Revelation and 
entrusting them with delivering the 
Message. This was at a time when most 
of His creatures had distorted Allāh’s 
covenant with them, such that they 
ignored His right and set up compeers 
alongside Him. The devils distracted 
them from cognizance of Him and 
stopped them from His worship. 

وَ َ  َْْ لِِلِ َأََْ ِ  َْْ نَْوَل
ِْْ ّْْ حَْوََّ َُ طَفنَََ ْْْ وَاَ

وقهَّ َْ َْْ َُِ ا ِْ  ْ َ ْْْ نَال َْْ ِ ََ َ َْْ نََ،أَا َْْ وََ ِ

وََ هَّ َْ َْْ ولَِ َأَُْ َْْ َْ ْْتَِال ه لَََ، َ ِِْ ْ لِلا َْْ وَدْ ْْا لمَْ

َْْ هِْ َْ َِل َ ِ لَِلَاه ا ْْْ ِ ََ ه ِْْ ّ َاَِقْ َْْ ّْْ اََ،أَهاْ فجََهِِ

ْْا َّ َْْ ََّ،َ قْْ ءْْ َُ لَِلاَ َ ْْْ ََْْ ْْ ّ واَا َْْ َ،وَا الَْْ

َِ ِْْ ءِْ فَ ْ َُ نَْ َْْ  نَّ ْ
ْْا وَطِ ولَ هّّْ َالشْ َْْ َ،وَادْ ْ

َ.وَاقْ طََءَ هّْْ ََ نَْ ِ وََ  ِ َِ

17َ

18 So He raised up among them His 
messengers and sent to them His 
prophets in succession, in order to call 
them to fulfil the covenant of His 
creation, remind them of His forgotten 
bounties, remonstrate with them 
through exposition, and unearth for 
them the buried intellects. [He 
instructed that they] show them the 
signs of [His] omnipotence: from the 
sky raised above them to the outspread 
earth placed beneath them, from the 
provisions that sustain them to the 
deaths that annihilate them, from the 
ailments that render them decrepit to 
the calamities that relentlessly befall 
them. 

 َّ َِ ّْْ  هِْ َكَّْ
ِْْ فََفْ َْْ َْْ هِْْ ََ،فَ ءَْ َِلْ َ َ َْْ وَوَا ْ

وَ  َّ ََ،أََْ ِ َْْْْْْْ َِ و لِ أَْْْْْْْْ َ ّْ وّ ْ َُِ اَْْْْْْْ

َِ ِْْ ََ،فِطَْ  ْْْْ اْ
ِْْ نأْْْْْ َُ َ ههّ وّ ْ َ ّْْ وَغْْْْ

َِ ِْْ ول ا ِِْ تََِ،َءِْمَ ْ ِْْ َْْ هِْْ َدْ ْْ  اََ ِْ َ،وَغحَْ جَْ

وننََِ ْ ََ فَْْْْْ َ،َالءّْقّْْْْْ لَِوَغاِّ ّْْْْْ واَلهَّْْْْْ

لِلَّ ْْْ وِ َالمَْقْْ َْْ ّ وّ ْ َآغْْ ّْْ َُِوَغْْ نََْ:كَ ِْْ ُْْ

ّْْ اَ  ْ فْْ َُ ْ قهَّْ َ َْْ َفْْ قْ   َْْ َْْ،ََ و   َْْ وَُهِْْ

ّْْ اَ  ْ ضْْْْ َُ ْْْ هَّْ َ وغشَََِ، حَْْْْ َْْ ءْْْْ َُ وَ

َ فّنِْْْْْْْْ هِ ََْ، حّْ ِْْْْْْْ هِ َْ ول  َ،وَآدَْْْْْْْ

ُّهّ َْ  ِ ْْْ َ هّْْْ  ِ و َْْ ََ،وَأَوَْْْْ لَِلا   ْْْ وَأَ ْْْ

َ. َ وَدَّ ََ َِ هِْ َْ

18َ

19 Allāh, the Glorified, never left His 
creation without a sent prophet, a 
revealed book, incontrovertible proof,  

 ََ قْ ِ  ََ نَْ
ُِ َ ّ ّ َاَِقَْْ وََْ ّْْ حَْْ ََّْ لَِاه ا وَلَْ َغلَّْْ

لَ  ََ  ْ نَْ لَ َ،ُّ ُّ َ  ِ َُ َ َ،أَوَْهِ وَ غِ َْ َ
َََ،أَوَّْ جا  

19َ
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Allāh then promised Ādam that he would return to a peaceful and serene Garden 

saying: Should any guidance come to you from Me, those who follow My guidance 

shall have no fear, nor shall they grieve (Q2:38). He sent him down to the abode of 

trials and the abode of procreation of progeny (‘tanāsul al-dhurriyyah’), meaning 

this world.  

There is some debate about the chronology of events and whether Ādam 

repented before he was sent to the world (as mentioned here and in Q20:121-3) or 

after he was sent down (as in Q2:36-7). Those who opine that it was the latter say 

that in the verses of Surah Ṭāhā as well as in this sermon, chronological 

transposition (taqdīm wa taʾkhīr) has been employed. The purpose of employing 

this rhetorical device, according to one commentator, is to remove any doubt or 

delusion in the minds of some regarding the position of Prophet Ādam, as it is 

known that Prophets do not sin (MB). Furthermore, it is argued that the 

proscription was not a legal one (taḥrīm); rather, Ādam was just instructed to keep 

away from the tree to avoid undesirable consequences. Hence, by eating from the 

forbidden tree, he did not commit a sin per se (N). Some have gone as far as to say 

that he did not eat from the forbidden tree itself but from a tree that looked like it 

(see: al-Ḥuwayzī, Tafsīr Nūr al-Thaqalayn, 2:11), but this opinion is contrary to the 

apparent meaning of the Qurʾān and is thus untenable. 

17  From the offspring of Ādam, Allāh chose Prophets, taking a pledge from 

them that they would convey His message to the people, as mentioned in the 

 or a clear path. [He chose] messengers 
who were not curtailed by their small 
numbers or the multitudes of those 
who rejected them. Among them was 
the predecessor who was informed of 
the name of his successor, or a present 
one who had been introduced by one 
who had preceded him. In this way, 
generations unfolded and ages elapsed, 
with fathers passing away and sons 
succeeding them. 

  َ َْْ َقوَنمِْ
ْْا   حَجْ َُ ّ ََ،أَوَْ ْْه َ قّصَْ َْ َ ل  ّْْ كَّْ

لَِلِ  ِ َْ َْْْْْ َ ّ ْ َقِِْْْْْا ََُّ،دهِِْْْْْ  َ َهاَْْْْْْ َْ وَ

َْ ّْْ دِ نََلهَْ ََ.المّْ َْْْ ه َْ مه ّْْ ََْ
 ِ ِ ود َْْ نََْْ

ُِْْْ

لَِل َّ نَْدءَْْْْ ََُْْْ ّ نَْ،َلَْْْ ََُْْْ ّ فَْْْ ََ  ا ودِ   أَوََْْْْْ

َّ َْْ ّ و ََّ.قَ ِْْ ّْْ ِمََِالقْْ َْْ َ ََأَْ
ِْْ نََ لْ َْْ ِْ َ،َ

ّ  كَّ ْْلِل  مَِالْْْْ َْْ َُضْْْْ ِفَمَََِ،وَ وَََْْْْْْ

دَنْوَ َََّ،اْ دوَ َّ ْْ َ.وَاَِفَمََِا

َ
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verse: [Recall] when We took a pledge from the Prophets, and from you and from Nūḥ 

and Ibrāhīm and Mūsā and ʿĪsā son of Maryam, and We took from them a solemn 

pledge (Q33:7). The goal of sending Prophets and Messengers was to guide the 

people, teach them how to live fruitful lives and establish a just society (Z). The 

pledge was taken and the covenant was made because the task was of great 

importance. The Prophets had to convey the message entrusted to them with the 

utmost care and precision (N). They were sent at a time when most of the people 

had distorted Allāh’s covenant with them, meaning that they had gone against their 

innate nature (fiṭrah) which clearly points them to the existence of one Creator 

(R). 

Some consider this to be a reference to the primordial covenant taken from 

humankind in the ‘realm of particles’ (ʿālam al-dharr) as mentioned in Q7:172, 

while others opine that it refers to the general covenant made with human beings 

mentioned in the verse: Did I not make a covenant with you, O children of Ādam, 

that you should not follow Satan; indeed he is your manifest enemy. And that you 

should worship Me, that is the straight path? (Q36:60-1) (T). As a result of not 

adhering to the covenant, they neglected the right of Allāh upon them and 

ascribed partners to Him. Satan and his minions also took advantage of the 

opportunity and distracted the people from knowing Allāh and hindered them 

from worshipping Him. One way of distracting the people was to delude them into 

thinking that they were good or righteous, even when they were not (I). Since the 

Imām says that most of the people had broken their covenant with the Almighty, 

it implies that there were still some individuals who had remained steadfast upon 

the path of their fiṭrah (Z). 

18  That the Messengers were sent in succession is considered by some to mean 

that there was a gap (fatrah) between them, while others opine that there was no 

period in human history wherein a Prophet or his successor was not present to 

guide the people (T). Thereafter, the Imām mentions the five goals of prophethood 

and reasons for sending Messengers to the people. The first was to urge them to 

fulfil the primordial covenant they had made, namely to believe in His oneness 

(tawḥīd). This belief is ingrained within the fabric of human beings and they are 

only diverted from it by external factors such as what their parents or elders teach 

them. We find this stated clearly in the prophetic tradition, “Every child is born 

upon the fiṭrah” (I). Some commentators include belief in prophecy (nubuwwah) 

and appointed authority (wilāyah) as part of the covenant being referred to here 
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(MB). The second goal was to remind the people of His forgotten bounties 

(‘mansiyya ni ʿmatih’) because it is only by being aware of God-given bounties that 

we can utilize them to attain felicity. Conversely, forgetting them leads to neglect, 

just like the fertile land that is neglected by the farmer who neither waters nor 

harvests his crops (N). The third reason for sending Prophets was to remonstrate 

with the people through exposition (‘yaḥtajjū ʿalayhim bi ‘l-tablīgh’), meaning that 

they would convince the people with discursive argumentation and analytical 

reasoning. This is because Prophets would never come with any message that was 

contrary to reason (T).  

The fourth goal was to unearth the buried treasures of the intellects (‘dafāʾin al-

ʿuqūl’) which were potentials that had yet to be realized (M). By uncovering these 

intellectual strengths, human beings were able to advance in many fields and 

acquire a deep understanding of many realities that were hitherto neglected or 

unknown to them (N). The fifth reason for sending Prophets was to show people 

the signs of Allāh’s omnipotence by making them observe natural phenomena, 

such as the sky raised above them and the earth spread beneath them, and urging 

them to ponder upon the realities of life, such as their sustenance through His 

bountiful provisions. All that transpires in this world, through a sequence of 

occurrences, has a lesson for the people. A good example of how Prophets reminded 

the people about these things is seen in Q71:13-20 which recounts the way Nūḥ (ʿa) 

urged his people to think about these realities (T). The consequences of getting 

people to ponder upon these matters included bringing about a sense of 

awakening in them and rousing them from their slumber of negligence (N). 

19  Allāh has never left His creation without guidance, either in the form of a 

sent prophet, a revealed book, incontrovertible proof , or a clear path. The Qurʾān 

addresses the Prophet thus: Surely We have sent you with the truth as a bearer of 

good news and a warner. And there is not a people but that a warner has gone among 

them (Q35:24). The phrase incontrovertible proof (‘ḥujjatin lāzimah’) refers to an 

argument that cannot be refuted (T), or the successor left behind by a Prophet to 

continue guiding the people after him (R). The clear path (‘maḥajjatin qāʾimah’) 

refers to the established Sunnah of the Prophet (Z). At least one of these four 

means of guidance is always made available to the people, so that the proof 

(ḥujjah) of Allāh is conveyed and nobody can have any excuse for not following 

the right path (N). Imām al-Ṣādiq (ʿa) is reported to have said, “The proof [of Allāh] 
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has existed before creation, alongside creation, and [will continue to exist] after 

creation” (T).  

One of the qualities of the Messengers who were appointed by Allāh is that 

they were not hindered by the fact that very few people followed them, while 

those who stood against them were many, and carried out their mission 

regardless. It is interesting how, from the numerous exemplary qualities of 

Prophets, this particular quality has been highlighted (N). Such determination and 

steadfastness was then mirrored by their successors, as seen in the example of Abā 

ʿAbdillāh al-Ḥusayn (ʿa) who stood against an army of thirty thousand with only 

seventy-two followers (T). Among the Prophets were those who were informed 

about future Prophets, the way ʿĪsā (ʿa) was informed about the Noble Prophet 

Muḥammad (ṣ) and told his followers: “O Children of Israel! Indeed I am the 

Messenger of Allāh to you, confirming what is before me of the Torah, and giving good 

news of a Messenger who will come after me, whose name is Aḥmad” (Q61:6). Those 

who were present among the people (the word ‘ghābir’ is glossed as ‘present’ (Z)) 

were introduced to and informed about the Prophets who preceded them; as the 

Qurʾān states: Certainly We have sent Prophets before you. Of them are those We have 

recounted to you, and of them are those We have not recounted to you (Q40:78). 

Believers in the message of their Prophet had to profess faith in the previous 

Prophets as well, since all of them were sent by Allāh (T). This was the precedent 

of the Almighty throughout the ages, from generation to generation, one 

succeeding the other, and you will never find any change in Allāh’s precedent 

(Q33:62). Whenever one star of guidance set, another rose up until the Seal of the 

Prophets brought the final message that would guide mankind till the end of time 

(R). 

20  When Allāh sent Muḥammad (ṣ), His promise was fulfilled and the chain 

of prophecy was finally completed. This is the same promise that was made by the 

earlier Prophets regarding the last Prophet who would bring the ultimate message 

from Allāh to all of mankind (MB). In one of his couplets, the Prophet’s uncle and 

patron, Abū Ṭālib (ʿa), is reported to have recited, “Do they not know that we 

found Muḥammad to be a Prophet like Mūsā, recorded in the earliest books?” (T). 

Indeed, all the previous Messengers were given glad tidings about the coming of 

Prophet Muḥammad (ṣ) and a pledge was taken from them in his honour (I). 

According to some traditions, the pledge they gave was that if Allāh sent him 

during their lifetime, they would believe in him and assist him (MB).  
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 APPOINTMENT OF THE PROPHET     مبعث النب َ

20 Until Allāh, the Glorified, sent forth 
Muḥammad (ṣ), in fulfilment of His 
promise and completion of His [line of] 
prophecy. A pledge was taken from the 
[earlier] Prophets regarding him, his 
attributes were well known, [and] his 
birth was auspicious. At that time, the 
people on earth were divided into 
different creeds, varying inclinations, 
and diverse persuasions. Some likened 
Allāh with His creation, others 
committed sacrilege in His name, and 
some looked towards other than Him. 
So He guided them, through him, from 
error and delivered them, through his 
noble presence, from ignorance. 

ّْْ حَْوََّ َ  ََّْْْْْ فََاه ا َْْ نَأَْ َدءَْْْْْ َْْ َِلْْْْْ

لِلااَ ْْا ِ ََُّحَمْْْْ ِْْ وغَِ ِلَِل ْْْْ َْْ خَِِجْْْْْ

وِ ََّ ّ ا ِْْْْْ َِ َِ مَْْْْْْ نََ،وَ َِْْْْْ َ َُْْْْْ اّْ  ااَ

َ مَو ّ ََّ، نََُِ اوَقّْْْ َّالنا ِ ْْْه ََِْْْ اُ هّ كَ شْْْْ َُ،َ

ِْْ ئَّ  َّ ُْْْ ْْواَ كَِْ ََ.هَِ غمْْْ ْْ لَّا ْْْ وَأَ ْْْ

قَْْْْْ َ  ُّ فََ ه َ ل  ََُِِْْْْْ ئِْْْْْ   َُ َ ا  ََ،غَْ  وَأَ ْْْْْْ

 َُ  َ ِْْ نْ شَْْ َْْ ه َ َ َ،ُّ ُّ شَْْ َ ِّ
ِْْ َْْ نَََْ،وَطََ انْْ دْْ

َِ ِْْ َدلََِِقْْْ ِ َهِ ا َْْ ه   ََْ،ُّشْْ ِْْ َفْْ لِل  ِْْ ِحْْْ ُّ أَوَْ

مِ َِ ْْْ ِ  ََِ،اَْْْ ْْْ نََْ ْْْ َْْ َِلْْْ َ    ِْْ ُّشْْْ َ،أَوَْ

ئَلَ َِ نََالضْْْْْا َُِْْْْْ ِ لَِلاّ ْ َدِْْْْْ َ،فهََْْْْْ

َ.وَأََقََْ ّ ْ َدمَِ وََِِ َُِنََالجَْهَولَ َِ

20َ

21 Then He, the Glorified, chose for 
Muḥammad (ṣ) a meeting with Himself, 
preferring for him of His proximity, 
honouring him above the abode of the 
[ephemeral] world, and taking him 
away from the domain of trials. So He 
drew him towards Himself with 
honour (may Allāh bless him and his 
progeny). And he left amongst you 
what Prophets leave behind for their 
communities, as they never abandon-
ed them to stray as they will, without 
a clear path and a standing banner. 

لِلَ   وكَََّْْْ حَْوََّ َلمِّحَمْْْْا َااْ َْْْ َ ّْْْ ا

وَ  َّ َْْ لَِل ََّ،لقِْْ ْْْ وَ ِنْْ َْْ َُْْ ّ َْْ َلْْ َْ
ِْْ َ،وَكَضْْ

َْ وَ ْْلِل  نََْ اكَِالْ َْْ ْ َ ّ َْْ َ ََ،وَأَهَْ ُْ ِْْ وَكَْْ

َْ وِ َال َْْ ق َُ نَْ َْْ  َ ِ ِْْ َ هد ْْْ َِ ،ََ ِ َِلَ ْْْ َ ّ َْْ فقََ ضَ

َ ََْْْْ ْْواَ َِّاَهَِ غمْْ َوَََ ْْْْ َََِِ َََنَاه ا َ، َِآلِْْْْ

وّ َ َْْْ ِ ََْ ْْ مَِا وَاَِافَْْْ ََُْْْ ّْ  
َ َفِْْْ وَاَِْْْا

و مهَِْْْْْ َُ َْأّ
ْ َغَ ّْ هّْْْْْ ّ ْ ََ،فِْْْْْ َِ َْلَْْْْْ

َ ئا َ ََ،َ مَْْْْ َوَاضِْْْْ  ِ ِ َطَِ غْْْْ ََ،دغَِ ْْْْْ َْ وَ

َقوَنِ َ    َِ َ.َ

21َ
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The fact that his attributes were well known (‘mashhūratan simātuh’) is attested 

through a number of reports that describe how the Prophet (ṣ) was recognized by 

certain individuals who had read about his attributes in earlier scriptures (T). 

Exegetes interpret the verse: Those whom We have given the Book recognize him just 

as they recognize their sons (Q2:146) to mean that the People of the Book knew the 

qualities of the Noble Prophet and recognized him as clearly as they recognized 

their own children (MB). His birth was auspicious (‘karīman mīlāduh’) meaning 

that he came from an honourable lineage, or that his birth brought with it great 

blessings for the people on earth. Indeed, historical accounts speak of how the 

Prophet’s birth was accompanied by certain extraordinary events such as the 

falling of idols in the Kaʿbah, extinguishing of the ‘eternal flame’ of the 

Zoroastrians, drying up of Lake Sawah that was worshipped by a small faction, and 

the destruction of some of the palaces of tyrant kings, all of which symbolized the 

beginning of a new era of monotheism (N).  

The Prophet was sent at a time when different creeds existed in the world. 

Some of them had revealed laws such as the Jews, Christians, Sabaeans, and 

Magians, but they had become impious and nothing but the outer shell and 

semblance of religiosity remained among them. Others had no religion to speak of 

or were atheists. Some believed in idols or other creatures as divine beings, or as 

intercessors for them with the Creator (M). Some of those who did believe in God, 

likened him with His creation or committed sacrilege in His name (‘mulḥidin fī 

ismih’) which is interpreted to mean naming idols after Him (N), or distorting His 

name and its meaning (M). The Qurʾān also mentions this group: To Allāh belong 

the Best Names, so supplicate Him by them, and abandon those who commit sacrilege 

in His names. Soon they shall be requited for what they used to do (Q7:180). It was at 

this moment in history that the Noble Prophet was sent, not to any one particular 

tribe or faction, but with a message for all of humanity (Z). Through him, the 

Almighty guided the people and delivered them from ignorance. 

21  Then Allāh chose to take Muḥammad (ṣ) back to His proximity, thereby 

honouring him above the abode of the [ephemeral] world and removing him from 

the place of hardships and tribulations. Indeed, death is a reality from which there 

is no escape for anyone, young or old, chosen apostle or evildoer (Z). Yet for the 

Noble Prophet, it was a means of honouring and elevating him, for by it Allāh drew 

him towards Himself with honour. Indeed, the Prophet is reported to have stated, 

“Whoever is desirous of meeting his Lord, his Lord is also desirous of meeting him” 



32                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 1 
 

(M). Narrations tell us that the Prophet informed his close companions about his 

impending demise about a month before he left this world, and instructed them 

on how and where he wished to be buried (T).  

After the completion of his mission and the fulfilment of his duty to convey 

the message of guidance to the people, the Messenger of Allāh was taken by his 

Beloved (MB). But he did not abandon his followers in abeyance; rather, he left 

behind what Prophets leave behind for their communities, namely a means of 

guidance so that they do not stray from the right path. This is the very same thing 

that has been narrated through successive (mutawātir) reports wherein the 

Prophet (ṣ) said, “I leave behind among you two weighty things (thaqalayn): the 

Book of Allāh and my pure progeny (ʿitratī). As long as you hold on to them both, 

you will never go astray; and they will not separate from each other until they 

come to me at the pond [of Kawthar]” (N). Thus, the Glorious Qurʾān and the 

infallible successors of the Prophet remain present among the people as guides for 

them, to show them the straight path and the established practices (ṣunan) of the 

final Messenger (ṣ). It is indeed surprising how any Muslim could claim that the 

Prophet abandoned his followers to stray as they will (‘hamalan’) and appointed 

no successor after him (Z). 

22  This pericope talks about the Qurʾān and its importance, which is an oft-

repeated theme in the sermons of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa). The Book of your Lord, 

that is the Glorious Qurʾān, has certain qualities that distinguish it, such as the 

clarity of its injunctions which include what is permitted and proscribed, as well 

as what is obligatory and supererogatory. In essence, this refers to the five 

categories of human actions, namely the mandatory (wājib), the recommended 

(mustaḥab), the permitted (mubāḥ), the discouraged (makrūh), and the forbidden 

(ḥarām) (N). As for its abrogating (nāsikh) and abrogated (mansūkh) verses, they 

refer to the verses that contain injunctions which abrogate previously revealed 

injunctions that were time-specific. For example, the verse: O you who believe! 

When you talk secretly to the Prophet, offer a charity before your secret conversation 

(Q58:12) was abrogated by the next verse: Were you apprehensive of offering 

charities before your secret talks? So, as you did not do it, and Allāh turned to you in 

forgiveness, maintain the prayer and pay the zakāt, and obey Allāh and His Prophet. 

We are told that the abrogation here occurred because the Muslims stopped 

coming to converse privately with the Prophet as they found it difficult to pay 

charity before doing so – everyone, that is, except Imām ʿAlī (N).  
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 THE HOLY QURʾĀN AND  
RELIGIOUS LAW 

 
عية  حكام الشر

أ
 القرآن وال

َ

22 [And he also left] the Book of Allāh, 
your Lord, having clearly elucidated 
its permissions and prohibitions, 
obligations and merits, abrogating and 
abrogated [injunctions], dispensations 
and prescripts, specifics and universals, 
lessons and parables, unconditional and 
qualified [orders], and unambiguous 
and equivocal [verses]. He explicated 
[all] its subtleties and clarified its 
obscurities. 

 َ َِ و َهِ َْْ ِ ْ َاه ا ّ ََ]فِْْ  ّ َْ[كَده ّْْ َْْ َ ئَل ُّ َ هنْْواَ
َّ َْْ ونَِِ ََّ،وََ َ اُْْْ َْْ ّ َوَفضَْْْ َْْ َ،وَفََ انضِْْْ

ّْْ اَ َّ نأْْْْ َُ لََّ َوَ
ِْْ ّ ََ،وََوََْْْ َْْ وَكّاَصْْْ

َّ َْْ ْْا ََّ،وََ َ انمِْ ّ َوََ وُْ ْْا َ ّ ََ،وَاَوَْ َْْ ْ 
وَ ِ

َّ َْْ اوَلْْْ ُْ لِّلوَ  ََّ،وَأَ ْْْ َُحْْْ َِّ َوَ َْْ َْْْ ْ ُّ َ،وَ

ودهَِ َّ َْْ ُّ شَ ّ َوَ َْْ ُّحْ مَ دََّ،وَ ْْه ااَ فأَ َ،مََِْْ َُّّ

ُّ َ هنواَ َ.َََْ اُضَِ َّوَ

22َ

23 [That was] including what is bindingly 
necessary to know [and act upon], as 
well as that which people are permitted 
to remain ignorant about;  injunctions 
that are affirmed as obligatory in the 
Book yet are known to have been 
abrogated by the Sunnah, as well as 
actions that are commanded in the 
Sunnah but abstention from which has 
been permitted in the Book. Also 
injunctions that are incumbent at 
their prescribed time but cease to be 
so later. He divided its proscriptions 
into major sins, for which He has 
threatened [them with] His hellfire, and 
minor ones, for which He has prepared 
His forgiveness. Some acts being 
acceptable in minimal form, yet more 
of which is allowed [and even better]. 

َ ِِمِْْْ َِ  ِّ و َُِ اَْْ َُّ َْْا َ َ،دَْْ نَََُْْْ اّْ    َوَ

َْدَهِِْْْْْ َِ وِ َفِْْْْ َْْْْ 
نَالءِْ وَدَْْْْ نَََْ،َ َِْْْْ

َ ّ ّْْ َفَْ ضْْْ ِِ و َْْ َْالِْ  ْْْ ِْْ َفْْْ م  َْْ اْ ْْْ ُّ
لَّ َّ ْْْ ناِ ََأَْْْ  ْْ َْالأْْْ ِْْ َفْْْ    ّْْ ءِْْْْ َُ َ،وَ

َ ّ ّ ْْْ ناِ َأَاْْْ  ْْ َْالأْْْ ِْْ َفْْْ   ِْْ وَوَادْْْ

َّ ّْْ َ َْ هْْ ِِ و َْْ َْالِْ  ْْ ِْْ َفْْ  ِ َ اا ّْْ َ،وَُْْ

َْ ِْْ َفْ ل  ِْْ ِ َوَغَانْ ِْْ َدَِ قْ ْ   ِْْ َْْ نََْوَادْ وَدْ

حَوكُِِْْْْ ََِ،ُّأْْْْْ قَْ َِِ َِ َُ َدَْْْْ نََْ وغنَ  َْْْْ ُّ َ،وَ

َأََ   ْْ نَْهَ ِ ْ ِْْ َُّْ َْْ ِ ََِ َ اَْ ْْْ لَِلََ َِ ْ َْْ أَوََْ،وْ ْ

َّ َْْ ّ َْفَّْ اَْ َْْ لَِلَلْ َْْ َأَكَْْ    
غِ َْْ َْْ نَََْ،َْ وَدْ

و َّ َْأَْ ََْْْْ َفِْْْْ قْ ّْْْْ ل  َُ،ََْ َُّ َْْْْا  َفِْْْْ
َ.أَقصَْو َّ

23َ



34                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 1 
 

Its dispensations (‘rukhaṣahu’) refer to those injunctions that one is permitted 

to overlook or avoid in certain circumstances such as the prohibition of eating 

carrion in situations of dire hunger, as noted in the verse: He has forbidden you 

carrion, blood, the flesh of the swine, and that which has been offered to other than 

Allāh. But should someone be compelled, without being rebellious or aggressive, there 

shall be no sin upon him. Verily Allāh is Oft-forgiving, Merciful (Q2:173). Its prescripts 

(‘ʿazāʾimahu’) refer to those injunctions that are to be carried out as prescribed, 

such as the fast of the month of Ramaḍān, for those who are not exempt (MB), or 

to injunctions from which there is no exemption, such as the command to worship 

only Allāh and not associate any partners to Him (N). Its specifics and universals 

(‘khāṣṣahu wa ʿāmmahu’) refer respectively to the injunctions that apply to specific 

individuals or groups and those that apply to everyone. For example, the verse: 

And a faithful woman if she offers herself to the Prophet… (Q33:50) applies only to 

the Prophet (ṣ) whereas the injunction that is oft-repeated in the Qurʾān: Establish 

the prayer (aqīmū al-ṣalāh) is universal and applies to everyone (I). The ‘specific’ 

(khāṣ) verses may also refer to those āyāt that seem to be of general purport but 

actually refer to a specific group or individual, such as the Verse of Wilāyah which 

refers specifically to Amīr al-Muʾminīn and nobody else (N). Its lessons and 

parables (‘ʿibarahu wa amthālahu’) are meant to give examples for people to reflect 

upon, as noted in the verse from Sūrah Yūsuf: There is certainly a moral in their 

accounts for those who possess intellect (Q12:111) (T).  

The unconditional and qualified (‘mursalahu wa maḥdūdahu’) verses refer to 

those with injunctions that mention no conditions or qualifications such as the 

verse: …Allāh has made trade permissible… (Q2:275), and those that are conditional 

and limited such as the verse: …it should be trade by mutual consent (Q4:29). Of 

course, in such cases, the conditional injunctions circumscribe the unconditional 

ones such that, in this example, only trade which is mutually agreed upon is 

considered valid (N). As for the unambiguous (muḥkam) and equivocal (mutashābih) 

verses, they refer to the verses that are clear in meaning and purport, and those 

that are seemingly unclear until one reflects upon them in light of other verses and 

traditions. For example, the verse: Say, “He, Allāh, is One” (Q112:1) is unambiguous 

while the verse: Looking at their Lord (Q75:23) is equivocal since Allāh cannot be 

seen (I). By its abstracts explicated (‘mufassiran jumalahu’ or, in another version 

‘mufassiran mujmalahu’) is meant that those words, phrases, and verses that 

require elucidation have been explained, such as the phrase “three periods” in the 
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verse: Divorced women shall wait by themselves for three periods [of purity] (Q2:228) 

(MB). The elucidation of such verses is found in the teachings and traditions of the 

Holy Prophet and his pure progeny. Similarly, its obscurities (‘ghawāmiḍahu’), 

such as the disjointed letters (al-ḥurūf al-muqaṭṭaʿah) in the beginning of some 

sūrahs, are clarified in the teachings of the Infallibles (N). 

23  The Qurʾān contains what is bindingly necessary to know (‘maʾkhūdhin 

mīthāqu ʿilmihi’) such as the verses pertaining to the Oneness of Allāh and His 

attributes, as well as the theological concepts that form the basis of religion (uṣūl 

al-dīn) (N). Some commentators also include religious laws and injunctions in this 

category (M). It also contains that which people are permitted to remain ignorant 

about (‘muwassaʿin ʿalā al-ʿibādi fī jahlihi’) such as the meaning of the disjointed 

letters or the knowledge of those things which only Allāh knows, like where a 

person will die and what he will earn tomorrow (See Q31:34), and it is not a duty 

for anyone to seek knowledge about these things (R). Furthermore, there are 

certain injunctions in the Qurʾān that were abrogated by the Sunnah, such as the 

punishment for adultery which was, according to Q4:15, to confine the guilty 

women in their homes until they die, but this was abrogated by the command of 

stoning the adulterer according to the Sunnah (I). Some scholars, however, dispute 

this example saying that Q4:15 was actually abrogated by Q24:2 which states that 

the punishment for fornication is lashing (T).  

The Sunnah also contains certain injunctions that the Qurʾān dispenses with 

(‘murakhkhaṣin fī al-kitābi tarkuhu’), meaning that these injunctions were abrogated 

by the Qurʾān, such as turning towards the Kaʿbah as the qiblah for Muslims instead 

of Bayt al-Maqdis, which had previously been the Sunnah (MB). Among the 

Qurʾānic injunctions are those that are time-bound such that they remain in force 

only for a specific duration (‘wājibin bi-waqtihi wa zāʾilin fī mustaqbilihi’), such as 

the obligatory fasts of the month of Ramaḍān or the ḥajj which is mandatory only 

once in a person’s lifetime (M). Alternatively, it may refer to something that was 

obligatory due to the prevailing conditions, such as migration (hijrah) which was 

compulsory during the period of persecution in the early days of Islam and then, 

after the Conquest of Makkah, it was no longer obligatory (N). The sins mentioned 

in the Qurʾān are of two types – major (‘kabīr’) and minor (‘ṣaghīr’) where hellfire 

has been promised for those who perpetrate the former and forgiveness is availed 

to those who commit the latter. These two types of sin are mentioned in the verse: 
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Those who avoid major sins and indecencies, excepting [minor and occasional] 

lapses (Q53:32).  

Traditions tell us that the major sins are: ascribing partners to Allāh (Q5:72), 

despairing of Allāh’s mercy (Q12:87), feeling secure from Allāh’s plan (Q7:99), filial 

impiety (Q19:32), taking a life without right (Q4:93), accusing chaste women of 

indecency (Q24:23), consuming the wealth of orphans (Q4:10), fleeing the battlefield 

(Q8:16), consuming usury (Q2:275), practicing sorcery (Q2:102), fornication (Q25:68-

70), swearing false oaths (Q3:77), breaching trusts (Q3:161), withholding obligatory 

alms-tax (Q9:35), giving dishonest testimony (Q2:283), drinking intoxicants, 

abandoning the prayer, and severing ties with near relatives (Q13:25) (T). Some 

acts mentioned in the Qurʾān are acceptable in minimal form (‘maqbūlin fī adnāhu’) 

when performed to a modest extent, yet more of which is allowed and even better 

(‘muwassaʿin fī aqṣāhu’). This means that the actions have been emphasized but 

individuals are free to perform them to whatever extent they are able, such as 

reciting the Glorious Qurʾān (N), or performing the midnight prayer (MB). 

24  After describing the Glorious Qurʾān, the Imām (ʿa) turns his focus to one 

of the obligatory acts in Islam, namely pilgrimage (ḥajj). It is possible that the 

Imām had also referred to other aspects of worship, but since al-Sayyid al-Raḍī was 

not aiming to compile entire sermons, those sections of the sermon may have been 

omitted. Nevertheless, the fact that ḥajj is mentioned in such an important sermon 

shows its significance as one of the principal acts of worship in Islam (N). The 

Sacred House (al-bayt al-ḥarām), that is the Holy Kaʿbah, was the first house of 

worship to be erected for mankind (MB). Traditions tell us that right after the 

Conquest of Makkah, the Prophet (ṣ) proclaimed, “Allāh made the land of Makkah 

sacred on the day He created the heavens and the earth, and it will remain sacred 

until the coming of the Hour” (T). The Kaʿbah is a qiblah, or a point of convergence 

for the people, not only during pilgrimage, but also when they pray five times a 

day, and even while performing supererogatory acts of worship. The description 

of people flocking towards the Kaʿbah during the ḥajj is portrayed as similar to the 

way thirsty cattle flock to a watering hole (‘yaridūnahu wurūd al-anʿām’), or how 

pigeons fly together excitedly towards their lofts and nests (‘yaʾlahūna ilayhi wulūh 

al-ḥamām’). Those who truly understand the meaning of ḥajj come to cleanse 

themselves of their sins and wash their hearts and souls at the spiritual ‘watering 

hole’, performing the prescribed rituals in unison, like a flock of birds (N).  
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This analogy also symbolizes the rush of pilgrims which is the reason for naming 

the land ‘Bakkah’, according to some traditions (MB).  

 

 AND WHERE HE SPOKE ABOUT ḤAJJ   ذكر الحج  
ا فه َ ومنه

24 And He made obligatory upon you 
pilgrimage (ḥajj) to His [Sacred] House, 
making it a point of convergence for 
the people, to which they flock like 
[thirsty] cattle around a watering hole, 
or take recourse like excited pigeons. 
He made it a symbol of their humility 
before His greatness and their submis-
sion to His might. He selected from His 
creation those who heard His call and 
responded to it, attesting His word. 
They stand where His Prophets stood 
and imitate the angels who circumam-
bulate His Throne, [thereby] acquiring 
the benefits in the market-place of His 
worship and hastening towards the 
tryst of His forgiveness. 

 َْ َدَ  َْْ ا  َ ّْ ْ َْْ ِ ََ َ َ َْْ ِ َوَف ِْْ َ ا َِ[  َْْ َ]الحْ

و َِ َْْ َللَََِْْ َْْ ا ّ َقِ ِْْ َْْ ِ ََدَءَِْ ْْا ّ ََ،الْ َْْ غَِ ّ وَْ

و َِ َْْ ََءْْ ْْ ّْْ َ ََ،وّكّوَ َا ِ َوّلْ ْْْ َِلَ ْ َْْ ْلهَّ َ َ وَغْ

و َِ ََ.الحَْمَْْْْ ّ ََّْْْْ حَْوََّ ََ ئََُْْْْ ا وَدَءََِْْْْ

َِ ِْْ ءهِِْ َلءَِوَمَ ْْْ ّْْ وَهِِْ ََ،لِ ََ اضْْْ َْْ ْْْ ْ َِ وَ

َِ ِْْ و واََ،لءِِ ا ْ ما ّْْ ََْ ِ
ِْْ نَْاَِقْْ ِْْ وكََُْ َْْ وَااْ ْ

َّ َْْ  َ ْ ََ ِ ْْْ َِلَ  ودّ اَ قّ اَهَِمَِ َْْ ََّ،أَدَْْ لِلا َ،وَََْْ

َِ ِْْ َ َأََْ ِ وَنْ ِْْ َ اقْ َُ ّْْ اَ َْْ اهّ اََ،وَوَقفَْ وَ شَْ

ِ َالمّْطَِ ِْْ ِْْ َِدمَِئَنِ َ ْْْْ ِْْ نََدءَِْ شْْْْ َ، فْْْْ

َِ ِْْ ِ َ ِ وََ   َْْ َُ جْ َْ
ِْْ وَ َف َْْ كَْد ْْ ِ غّوَ َا ْْْ َ،غحّ

غفَِْ  ِ َِ َُ لَِلَ
ِ  ْ َُ نلَِْلّ َ

َ.وَغَ َ وََ كّوَ َ ِ

24َ

25 He, the Glorified, made it a beacon for 
Islam and a sanctuary for those who 
seek refuge. He made its right mandatory 
and pilgrimage to it obligatory, and He 
prescribed for you its visitation. Thus, 
He said:  And it is the duty of mankind 
toward Allāh to make pilgrimage to the 
House, for those who can afford the journey 
to it; and should anyone renege [on his 
obligation], Allāh is indeed without need  
of [any of His] creation. 

ْْواَ  ئَِ ََ ِمَْْ ْْْ َِْْ ِْ
ِ ّْْ حَْوََّ َل ََْْ ّ َْْ َ،دَءَِْْ

ِ غنَََ َ ُْْْْواَ َ َ ََ قْْْْا ََّ،وَلِِءَْونِْْْْ َ،فَْْْْ

َ ََ جْْْا َّ َ ََ َِْْْ ْ ّْ ََ،وَأَوْدَْْْ وَهَ َْْْ

َّ َْْ ّْْ حَْوََ ََّ،وِفوََ  ْْْْ ولَََْْْْ َْْ َ»َ:فقَْْْْ ِ وَهِ ا

وِ َ ْْا نَالنْْ َْْ نََِ ِْْ َْْ مَُِْْ ْْْ َالْ َ ْْ   
ِْْ ْْ 

َ َ نَْهفََْْْ َوََُْْْ ِ َََْْْ ِ ئا َِلَ ْْْْ اَْْْْ طَواََ

ََ نَِالءْولمَِ نََ وْ
ِ َْنَ َ َاه ا َ«.فإَِ ا

25 
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One interesting tradition states that during the period between Prophet ʿĪsā 

and the Holy Prophet (ṣ), the Kaʿbah complained to Allāh regarding the paucity of 

its visitors, so Allāh told it that He would soon send a light upon the earth as a 

result of which people would flock to it just as cattle flock to their watering holes 

(T). The Almighty made ḥajj a symbol of humility before His greatness (‘ʿalāmatan 

li tawāḍuʿihim li ʿaẓamatihi’) and submission to His might (‘idhʿānihim li ʿizzatihi’), 

and this is reflected in the rituals performed during the ḥajj, from the donning of 

two simple cloths to stoning the pillars, circumambulating the Kaʿbah, etc. all of 

which humble the human being and make him aware of the greatness of his Lord 

(N). Those who heard His call and responded to it refers to the verse:  And call people 

to the ḥajj; they will come to you on foot and on every lean mount, coming from every 

remote path (Q22:27). It is reported that once he had completed building the 

Kaʿbah, Prophet Ibrāhīm (ʿa) was commanded to call out to the people. When he 

asked how his voice would reach them, he was assured that it would. So he stood 

on the maqām and called out in all four directions whereupon his voice was 

carried until it reached even the unborn children in the loins of their fathers and 

wombs of their mothers, and they responded to the call with labbayk (M). Some 

narrations state that those who responded to the call are the ones who got the 

opportunity to go for ḥajj (N).  

Pilgrims who embark on the sacred journey get to stand where the Prophets 

stood and imitate the angels who circle the Divine Throne. Indeed, many 

Messengers stood on the land upon which the Kaʿbah stands, including Ādam, 

Nūḥ, Mūsā, ʿĪsā and Sulaymān (ʿa) (MB). The circumambulation of angels around 

the Throne of Allāh became the archetype for the ṭawāf of the Kaʿbah, which is 

part of the rituals performed by pilgrims. The spiritual benefits of ḥajj are then 

beautifully likened by the Imām to something tangible, namely the profits earned 

in trade – and can there be any trade better than that which, if performed properly, 

may lead to the wiping away of all one’s sins such that he becomes as he was on 

the day he was born? This is why going towards it is like hastening towards Allāh’s 

forgiveness (N). 

 25  The Holy Kaʿbah was thus made a beacon for Islam (‘lil-islāmi ʿalaman’) 

and a sanctuary for those who seek refuge (‘lil-ʿāʾidhīna ḥaraman’). It is reported that 

Imām al-Ṣādiq (ʿa) said, “The religion will remain standing as long as the Kaʿbah 

stands.” And in another tradition we are told that the most beloved piece of land 

to Allāh is that upon which the Holy Kaʿbah stands (T). As for it being a sanctuary, 
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this is clearly mentioned in the Qurʾān: Indeed the first house to be set up for 

mankind is the one at Bakkah, blessed and a guidance for all nations. In it are 

manifest signs [and] Ibrāhīm’s Station, and whoever enters it shall be secure… 

(Q3:96-7). It is the place which hosts one of the largest annual Muslim gatherings 

and is a symbol of unity for Muslims who come to it from all corners of the world. 

Indeed, the greatness of the Kaʿbah is such that even merely gazing at it is considered 

worship (N).  

Allāh made its right mandatory (‘faraḍa ḥaqqahu’) and pilgrimage to it obligatory 

(‘awjaba ḥajjahu’) by prescribing its visitation (‘wifādahu’) for all believers who are 

capable. Thus He commanded: And it is the duty of mankind toward Allāh to make 

pilgrimage to the House for those who can afford the journey to it; and should anyone 

renege [on his obligation], Allāh is indeed without need of [any of His] creation 

(Q3:97). In emphasizing the importance of fulfilling the obligation of ḥajj once a 

person becomes capable of performing it (mustaṭīʿ), a tradition tells us how anyone 

who postpones the pilgrimage without a valid excuse until he dies without having 

performed it will be raised on the Day of Resurrection as a Jew or a Christian, or, 

in another tradition, as a blind person (MB). 
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2 

UPON HIS RETURN FROM ṢIFFĪN 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This sermon was delivered after the Imām returned from the Battle of Ṣiffīn, 

in the year 38 AH. Ṣiffīn – an area close to Raqqah on the northeast of the 

Euphrates – was the location of the battle between the forces of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) and 

those of Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān (MB). This sermon has five distinct themes: (i) 

1 I praise Him, seeking the completion of 
His blessing,  submitting to His might, 
and looking for refuge from disobeying 
Him. I invoke His help, being needy of 
His sufficing [aid]. Surely, whomever 
He guides goes not astray, whoever is 
His enemy has no sanctuary, and 
whomever He suffices is never in need. 
Indeed, this is the weightiest of all 
that is weighed and the most excellent 
of all that is treasured. 

 َِ ِْْ لنِءِْمَ ْْْْْ ْْْ ِ مَْوُواَ لِّلّ َاَْْْْْ َْْ َ،أَْ مْْْْْ

َِ ِْْ لءِِ ا ْْْ ئَُواَ ْْْ َْ أِْْْ وُواََ،وَا َْْ َْ ءِصْْْْ وَا

َِ ِ َ ِْْ ءصْْ َُ نَْ
ِْْ نََ،ُْ َْْ َِلْ َ َْْ ا ْْْ ءَِ نّّ َفوَقْ وَأََْ

َِ ِْْ لَِلا ََّ،هفِوَغَ ْ َْْ نَْ ْ َْْ َُْ ل 
ِْْ َغضَْ َْ َ ّ ْْا ََِْ،َ

وَ ا َّ َْْ نَْ ْْ َْْ لَُّْْ
ِْْ َغئَْْ َْ ّ ََ،وَ ِْْ َغفَْ قَْْ َْ وَ

نَْ َْْ و َُّْ َْْ وَوّغِ َََ؛َهفَْ َْْ َُْ َّ َْْ ّ َأَكْدْ ْْا َ،فإََِْ

وَاِّ  ََ َُ  ََ.وَأَفضَْلَّ

1 

2 I testify that there is no god but Allāh, 
alone, with no partner – a testimony 
tested for sincerity, its core [firmly] 
entrenched. We hold fast to it as long 
as He gives us life, and save it for the 
horrors that will face us; for it is 
indeed the cornerstone of belief, the 
first step towards virtue, and the 
means of pleasing the All-merciful 
Lord and keeping Satan at bay. 

َ َ َِلْْْا َ َْ هَلِّلَأَْ َ ْْْ َوَأَشْ َْ لَِلّ َ َّوَ ْْْْ َاه ا اْ َِ َ َ

َّ َْْ ِ غَ َلْْْ َْْ ْْواََ،شْْْ مْ حََنْْْ ُّ َ اُ هَوَ  َْْ شْْْ

هَو ّْْ هَوَ،َِاْئََْْْ ّْْ ُّصَوَْْْ لِلااَ َْْ ءْ قَْْْ ُّ،َ

و وَأَدقْوَََْْ ََُْْ لِلااَ وَأَدَْْ ّ َدهَِْْ اِّ َ وَََ،ََ مََأا لِلا وَََْْ

وَغََ َْْ ْْلَُِْ ََ ووِغْ
وِْ َْْ ّ ََ،ِقْوََْ َْْ وََ ِ غمْ َْْ فإََِاهْ

و َِ و ََِ،اخِْغمَْْ ّ َاخِْْ أَْْ َْْ ََُّ،وَفوَ حِ و ْ ضَْْ َُ وَ

ْ مَنَِ َُّالشا طَْو َََِ،ال ا لِْلَ َ  َُ  َ.وَ

2 
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praising Allāh and seeking refuge in His mercy, (ii) the importance of belief in 

tawḥīd and the effects of faith, (iii) belief in prophethood (nubuwwah), merits of 

the Prophet, and descriptions of the Age of Jāhiliyyah, (iv) the status and 

importance of the Ahl al-Bayt, and (v) a description of the hypocrites and how they 

cannot be compared to the Prophet’s progeny (N). Of all the commentators, it is 

only Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd who has posited that this sermon (or at least part of it) may 

not have been delivered after the Battle of Ṣiffīn. This is because of the statement 

“Now the right has returned to its owner and has shifted to its proper place,” which 

does not seem like something the Imām would say given the way in which this 

battle ended, and the ruse employed by the cunning ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ to try and 

transfer power to Muʿāwiyah (I). However, as other commentators have shown, 

the statement can be read in a way that fits in perfectly well with the context of 

the sermon. Furthermore, the arbitration took place eight months after the battle, 

and Muʿāwiyah was not the victor of the encounter. Therefore, Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd’s 

objection to the context offered by al-Sayyid al-Raḍī is unfounded (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Three different types of praise can be conceptualized by human beings. The 

first is where one acknowledges and recalls the greatness of the praised one, and 

after realization of his status and merit, the person praises him. The second is 

where an individual praises the one who bestows a favour upon him out of his own 

volition, for that demonstrates his kindness and compassion. Third is the praise 

expressed for one who bestows a general favour upon others, whether that includes 

the one who is offering the praise or not. The Qurʾān has examples of all three types 

of praise; see for instance Q6:1, Q39:74, and Q1:2 respectively (J). Praise (ḥamd) is 

considered by many to be synonymous to, or inclusive of, gratitude (ṣhukr). Hence, 

it is a means of ‘seeking completion’ (istitmām), that is, seeking increase and 

continuity of blessings, as per what is mentioned in the verse: And when your Lord 

proclaimed, “If you are grateful, I will surely enhance you [in blessing], but if you are 

ungrateful, My punishment is indeed severe” (Q14:7). Furthermore, gratitude is a 

precursor to submission (taslīm) because it entails a realization of the greatness of 

the giver, and that in turn helps one keep away from disobedience (M).  

After praising Allāh, the Imām immediately prays for help, expressing his 

neediness, for indeed all of creation is in constant need of the grace of Allāh. The 
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Qurʾān describes this beautifully: O mankind! It is you who stand in need of Allāh, 

and Allāh is the All-sufficient, the Praiseworthy (Q35:15). The Imām then lists three 

reasons for invoking Divine assistance, namely acquiring true guidance, taking 

refuge in the Almighty, and attaining sufficiency through Him (N). His praise and 

invocation are, in a sense, a message to his audience that unlike Muʿāwiyah, who 

employed all unethical means at his disposal to gain the upper hand in battle and 

thereby disobeyed Allāh, the Imām always kept Allāh’s pleasure as his primary 

goal (Z). The praise of Allāh is described as the weightiest thing on the scale of 

deeds – heavier than all other acts of worship (R). Indeed, this means that praising 

Allāh and showing gratitude for His blessings has benefits both in this world and 

the next (N). 

2  One of the reasons for frequently repeating the testimony of faith in the 

oneness of Allāh was to make it clear for those who would falsely ascribe divinity 

to the Imām that their claims were wrong (N). The phrases ‘mumtaḥanan ikhlāṣuhā’ 

and ‘muʿtaqadan muṣāṣuhā’ refer to the profound sincerity with which this testimony 

is given, with its roots entrenched deep within the fabric of the Imām’s being (Z). 

It is this belief that acts as a guiding principle in our lives and forms the basis of 

our identity and character for as long as Allāh makes us live (‘abadan mā abqānā’), 

and it will help us face the horrors that we will encounter in the Hereafter (T). 

Indeed, it is the requirement of faith for every believer and there can be no conviction 

without it (Z). Furthermore, this testament of faith brings many blessings as it is, 

in the Prophet’s words, the best dhikr (M).  

According to the famous ‘golden-chain’ tradition, when Imām al-Riḍā (ʿa) was 

passing through Neyshāpūr, the scholars there requested him to narrate a ḥadīth 

for them. He thus narrated a sacred tradition (ḥadīth qudsī) from his forefathers, 

one by one, until the Prophet (ṣ), from Jibraʾīl, from Allāh the Almighty who said, 

“The statement ‘there is no god but Allāh’ is My fortress, so whoever enters My 

fortress is safe from My punishment” (M). This testimony has been named kalimat 

al-tawḥīd (the statement of God’s oneness), kalimat al-najāt (the statement of 

salvation) – since there can be no salvation without it, kalimat al-nadhīr (the 

statement of warning) – since it warns that everything other than Allāh will perish, 

and kalimat al-tawakkul (the statement of reliance [upon Allāh]) – since through 

it we realize that none but Allāh is omnipotent and has power over everything (Z).  
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Indeed, the Holy Prophet (ṣ) is reported to have said, “The best thing brought by 

me and the Prophets before me to the people is the statement ‘there is no god but 

Allāh’” (I). 

3  The second testimony of faith is inextricably connected to the first. Indeed, 

the Prophet was first and foremost a special servant of Allāh before he became His 

final Messenger (N). The evident guidepost translates ‘al-ʿalam al-maʾthūr’, which 

some have read ‘al-ʿilm al-maʾthūr’ in which case it would be rendered the transmitted 

3 I also testify that Muḥammad is His 
servant and messenger. He sent him 
with the eminent religion, the evident 
guidepost, the inscribed Book, the 
effulgent light, the sparkling gleam, 
and the unequivocal command, in 
order to dispel doubts, present clear 
proofs, issue warnings through signs, 
and frighten people of punishments. 
That was a time when people were 
steeped in vices while the rope of 
religion was severed, the pillars of 
conviction were shaken, fundamentals 
were disputed, the affair turned 
chaotic, the exit became narrow, and 
the way out could not be seen; hence 
guidance was obscured and blindness 
prevailed. 

لِّلّ َوَكََّْْْ لّ َّ  ْْْ  َ لِلااَ ُّحَمْْْا َ هَلِّلَأَ ا َ،وَأَشْْْ

هّ كَِ ْْْ غنَِالمَْشْ ْْلِله َِّ َدوِلْ َْْ ِ ََ،أَكَْْ َْْ وَالءَِْْ

َْْ ْ ّ كَِ طّ كََِ،المْ َالمَْأْْْ ِِ و َْْ ْْ  كََِ،وَالِْ   وَالن

وطِ َِ ْْا ِْْ ََِ،الأْ ُْ ْْه وَِ َالئا ِ ََ،وَالضْ ْْْ َُْ ْْ وَا

وِ اَِ ْْا ْْ  هَّو ََِ،الصْْْْ َلِِشْْْْ َْْ ا َ،َِغَا ْْْْ

و َِ َْْ دوِلْ َ هنْْْ ِ غ ااََ،وَاْ  جَِودْْْْْواَ ْْْ وَ حَْْْ

و َِ َْْ ولمَْائَّ ََِ،دوِْ غْْْ ِْْ دْْْ ْْواَ َ،وَ لََِْ غفْْْ

لَّ ْْْ وََ   َْْ  ه
َ َ ََفِ َْْ َاَجْ ِْْ نَ  َْف ِْْ وّ َف ْْا َوَالن

غنَِ ْْلِله ِْْ نََِ،ال َ اكََِالْ قَ َْْ مََْ َْْ َ،وَ ََ ْ َ  

َّ ْْْ َ َالناجْ َْْ ْْْ ََّ،وَااْ َِْ َُْ ْْ َْْ امََا َ،وَ شَْ

َ لَّ َالمَْلَْْْ َِ و َْْ لَِلكََّ،وَض َالمَْصْْْ َْ
َ،وََ مِْْ

 .وَالءَْمَنَشَوُِلَ َ،فوَلهّْلَِلهَاَوُِلَ 

3 

4 The All-merciful was disobeyed, Satan 
was supported, and true faith was 
forsaken. Its pillars collapsed, its traces 
could not be discerned, its paths wore 
away, and its thoroughfares fell into 
decay. 
 

 

ْ مَنَّ  ْْ ا َالْ َْ
ِْْ ْْا طَْو ََّ،ّ صْ َ َالشْ ِْْ َ،وََصّْ

و َّ َْْ ِ لََاخِْغم ّْْ ّْْ ََّ،وَا وكَْ ََ َ ونمِ َْْ َ،فوََهْ

ءَولمِّْْْ َّ َُ َ ْ َ مََْ،وَ نََ ْْْا َ،َّْْْ ِّّ ََّوََ كَََْْْ

 ََ.وََ فمََْشّّ هّ َّ

4َ
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knowledge or a legacy of knowledge (T). The word ‘maʾthūr’ also connotes preference 

and some commentators have thus opined that it means Islam is the chosen and 

preferred religion for mankind, above all other religions (MB). The phrase ‘al-amr 

al-ṣādi ʿ’ is derived from the instruction given to the Prophet (ṣ) in Q15:94 to openly 

proclaim his message. The effulgent light and the sparkling gleam are attributes of 

the Qurʾān because it takes people out of darkness into the light and towards 

Allāh’s unequivocal command (Z).  

Four duties and responsibilities of a Prophet or Messenger of Allāh are then 

summed up as: dispelling doubts, presenting clear proofs, issuing warnings through 

signs, and frightening people of punishments for their misdeeds (N). The term 

‘mathulāt’ refers to exemplary punishments as noted from Q13:6. Hence, the Prophets 

warn the people by recounting the punishments that befell earlier generations for 

their disbelief. The word ‘fitan’ is plural of fitnah which, in this context, refers to 

anything that would take one away from the path of Allāh and bring one closer to 

his base desires (M). This is why Satan is also called fattānun mufattin, as he is 

responsible for misguiding mankind (Z). Thus, the Imām describes the state of the 

pagan Arabs by recalling how they were afflicted with lack of understanding and 

pervasive ignorance (R). By recounting their state before the advent of Islam, the 

Imām was warning the people about going back to their old, ignorant ways. The 

phrase ‘ikhtalafa al-najru’ has been rendered fundamentals were disputed since ‘al-

najr’ refers to a basic, fundamental principle or precept (MB). That is why some 

commentators extrapolate this meaning to include all actions that go against the 

fiṭrah or primordial nature of human beings (N).  

The situation at that time became so bad that they could see no escape from 

it, hence they ended up forsaking guidance completely and evil prevailed in their 

society. The word ‘maṣdar’ is rendered way out and literally refers to the point of 

emergence; however, some commentators have understood it to mean ‘source’ 

and thus take the phrase ‘ʿamiya al-maṣdar’ to mean that the source of strife could 

not be deciphered (Z), or the source of wise, life-giving teachings could not be 

ascertained (J). 

4  The consequences of rejecting guidance are mentioned here. Selecting 

the Divine name ‘al-Raḥmān’ (the All-merciful, or the Omnibenevolent) was to 

emphasize that despite His all-encompassing beneficence, which would naturally 

motivate people to obey and submit, the people were blinded by their base desires 

and openly disobeyed Him (N). The pillars could be a reference to the saintly 
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guides or the prophetic teachings, and their collapse denotes either their obliteration 

or being forgotten and consigned to oblivion (N). Its traces could not be discerned 

translates ‘tanakkarat maʿālimuhu’ where the traces might refer to heavenly 

scriptures or divine teachings (N). The statement its paths wore away and its 

thoroughfares fell into decay is an analogy that highlights how all vestiges of 

religion were gradually wiped out (M). 

5  This section details the way in which Satan was supported by those who 

abandoned guidance. By obeying him, they followed his tracks and drank from his 

watering holes, meaning they were ensnared by him (N). The banners and standard 

of Satan are allusions to those who call people to his evil path or to his false 

teachings (M). Strife translates ‘fitan’ here since this is the second time it appears 

as an indefinite noun (nakirah), and usually this means that the second instance 

differs in meaning from the first (MB). The description of how the followers of 

Satan were trampled is portrayed using animal metaphors since akhfāf, aẓlāf, and 

sanābik refer to the hooves of camels, cattle, and horses respectively (N). ‘Qāmat 

ʿalā sanābikihā’ is rendered stood on its toes and connotes doing something to the 

fullest possible measure and extent. The goodly abode (‘khayri dārin’) may refer to 

the Levant, because it is home to the Holy Land (al-arḍ al-muqaddasah), yet its 

5 They obeyed Satan thereby treading 
on his tracks and drinking from his 
watering holes. Through them, his 
banners flew and his standard was 
raised; in [a period of] strife that 
trampled upon them with its soles, 
trod on them with its hooves, and even 
stood on its toes. Thus they were lost 
within it, perplexed, ignorant, and 
afflicted; [living] in a goodly abode but 
with bad neighbours. Their sleep was 
restlessness and their kohl, tears; in a 
land where the learned were bridled 
while the ignorant were honoured. 

 

ولِ َ َّ  أَْْْ َُ َِ ّ اَ وّ  اَالشْْْا طَْوَ َفأََْْْ َ،أَطَْْْ

َّ َْْ نوَ ِِ َُ ّ ََ،وَوَكَّ واَ ّْْ وكَْ َأَْ ئَُ َْْ ََ ْ ِْْ دهِ

َ اّ  َّ وَ َلِْْْ ََ اََْْْ هّْْ ََ،وَقَْْْ  نَ 
َْفِْْْ فِْْْ

و َْْ وَ،دَِ اْفوَفهِْْْ َْْ َْْ هّْْ َدَِ ْ ئَفهِْْْ َ،وَوَطِئْْْ

نوَدِِ هَو نَََْْْ مََْ َِْْْ وََ،وَقوََُْْْ ْ َفِ هَْْْ فهَّْْْ

ََ  ّْْ فْ ّ َ َُ َ َ ِّ
و ِ َْْ ونِّ وَ َد َْْ ونهِّ َ َ  َْْ  ،َ

َدِ َْْ ا َ  َوَشَْْ ه ِ ََ اك  َْاَ ْْْ
هّْ ََ،فِْْ ُّ  ْ ََْْ

هّ  َ  ّْْ ّْْ اَ َ،َْ ُْ َّ ْ ّْْ ََ،وَهحِّْهّْ َ كْ   ِْْ دْ

ِجَْ َ  ُّ ُّ َْ  َ ََ،َ ولمِّهَوَ ِهَّوَ
َ.وَدَو ِ

5َ
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inhabitants were the most evil neighbours since they made up the army of Muʿāwiyah 

(R). Alternatively, it could refer to the sacred land of Makkah (al-balad al-ḥarām) 

while its evil inhabitants were the disbelieving Quraysh (T), as the Prophet himself 

reportedly used the same phrase (‘kuntu fī khayri dārin wa sharri jīrānin’) to 

describe the state of the Muslims in Makkah before migration (I). One commentator 

expresses his amazement at how the cities wherein the graves and mausoleums of 

Prophets and Imāms are found (which are deemed part of the goodly abode) have 

inhabitants who are mostly wicked and evil (Z). 

Those who had restlessness in place of sound sleep, and tears instead of kohl, 

are either the evil neighbours who were restless because of the success of the 

believers (I), or the believers who were not granted a moment’s peace and whose 

tears never dried up because of the incessant persecution they had to bear (N). The 

learned were bridled may be a reference to those monotheists who lived before the 

advent of Islam. This included individuals such as Zayd ibn ʿAmr, who was forced 

to leave Makkah due to the persecution he faced for his faith. In contrast, ignorant 

individuals such as Abū Jahl were honoured in that pre-Islamic society (T). 

Alternatively, the learned could refer to those who believed in the Prophet (ṣ) and 

were persecuted for their belief, while the ignorant were those who disbelieved (I). 

Some scholars read the last sentence in the present tense: a land where the learned 

are bridled while the ignorant are honoured, and say that ‘the learned’ refers to the 

Imām himself whereas ‘the ignorant’ refers to Muʿāwiyah and his ilk (R). 

6  This section talks about the merits of the Ahl al-Bayt (ʿa), meaning the 

infallible progeny of the Prophet (ṣ) and not, as some have surmised, all his 

relatives (MB). The pronouns His and He in this section either refer to the Almighty 

(MB), or to the Prophet (Z), though most commentators opine that it is the former. 

The Ahl al-Bayt are the trustees of His secret meaning that they have been entrusted 

with the secret knowledge that other people would not be able to bear (Z). They 

are the haven of His affair meaning that they are the preservers of the divine 

message that was brought by the Prophet. As custodians of God’s laws, they are 

the ones to whom one must refer when in doubt about any legal matters (N). If 

read ‘mawʾilu ḥikamihi’ instead of ‘ḥukmihi’ the translation would be the custodians 

of His wisdom, meaning those who know about the wisdom pertaining to divine 

injunctions (N). 



Sermon: 2          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 47 

The Ahl al-Bayt are the caverns of His scriptures, meaning that they have 

safeguarded the heavenly scriptures and elucidate the teachings contained therein 

for the people (M). They are the peaks of His religion since their example in Islam 

is like that of mountains on earth – they keep it steady, stable, and firm. Indeed 

without mountains the earth would become uninhabitable (Z). Through them, the 

 ABOUT THE PROGENY 
 OF THE PROPHET 

 
  آل النب   

ا: يعبه  ومنه
َ

6 They are the trustees of His secret, the 
haven of His affair, the treasure chest 
of His knowledge, the custodians of His 
laws, the caverns of His scriptures, and 
the peaks of His religion. Through them, 
He straightened its bent back and 
eliminated the quivering of its flanks. 

 ه َِ 
ََِْْْ ّ ْ ضِْْْ َُ َ ْ ّْْ ْ ،ََِ  ِ َ،وَلجََْْْ َّأَُْْْْ

َِ ِْْ ّ َ ِِمْْْ َْْ ِْْ ََِ،وََ  ْ ْْ لَّّ  مْْْ ِْْ ْ نْْ َُ َ،وَ

َِ ِْْ ّْْ فَّهّ ّ ْْ ِْْ ََِ،وَههّْْ ولَِّ غنْْ َْْ َ،وَدِ ْْ

َِ  ِ ْْْ وَ ََ هْ َْْ وَ َاَحِْنْ َْْ ْ َأَقْ ِْْ َ ََ،دهِْ َْْ وَأَ ْ ْ

َ.اكْ ءَِوَ َفََ انصِِ َِ

6َ

 AND: ABOUT THE HYPOCRITES   ه   المنافقي 
ه
ا: ف َ ومنه

7 They sowed iniquity, watered it with 
deception, and harvested destruction. 
Nobody in the ummah can compare to 
the progeny of the Prophet (ṣ), neither 
can anyone who has benefitted from 
them be likened to them. They are the 

foundation of religion and the pillar of 
certitude. One who oversteps has to 
return back to them, and one who falls 
behind has to catch up with them. 
They possess the characteristics of 
true vicegerency, and [its] succession 
and inheritance is among them. Now 
the right has returned to its owner and 
has shifted to its proper place. 
 
 

ّْْ كََ  ّْْ اَالفْجّْ ّ وكَََ،غَكَ ْ ّْْ قَْ ّ َالغْْ َْْ َ،وََْ

لِّلواَالا  ّْْْ كََ وّ َدِْْْ لََِ،وََ صَْْْ َغقَّْْْ َْ
لِلَ  لِلَ َُّحَمْْا ِ َأَ َْْ ُّْْا ْْ ِ ِ َا نَْ َْْ ُِْْ،َ

َْْ هّّْ َ َ ْ ََءِْم َْْ نَْد َْْ َُ ْ ِْْ هَدهِ َْْ ا َغأّ َْ وَ

لِلااَ ِ َأَدَْْ ْْْ وّ ََ.َ َِ  مَْْ
غنَِوَ ِ وّ َالْْلِله ْ َأَََْْ ّْْ 

َْ،الْ قَِْْ نَِ ْ ََِلَْْْ هِْْ َغفَِْْ ولَِْوَدهِِْْْ ّ َالغَْْْْ

ولِْ ْْا َال  ِّ َْْ ََ،غِّحْ هِ َْْ  َ ِّ
ِ ون َْْ ْ َاَص ّْْ وَلهَ

َِ َْْ غْ َْ َْْ ََّ،الِْ  ِْْ اّ َوَالِْ كَا ْ ِْْ هِّ َالَْ َْ َ،وَفْ

نَأَْ ِِْْ َِاْ َ َََِ َْْ َِل َ  ِ َ َالحَْْْ لَََ، َْكَدَْْ ِْْ وََقّ

نْ قََِِ  ُّ َ.َِلنََ

7َ
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religion’s back was straightened and made firm against those who would falsely 

ascribe innovations to it (R). The term ‘farāʾiṣ’ is plural of farīṣah, which refers to 

the flesh or muscle between the side and the shoulder-blade, and near the heart 

(N). When the Imām says that through the Ahl al-Bayt Allāh made the quivering 

stop, he means that all forms of disquiet and discord in religion were removed 

through them (R). Some commentators consider this to be a description of how 

the Ahl al-Bayt (ʿa) supported the Prophet (ṣ) during the early days of Islam, when 

the religion’s back was “bent” out of weakness and the believers trembled out of 

fear of persecution (Z). 

7  Since this sermon was delivered after the Battle of Ṣiffīn, it is likely that the 

hypocrites being referred to are the followers of Muʿāwiyah, as well as the Khawārij 

(N). The description of how the hypocrites watered and harvested the iniquity 

they had planted serves only to emphasize the work and effort they put into their 

evil actions and schemes (R). They sowed iniquity thereby allowing it to grow and 

spread, and watered it with deception which gave it life, just as water gives plants 

life, and in the end, they harvested destruction, which is the consequence of iniquity 

(MB). After relating the state of the hypocrites, the Imām once again emphasizes 

the lofty and unmatched position of the Ahl al-Bayt (ʿa). Indeed, no one from the 

community of believers can ever be compared to the pure progeny of the Prophet 

(ṣ) because they have been purified by the Almighty, as the Qurʾān explicitly states 

(Q33:33). Furthermore, there is no way anyone from the ummah could be equated 

with the Ahl al-Bayt since all are recipients of the benefits of their blessed presence 

(N). The pure progeny of the Prophet represent the very foundation of religion and 

pillar of certitude (‘ʿimād al-yaqīn’). Some commentators gloss the term ‘yaqīn’ as 

‘ḥaqq’; meaning that the Ahl al-Bayt are the pillars of truth (Z). As such, the only 

way to attain salvation is to adhere to their teachings, which represent the right 

path and the middle way – to which those who transgress the limits must return 

(N). Indeed, they represent the epitome of merits such as wisdom, chastity, courage, 

and justice, and all of humanity must aspire to attain these merits by following 

their guidance (M). They possess the traits of the rightful leaders and are the heirs 

of the Prophet (ṣ). Finally, the Imām says that the right of leadership has now 

returned to its legitimate owner, that is, himself, after it had been taken over by 

others (M). It is befitting that he should mention this here, after stating the merits 

and rights of the Ahl al-Bayt (N). 
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3 

SERMON OF SHIQSHIQIYYAH 

1 Verily, by Allāh, that individual wore 
the mantle [of leadership] knowing 
well that my place in it was as central 
as the pivot to the grinding stone. 
Down from me pour torrents [of 
knowledge] and up to me no bird can 
soar. Yet I drew a curtain over it and 
kept myself aloof from it. I found 
myself confronted with two choices: 
either I should fight with a severed 
hand or patiently endure the blinding 
darkness [of tribulation], wherein the 
adults grow feeble and the young grow 
old, and in which a true believer toils 
till he meets his Lord. 

وَ  ئَ َ أََُْْ هَوَفّْْ لِْلَ قَمَاصَْْ َلقََْْ
ِ ّ َ،َوَاه ا ََِْْا وَ

َ ِ ْْْ َالقْطّ ل  َْْ َُح وَ َْْ نهْ
َُِْ ْْه حَِ َُ َ َْْ ءََِّْ َأَ ا ل

ن نََال ا َْْ
َْالأْْا لََّْ،ُِْْ لِِلكََّ نْْه ََ،غنَحَْْْ َْ وَ

َالطا ْْْْ َّ اْ َِلَْْْ نَ لَِللمََّْ،غَْ قَْْْ وََفأََْْْ ّ وَهََْْْ

حواََ، َْ دْْواَ وَهشَْْْ مََّ نهَْْْ ْْْ مََّ،وَطََ غ وَطَفِقْْْ

ْ ِْْ ا َََأَكْ ئَ لِل َدَْْ ا َْْ َْْ نََْأَْ َأََّْْ لََدِ  أَوََْ،د

و ََ ََ مْ َْْ
نَطَلَْ َْْ   وََ،أََْْْ َِ ََ َِْْ َ ّ َفِ هَْْ غهَْْْ

َّ ْْ غِ  ََّ،الْ َ ِ ْْ ْْا وَالصْْ َْْ ِْْ ّ َفِ هْْ َ،وَغشَْْ

ََ  انَغَِقْنََكَدا َّ ُِن  َْ ُّ  هَوَ
 .وَغَ لَِْلّ َفِ

1 

 PREFERRING PATIENCE َ جيح الصب     تر

2 I found that patience in these circum-
stances would be wiser. So I remained 
patient with a mote in the eye and a 
bone in the throat, as I watched the 
plundering of my inheritance. This 
continued until the first one passed 
away having handed it over to that 
individual after him. 

[Then he quoted a verse by al-Aʿshā:]  

 

ن  وَأَْ جَْْ َْْ نََ و  َْْ َالصْْا َْ ََ ِ مَّأَ ا ْْْ َ،فََ أَغ

ه َْالءَْْْْ نَِْقَْْْ ا ََْ،فصََْْْ َْ ّ َوَفِْْْ وَفِْْْ

و جا َشَْْ ِِ ْْْ َْ،الحَِْ ِْْ ْْواََأَكَهَ َّ ا  نََ،َهَْ  ْْا   َ

لَّلأَِْْْْ ِ ِِ َِ وَا ْْ نَا وََ،َُضَْْْْ َ ْ لنََدهَِْْْْ فَْْْْ

َدءَْلَِل َّ ََ.َِلنََفئَّ  

َْ شَن ْْ َ مََاالََدقَِْ لَِا َ: ّ ا

 

2 
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CONTEXT 

This sermon is commonly known as al-Shiqshiqiyyah due to the use of this 

term by the Imām to describe his declamation against those who usurped his right 

to the caliphate. Some have also given it the title al-Muqammaṣah because of the 

term ‘taqammaṣa’ which is found in the first sentence of this sermon (MB). It is 

unique in that it contains certain points that are found nowhere else, and also 

because it is arguably the most controversial sermon in Nahj al-Balāghah (N). 

Nevertheless, it has been related by a large number of scholars, both Sunnī and 

Shī.ʿah, from the earliest generations (T). The sermon was delivered either in Kūfah 

or Ruḥbah (a village about 60km from Kūfah) during the last days of the Imām’s 

rule, after the Battles of Jamal, Ṣiffīn, and Nahrawān, as evidenced from the 

mention of the three groups who were fought in these battles (MB). According to 

numerous reports, it was articulated in response to a query by Ibn ʿAbbās about 

the caliphate and in Kitāb al-Irshād, al-Shaykh al-Mufīd describes how, before 

  How different is my present upon this 
camel saddle [of hardship],  

from the days of Jābir’s brother, Ḥayyān! 

وَغَْ ََُِْ ِنََهّ كَِ وَ  َُ  شَ اوَ َ

َودِ َِْْ اوَ َأَاَِْدََْْْ ّ َ ََْوَغََ

َ

3 How strange that during his lifetime, 
he wished to be released from its 
burden, yet he secured its mandate for 
another after his death! Firmly they 
held its udders, sharing it between 
themselves. Thus he placed it under 
one who was harsh, where its wounds 
became severe and its handling rough. 
The mistakes made were many, as 
were the excuses given. Its possessor is 
like the rider of an unruly camel; if he 
pulls the reins, he would injure its 
nose but if he lets it loose, he would be 
thrown down.  

 َْ ِْْ ْْْ قَِ ِهَّوَفْ َ َغأَْ ّْْ وَ ْ َْْ دَ نْْ ْْواَ وََ جَ ْ َْْ فَ ْ

لَِلَ ْْْ َ َدءَْْْ لَِلَ وَِ اَْْْْْ َِ ََْ قَْْْْْ َ ِ َ  وَ ِْْْْْ

َِ ِْْ ْ َ  هَْوَ،وَفوَ ْ َْْ َ اَضْ طا َْْ وَ شَْ َْْ َُْ لِلا َْْ َ،لشَْ

نوَ ََ ُ َاَشْْْْْْ ْ غَ َْْْْْ َْ َ،فصََْْْْْ اَ َ وَفِْْْْْ

و َْْ َهَِمّْهْْ َّ ّْْ هَوَ،غغَِْْْ  ْْ أْْ َُ نَّ ّْْ َ،وَغلََْشْْ

َ ّْْ ووَغَ اْْْ َْْ َ اكَُِّنهْْْ ِْْ ْْ  ْ ِْ وكَّوَا َْْ َ،ّ َالءِْاْْ

ءْ َ َِ ِ َالصْْْْْا وِ  هَّوَهََ اهِْْْْْ َِْ ََ،فصََْْْْْ

ََِ نَ ْْْ َ  َََأَشْ وَاَْْْ َْْ ََ،لهَْ َِ َِ ْْْ َِْ َأََْ وََوَ َْْ لهَْ

 ََ. قَحَا ََ

3َ
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responding to Ibn ʿAbbās and commencing this sermon, the Imām gave a deep 

sigh (T). In this sermon, the Imām recounts how his right was usurped by the first 

three caliphs. His aim was not to complain, for indeed he had remained patient 

throughout these events. Rather, he wanted to set the record straight and clarify 

the reality for those who were in doubt, and remind those who had forgotten, so 

that it would be recorded in the annals of history (N).  

Furthermore, it is evident that present events are a consequence of the decisions 

and actions of the past. Hence, in a way, the Imām was trying to explain that what 

they were witnessing at that time was the result of the grave injustices of the past. 

The sermon was cut short by the delivery of a note to the Imām which might have 

contained something he deemed of great importance. He may have, in the few 

moments it took to read the note, calmed down and seen it unwise to continue his 

sermon. It is noteworthy that this sermon has more chains of transmission than 

many other sermons in Sayyid al-Raḍī’s compilation (N).  

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The word ‘taqammaṣa’ literally means putting on a shirt (qamīṣ), which is a 

simple and even mundane task. However, the caliphate is something difficult to 

handle and is more akin to a large grinding mill. Hence the Imām states that his 

position is like the pivot of the grinding stone of the caliphate, something without 

which it would not function as it ought to (N). This was because he bore the 

knowledge passed on by the Prophet (ṣ) and espoused his lofty traits and merits 

that none could ever reach. Yet despite knowing his position, he was deprived of 

the caliphate and was forced to keep away from it as he lacked sufficient support 

to stake his claim and knew that if he rose up, it would lead to the fracturing of a 

nascent community that had not yet firmly established itself (M). Therefore, he 

drew a curtain over it and remained patient in silence. The fact that Abū Bakr – 

referred to in this sermon as Ibn Abī Quḥāfah, or simply ‘fulān’ – and all the 

Companions knew about the right of Amīr al-Muʾminīn is attested to in many 

traditions and historical reports. One particularly glaring account has Muʿāwiyah 

ibn Abī Sufyān telling Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr explicitly that his father and those 

around him were well aware that Imām ʿAlī had been designated the successor of 

the Prophet (ṣ), yet they purposely decided to take the caliphate (T).  
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The analogy given by the Imām of his merits is that of a mountain so high that 

water flows down from its peaks rapidly, almost causing a flood, and no bird is able 

to fly to its peak (T). He said this about his own knowledge and merits to remind 

the people of his position; it was neither self-praise, since the Imām is above such 

vainglory, nor information, since the people already knew about his greatness (N). 

The Imām then describes how he evaluated the situation and thought about his 

options, showing that his decision was not made in haste. This is further supported 

by the description of his choice as one in which great tribulation had to be endured, 

and as an ordeal that would have turned a young person old (M). This depiction is 

similar to the verse: …how will you avoid the day which will turn children’s hair grey? 

(Q73:17) which describes the hardships of the Day of Judgment (R). When asked 

by Ashʿath ibn Qays why he chose not to rise up, the Imām replied that the Prophet 

(ṣ) had told him about what would happen and had instructed him to take up arms 

only if he had enough supporters, which he did not (T). The phrase in which a true 

believer toils till he meets his Lord refers to the struggle of a true believer in 

enjoining good and bearing great suffering until he leaves this world (MB).  

2  The expression with a mote in the eye and a bone in the throat conveys vividly 

the height of unease and discomfort that was experienced by Imām ʿAlī during this 

period, as he witnessed the plundering of his inheritance (N). A similar expression 

of distress is mentioned in sermon no. 26. Of course, by ‘inheritance’ the Imām is 

not referring to material or worldly inheritance; rather, he is talking about the 

spiritual heritage of Divine appointment (N). The word ‘adlā’ connotes giving and 

proffering something to someone as a gift or a bribe (see Q2:188 for instance). As 

such, some commentators say that the caliphate was conferred to the second 

caliph by the first because of his role in securing it for the latter (I). The Imām then 

quotes the poetry of Aʿshā, who was a pagan poet of the pre-Islamic era, where he 

compares his ‘good old days’ in the company of his benefactor Ḥayyān, the brother 

of Jābir, when he had great respect and enjoyed a life of ease, to his current state 

of indigence and disgrace. Indeed, towards the end of his life, Aʿshā (who was given 

this title because of his weak eyesight) had to scrounge in the streets and alleyways 

of Makkah and Madīnah to acquire his daily bread. It is during this time that he 

uttered these words which later became a couplet used to describe drastic change 

in circumstances.  

Hence, the poem aims to contrast the days when the Prophet was alive and 

Imām ʿAlī was respected as the one closest to him, to the days when his right was 
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usurped and passed from one person to another (N). Alternatively, it could be a 

reference to the vast difference between his state and that of those who usurped 

the caliphate (M). Some have seen it as a specific comparison between his being 

deprived of his right to the caliphate during an age when the situation was critical 

for the Muslims, and the way in which it was passed on to ʿUmar when everything 

was prepared and the groundwork had been laid (I). 

3  After alluding to the famous statement made by Abū Bakr where he 

addressed the people during the beginning of his caliphate and said, “aqīlūnī fa 

lastu bi khayrikum” (‘relieve me of it, for I am not the best amongst you’), the Imām 

expresses his amazement at how he could then pass on the caliphate to someone 

else if he considered himself unworthy of it. Indeed, this action of his makes it 

seem that his statement was not sincere (M). The analogy of sharing a camel’s 

udders signifies taking turns, since a female camel has a pair of udders that are 

milked in turn. In the same way, they took turns in usurping the caliphate from 

its rightful heir (N). Then the Imām describes what the second caliph was like, 

and many historical accounts relate his harsh and rough nature. The phrase 

‘faṣayyarahā fī ḥawzatin khashnāʾ’ literally means ‘he drove it in a rough [and 

rocky] terrain’, and is considered to be a metaphor for the hardened and uncaring 

nature of that individual (N). One account has Ṭalḥah rebuking Abū Bakr, “What 

will you say to your Lord tomorrow when you have appointed over us a harsh and 

callous man!” (Z). It was for this very reason that many mistakes were made and 

at times excuses and apologies were given, as noted from various accounts of 

ʿUmar’s reign. Indeed, we see that he would often issue rulings hastily and only 

later, when his attention was drawn to its erroneousness, would he take back his 

words and apologize (M).  

Such an attitude led to the ‘wounding’ of the caliphate; an injury that was 

inflicted by words more than deeds – hence the phrase ‘yaghluẓu kalmuhā’ (M). 

Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī says that the analogy at the end of this section describes how if 

a person pulls sharply on the reins of an unruly camel while it struggles to break 

away, its nostrils get perforated, yet if he lets it loose even slightly, it would plunge 

forward and he would lose control over it.  
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Some commentators consider this to refer to the condition of the believers during 

the reign of the second caliph where if they attempted to oppose him, he would 

react very harshly and they would have put themselves in danger of his reprisal; 

yet if they accepted everything he did and said, they would face another danger, 

namely the distortion of religion (N). Others opine that the analogy of the unruly 

4 Consequently, by Allāh, people were 
tested by that individuals’ reckless 
abandon, vehement hostility, caprici-
ousness, and deviation. Yet I remained 
patient despite the lengthy duration 
and the difficulty of the trial, until 
when he [too] went on his way, he 
placed the matter before a group, 
considering me to be their equal. O 
God, what a council! When was there 
ever any doubt about me with regard 
to the first of them such that I was 
now compared to these men? Yet I 
descended when they descended and 
ascended when they ascended. One of 
them turned against me because of his 
hatred, another favoured his in-law 
with this excuse and that, till the third 
among them arose, heaving his chest 
amid his discharge and consumption. 
With him rose the sons of his father, 
devouring Allāh’s property like camels 
consume spring foliage. [This went on] 
until its twine was severed; his deeds 
hastened his own end, and he became 
a victim of his gluttony. 

 ََْ وّ ََفمَّنِْْ ََ،النْْا ّ َاه ا ََ،ِلءََمْْْ ئَ   نَْفّْْ ُِْْ

َ مَو   ِْْ َوَش َْْ لْلّ  َْْ   َ َ،دلَِ َ ا َ َ،وَ َِ ِْْ َ.وَاْ  

َ ُِ لِلا َوَشِْْ ُِ لِلا نَطّْْ لَِالمّْْْ فصََْْ َْ ّ ََ َِْْ

نَلأَِْْْْ ِ ِِِ ََ،المْحِْنَْْْ َِ َُضَْْْ ََِ اَ نَ َ  ْْْْا

َْ َ َأََْْْْه َغَ َْْْْ َْدَمَو َْْْْ   وَفِْْْْ دَءَِهََْْْْ

لِّلّ  َْ َْْ ْْ  كَهَ،أَ ْ َوَلِِشْ ِ وَهَ ا َْْ نََ!فَ ْ َْْ ْ َُ
نهّْ َْ لَُِِْْ وَا ْْ َ َا ََُْْ اْ

ِْْ ّ َف ْْْ غ َ َ َال ا َ،اْ  َْْ

ونِ َِ ِ ِ َالناوَْْ نَ َْْ َِلَْْ َ ّ َ ْ ّ َأقّْْْ َ؟َ  انََِْْ

ففَمَّْ ْْْ َْأََ ْْه ف  اَلَِ ن َْْ َِ ََْ،َِ َْأََ َ ّ ْ ِْْ وَط

وكّوا َْْ غنِْ ََِ،ط نهّْْ َلضِِْْ َُِْْ ل  ّْْ غوََكَد َ،فصََْْ

َ ّ َلصِِْْ ولََاْ اَْْ نَ َ،هِْ  َِوََُْْ َوَ َْْ ن  َْْ َ َ َُْْ.َ

َِ  ْ َْْ فَّالقْْ ِْْ وَ َ وَلْ َْْ نَأَْ َقْ َْْ ْْواََ،َِلْ َوَفجِْ

نَ ْ َِ ْْْ ِْْ ََِِ ضْ َْْ نَََْاَِ ِْ ِْْ ََِدْ ءْ َِفَْ ُّ وَ ََ،وَ َْْ وَقْ

مّ  ََ َْْ ِْْ َغلََضْْ ّْْ َأَدِ ْ ّ َدنَْ َْْ ءْ َََُِ ولََاه ا َْْ َُْ

دِ ْْْ َِ َ َال ا لََِِ ْ َْْْ دِْْْ
َ َاخِْ نَأَِ ََ،اَضْْْْ َِلَْْْ

فََ َْْ ّْْ ََّاَْ َ ْ ِ َفَ ِْْ ْْْ ِ َوَََ،َ َِ ْ ْْْ ْ َِ ََ َ َْْ أَدْهْ

َ.دِِ َدطِْنَ ّ َََّوَهَ مََََْ،َ مَِّ َّ

4َ
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camel signifies the caliphate itself, meaning that if a leader tries to enforce his rule 

over the people and establish justice by compulsion, it would result in rebellion by 

some who are slaves to their desire, yet if he leaves the people to do whatever they 

wish, his negligence will lead to destruction and downfall (MB). 

4  The four states mentioned in the beginning of this section describe the test 

that the people underwent during the reign of the second caliph. Reckless abandon 

translates ‘khabṭ’ which is derived etymologically from a camel’s striking the 

ground with its forefoot in a random manner, and later came to signify corruption, 

derangement, and haphazardness. Vehement hostility translates ‘shimās’ which 

also connotes defiance, rebellion, and wickedness. Fickleness and constant change 

in behaviour, like the changing colours of a chameleon, is summed up as ‘talawwun’ 

or capriciousness. Finally, the test of deviation from the straight path (‘i ʿrāḍ’) is 

mentioned. Indeed, many examples of each of these can be found in historical 

accounts of the second caliph’s rule (N). The hardship was further compounded 

for the Imām due to the length of Ibn al-Khaṭṭāb’s reign and the severity of its trials. 

Upon his death, the second caliph appointed a consultative council of six 

members, one of whom was the Imām. In doing so, he was equating the Imām with 

the other five members, even though it was known that the Imām was far superior 

to them in merit. The other members of the council were ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān, ʿAbd 

al-Raḥmān ibn ʿAwf, Ṭalḥah, al-Zubayr, and Saʿd ibn Abī Waqqāṣ. O God, what a 

council! translates the phrase ‘yā lallāh wa lil-shūrā’ which also bears the meaning 

of seeking help (istighāthah) from the Almighty (MB). The Imām then proceeds to 

mention the flaws in the consultative process. He says that there was never any 

doubt in anyone’s mind regarding his excellence over the first of them, meaning 

the first caliph, so how could he then be compared with these other five 

individuals? Nevertheless, for the sake of communal harmony, the Imām went 

along with them and, like a bird that flies within a flock, he descended when they 

did and ascended when they did (Z).  

According to another account, the Imām went along with them in order to 

show how the second caliph had contradicted himself, since he had earlier 

proclaimed that the Prophet (ṣ) said: “Prophethood (nubuwwah) and leadership 

(imāmah) do not come together in the same household,” using this as an excuse 

to deprive Imām ʿAlī of the caliphate. Yet now, he had himself chosen ʿAlī (ʿa) as 

one of the six possible candidates for his successor (R).  
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 PLEDGING ALLEGIANCE TO ʿALĪ    مبايعة عل َ

5 Nothing alarmed me but the sudden 
advance of people rushing towards me 
from every direction, like the mane of 
a hyena, trampling al-Ḥasanān and 
tearing the sides of my cloak. They 
gathered around me like a flock of 
sheep and goats. Yet when I took up 
the reins of government, one group 
broke their oath [of allegiance], another 
showed defiance, and yet another 
acted unjustly; as if they had not heard 
Allāh say: That is the abode of the 
Hereafter which We shall grant to those 
who seek neither to exult themselves on 
earth, nor to cause corruption, and the 
outcome is [best] for the Godwary. 

اَْ  َْْ َِل وّ َ ْْا َوَالن اْ َِ َْ
ِْْ وَكَاَ ن َْْ ْ فََِفمَ ّْْ هءَ

ْْا ّ َِ ولّ  َََ،الضْ َْْ ََغنَاْْ له ّْْ نَْهْ ِْْ َُْ اْ َْْ ِْ َ

َ   ِْْ نوَ ََِ،دَوَ َْْ حََالحَْأ
ِْْ لِْلَوّط َْْ نَلقَ ْْا   َ،َ

َََ و َْْ َ ِطْفْ اِ ّْْ ْ لََِْ،وَشْ َْْ ِْْ نََ ْ ُّجْ مَِءْ
نَ َِ َْْ ِ َالغْ َْْ ِ ََ.هََ دِ ض ُْ َ ْْ و ِْْ مَّد ْْْ وََهََض ْْا فَِمَ

مَْطَونفَِْْْْ َ  َ هَ،ََ اََْْْْ مَْأاّْْْْْ َ قَْْْْ َُ َ،وَ

ّ و ََ لَلَّآاَْْ َْْ ََ،وَقأَ َْْ مَءّ اَه ْْْ ْ َغأَ َْْ اهّْ َل َ َ

ّْْ لَّ ّْْ حَْوََّ َغقَْْ ََْْ َ اكَّ»َ:اه ا ْْلِلا َ َالْْ ْْْ ِِْْ 

ْْلِّلوَ َ ِ غنَََْغِّ غْ ْْا ْْوَلِِْ ََُّجَْءَِهّْ  َ ِْْ اْ اْ

َ ّ َْْ  
وَالءْوقِ ْْو ااَ كَِْ َوََْفأَ ْْ َْا ِْْ اَف   ّْْ ِ ّ

َ«.لِِمّْ اقِ نََ

5َ

6 Indeed, by Allāh, they heard it and 
understood, but this world appeared 
glittering in their eyes and they were 
enamoured by its embellishments. 
Behold, by He who split the kernel and 
created the human being! Were it not 
for the presence of the multitudes and 
exhaustion of the argument due to the 
upsurge of supporters, along with the 
pledge taken by Allāh from the learned 
not to tolerate the gluttony of the 
oppressor and the starvation of the 
oppressed, I would have cast its rope 
on its withers and would have quenched 
the last with the same cup as the first. 

ن  َْْ وَ،دَِْ َْْ مِءّ َ وَوَوََ ْ  ْ َْْ لِْلََْ َْْ َلقَْ
ِ َ،وَاه ا

ناهّ َْ ِْْ نهِِ ََْوَلَ  ّْْ َْأَْ  
ِْْ َْ وََف ْْلِل  مَِال َْْ  ِِ َ،َ

و ْ َغِدِْ دّهَْْْ ََ.وَكَاقهَّْْْ َِ ِ ََفََِْْْ وَوَالْْْا أََُْْْ

مَ ََ َ أََالناأَْْ َ َوَدَْْ َّ ضّْْ كََّ،الحَْ ْْا َْ َ ْ لَْْ

ِ َدِّ دّْْْْ ِ ََ،الحَْوضِْْْْ َِ وّ َالحّْجْْْْا َْْْْ 
وَقِ

َِ ِْْ وِ ََ،الناوَ َْْ نَالءِّْمَ َْْ ِ ََّ َ َاه ا َْْ وَأَا َْْ وَُ

ولِ َ  َْْ ْ َ ِ ْْا نَهوِْ َْْ واََ ِْ وك  َْْ َغقّْ اْ ََ،أَ َْ وَ

غَِ َ َْْ ََ َ  ّْْ وِْ َُ،ََ َْْ مََّ  ِْهَ ْْْ لَقَْ  نََْ َْْ وََ ِ

و َْْ َْْ ِْ ََ،ْوَكِدهِْ وَدِ ْ َْْ قَ مَّْآاَِ  ْ َْْ وَلأَْ

6َ
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During the consultation, due to his hatred and personal vendetta, Saʿd ibn Abī 

Waqqāṣ voted against Imām ʿAlī. Some of his maternal uncles had been killed by 

the Imām in battle and he bore a deep grudge; so much so that even when Imām 

ʿAlī became the caliph, Saʿd never pledged allegiance to him (N). It was ʿAbd al-

Raḥmān ibn ʿAwf who favoured ʿUthmān because he was married to the latter’s 

sister and was thus his brother-in-law. ‘Maʿa hanin wa han’ is rendered with this 

excuse and that and is a phrase used in place of certain grave things that are better 

left unmentioned due to their ugly nature (MB). The third one, meaning ʿUthmān, 

then arose as the caliph amid his discharge and consumption, meaning his main 

concern was the acquisition and spending of material wealth. And he was not 

alone in this, for his paternal relatives (from the Banū Umayyah) also partook of 

the financial corruption, devouring the wealth of this world that did not belong to 

them like a camel voraciously eats up fresh spring foliage (R). In the end, it was 

due to his avarice and nepotism that the third caliph was assassinated by the 

mutineers, and this is mentioned by the Imām as an admonition from which 

lessons should be taken (N). 

5  When ʿUthmān was assassinated, the people swarmed around Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) 

urging him to accept the caliphate. So great was their number and so unruly the 

crowd that the Imām worried for the safety of Imām al-Ḥasan and Imām al-Ḥusayn 

(together referred to as al-Ḥasanān). The analogy of the hyena’s mane is used 

because it grows over the entire back of the animal and thus symbolizes not only 

the multitude of people, but also their surrounding the Imām from all directions. 

Likewise with his description of them as a flock of sheep and goats. Indeed, the 

crowd was so large that they almost trampled on Imām al-Ḥasan and al-Ḥusayn 

(ʿa) who were not young children at this time; in fact, they were strong young men 

of over thirty. This shows how critical the situation was (N). Two alternative 

meanings have been offered for ‘al-Ḥasanān’; the first being the two large toes of 

the feet and the second, the bones of the forearms. Both these meanings do not 

seem appropriate here since having one’s toes stepped on or trampled is too 

common and insignificant an occurrence to mention, and one’s forearms are not 

Then you would have found this world 
of yours less appealing to me than the 
snot of a goat!  

و َْْ لهِ لَِلََ،أَوا َْْ ِ ِ َأَغْ  َْْ وهّْ َ  َْْ  َْ َّ ّْ ْْْ لَفَْ  َْ وَ

َ! ِنلِِْلََُِنََْ فطَِْ ََ نْ َ 
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usually trampled upon unless a person falls to the ground. Hence, the meaning of 

al-Ḥasanān here is Imām al-Ḥasan and Imām al-Ḥusayn (R). Despite such fervour, 

soon certain groups arose in rebellion against the Imām. These were the oath-

breakers (nākithīn) of Jamal, the unjust wrongdoers (qāsiṭīn) of Ṣiffīn and the 

defiant deviants (māriqīn) of Nahrawān. Interestingly, there are some reports that 

the Prophet (ṣ) had foretold the rising of these three groups and had instructed 

Imām ʿAlī to fight them (N). Hence, many of the same people who flocked to the 

Imām and insisted that he take up the mantle of leadership later rose up against 

him when they could not tolerate his justice. The Imām says that it was as though 

they had not read the verse of the Qurʾān that warns against exultation and 

corruption and by rising up, not only were they going against the Imām, but also 

against the Qurʾān. 

6  The rebels did not rise up against the Imām out of ignorance, for they had 

heard the message of the Almighty and understood it. Rather, it was because of 

their intense love for this world that they embarked on mutiny. This sums up the 

main reason behind all three battles. The description of Allāh as He who splits the 

kernel is based on Q6:95. The presence of the multitudes translates ‘ḥuḍūr al-ḥāḍir’ 

and refers to the people who had surrounded the Imām wanting to pledge 

allegiance to him. Alternatively, but less likely, if read as the presence of the one in 

attendance it could refer to the Omnipresent Lord, or the moment that had been 

foretold by the Prophet (ṣ) which had now come to pass (N). The presence of a 

large number of people who were ready to support the Imām exhausted the 

argument, so to speak, and the Imām was thus forced to accept the caliphate. 

Additionally, he felt the moral responsibility of restoring justice in society based 

on the command of Allāh to the learned. Were it not for this, he would have cast 

its rope on its withers, meaning he would have left it as it was, without paying any 

attention to it (M), just as the reins of a horse are left on its shoulders so that it may 

move as it pleases. His statement that he would have quenched the last with the 

same cup as the first refers to how he would have continued remaining aloof and 

patient as he had done during the caliphate of the first three caliphs (T). He further 

emphasizes his disinterest in worldly power and authority by comparing it to the 

snot of a goat when it sneezes. 

 

 
 



60                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 3 
 

 

7  The countryside of Iraq was known as al-Sawād because of its dense forests 

which looked black when seen from afar, a stark contrast from the barren desert 

plains of Ḥijāz (N). The phrase ‘law iṭṭaradat maqālatuka’ (or in other versions, 

‘…khuṭbatuka’) literally means “if only your speech (or sermon) would resume.” 

Ibn ʿAbbās was thus requesting the Imām to carry on where he left off (‘min ḥaythu 

afḍayta’) due to the interruption by the man from Iraq. In response, the Imām says 

that it would be impossible to do so since it was something extempore that was 

spoken with emotion, like the faucial bag of an Arabian camel which manifests on 

the side of its mouth when it is excited or agitated. This is the literal meaning of 

‘al-shiqshiqiyyah’ (wrongly pronounced by some as ‘al-shaqshaqiyyah’), which is a 

term that was employed in those days to signify such impassioned speech (N). 

However, due to the interruption, it was as though the fire of excitement had died 

down, and for this reason the Imām could not continue his sermon (R). It is 

7 They said: “At this juncture in his 
sermon, a man from the people of al-
Sawād stood up and handed him 
something in writing. So he began 
looking at it and when he had read it, 
Ibn ʿAbbās said, ‘O Amīr al-Muʾminīn! 
Why don’t you resume your speech 
whence you left off?’ He replied, ‘Alas, 
it is impossible, O Ibn ʿAbbās! That was 
[like] the roar of a dromedary camel 
that burst out [in excitement] but then 
subsided.’”  

ولّ ا  لََِ:قَْْْ نَْأَ ْْْْ َُِْْْ ل  ِ َكَدّْْْ َِلَ ْْْْ وَ َ وَقَْْْ

َ ِ َ اَالمَْْ ضِْْ نَ َْْ َِلَْْ َ ِ لَِلَدِّّ ِْْْ َ اِ َ ِنْْْ الأا

َِ ِْْ ّ َهِ وَدْْواَََ،ُِنَْاّطْ َ  ّ َََ،فنَوَوَلَْْ لََغنَوّْْْ فََ قْ َْْ

َِ ْْ ِْْ ََِ،فِ  نَْقَِ اَ   ِْْ ََُِ  َ َْْ وَف ْْا ّ ََفَِمَ َْْ ولََل َْْ ق

َ و   ْْا نََّ   ْْْ ُِنِ نَََ:اد َْ ّْْ َْْ َالمْ  
وَأَُِ َْْ ِ ََ،غ َْْ ل

َ َ قوَلَ ّْْْْْ َُ َ ْ َ َ فَّاطْْْْْا ْْْ نََْ  ْْْ
ُِْْْْْ

َْْ مََْ ولَََ!أَفضْْ َْْ نَََ:فقَْ ْْْ وَادْ َْْ وَ َغْ َْْ َ  هْْ

َ و   لَِلكَْ ََ!َ  ْْْا َْْْ َ قَ   َ َشِقشِْْْْ ِِْْْْ ََ  ّْْْ ا

َ ْ َ.قَ ا

7َ

8 Ibn ʿAbbās said, “By Allāh, I did not 
regret missing out on any speech as 
much as I regretted not having heard 
[the end of] this speech; since Amīr al-
Muʾminīn (ʿa) could not finish it as he 
had intended.” 

 َ نَََ:قوَلََادنََّْ  او   فمََّْ َِْْ وَأَََْْ ََُْْ
ِ َ اه ا فَْْ

ئَِ َ َ اَالْ َْْ نَ َْْ فََِْ َِْْ َهََ ََْْ للّ  َقَْْ ئَ   هَْْ

ُِنِ نََ َْ  ّْْْ َالمّْْْْ
َغَ ّْْْ َ َأَُِ اْ تَََأَ دََِْْْ

َ.ُِنّْ ََ  فَّْأَكَا ََ

8 
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noteworthy here that their infallibility prevents the Imāms from being overwhelmed 

by emotion to the point of being blinded by it, as some people are. Therefore, this 

emotion was not something that made the Imām say anything he later regretted. 

8  Ibn ʿAbbās seems to have been expecting something more from the Imām 

and that is why he expressed his regret for not having heard the end of the sermon. 

Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd narrates from his teacher who said that when he read this sermon 

and recounted the regret expressed by Ibn ʿAbbās to Ibn Khashshāb, the latter 

commented, “If I were there at that time, I would have told Ibn ʿAbbās, ‘Did the 

Imām leave anything unsaid that you regretted not hearing? By Allāh, he said all 

there was to say about the first and last of the caliphs [who preceded him]!’” When 

asked whether by this he meant that the sermon was a fabrication, Ibn Khashshāb 

replied in the negative and affirmed his belief that it was indeed an authentic 

sermon of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa), in his view (I). 
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4 

ANOTHER SERMON 

1 Through us you were guided in the 
darkness and ascended the peak of 
loftiness. And through us did you 
break out of the dark nights into dawn. 
Deaf be the ears that do not hear the 
call! And how can one who is deaf to the 
loud cry listen to a soft voice? Streng-
thened be the heart that palpitates 
incessantly [out of fear of Allāh]. 

و َِ  ِمَْْْْْْ َْالوا لَِلغْ ّْ َفِْْْْْ وَاْ  َْْْْْ َ،دنَِْْْْْ

نامْ ّ َْ َْْ و ََِوَ أَْْْْ َْْ َالءَِْْ ْْْْ َُ وََ، كّْوَ َْْ وَدنِْْْْ

َْ ّ  ْ َْْ َ اكََِاَفْجَْ ْْه نَِالأْ َْْ ْ ،ََ مْ   َْْ ََْ َ
ِْْ وّقْ

ََ َْْْ 
ِ َالَْ ا ِ ْ َغفَقَْْْْ ََْ،لَْْْ َ َغَّ ا ِْْْ وَهَ ْْْْ

ما ّْ َالصْْْا حَْ َّ نَْأَََْْْ ََُْْْ َُ  َ لَلََّ؟النا ْْْْ كّدِْْْ

 .لَْ َغفّوَكِقّْ َاللََْفقَوَ َََّدَنوَ َ 

1 

2 I always expected the consequences 
of treachery by you, and I had seen 
you donning the garb of deceit. The 
curtain of religion kept me veiled from 
you, but the truth of intention exposed 
you to me. I stood for you on the path 
of truth among misleading tracks 
where you would gather but find no 
guide, and would dig for water but find 
none. 

لِْلكَِ  َْْ َ َالغْ ِْْ ْ ََ َ اق ّْْ ّ َدِ  ِْْ مَّأََْ وَ ْْْ وَغِل َْْ ُ،َ

مّ ّ َْ غنَََوَأَ ََ َْْا َْْ ه ِ َالمّْغْ  َْْ َْْ ََ َََِْ،دحِِِْ  َ

غنَِ َالْْْلِله ِّ و نْ ّْ َدِِْ َْْْ َْْْ ،ََ ّْ  َِ َ وَدصَْْْا

َالنه ْْا َِ ِّ لِْل ننَََِ،َِْْ نَََْْ َِْْ ََ ْ ّْْ مَّلَ  أَقمَْْْ

ِا َِ َْْ َالمَْضْ َ ا ه َْْ َْدْ ِْْ َفْ هِ َْْ فََّ،الحْْ ْْْ ْ  َ

ََ لِ ْْْلََ َْ ََ، َِْ قَّْْْ َ َوَ َْ ّ وَ َوَ وَ حَْ فَِْْْ

 . مِّ هّ  ََ

2 

3 Today I shall make these expressive 
mute signs speak to you. Far removed 
is the stance of one who turns his back 
on me! I have never doubted the truth 
since it was shown to me. Mūsā (ʿa) did 
not fear for his own life; rather, he 
feared the ascendency of the ignorant 
and the prevalence of deviation. Today 
we stand on the crossroads of truth 

وَ ََ اَ َ  ّ َالءَْجْمَْْْْ َلَ ّْْْ ِّ
ْ َ َأَّطِْْْْ الْ َْْْ

و َِ َْْ َََِ،الْ َ ْ  َ َْْ ْ ََ َ ْْا َ لَََِْ ِ ت  ْْْ َاُْ َّ كَأْ

ْ ْ ََ،َ نْْه َُّْْ هِ َْالحَْْْ
وَشَْْ َ مَّْفِْْ َُْْ

ْ َغّْْ دََِ.أكِّغ ّْْ َّ نلَْْ ََْْ ُّ َ ِْََ اِ فَْْ ا

نََفَأِْْْْ َِ َِْْْ َ،ََ ِ نَََِْْ َْْْ
َُِْْْ َِ فَ لَْأَشْْْْ دَْْْ

ئَلَِ ولَِوَّ وَلَِالضْْا ْْا وََ.الجّْه َْْ ْ َ َ ََ اقفَنْ َْْ الْ 

3َ
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CONTEXT 

Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī notes that this sermon is said to have been delivered by the 

Imām after Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr were killed in the Battle of Jamal, and it is one 

of his most eloquent speeches. It contains many profound lessons despite its 

succinctness (M). Not much is known about the exact context of this sermon; 

however, part of it seems to be addressed directly to Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr, or those 

who joined them after breaking their allegiance to Imām ʿAlī (ʿa). This sermon 

consists of three main pericopes: first the Imām reminds the people of the 

important role of the Ahl al-Bayt in guiding the people. Then he talks about the 

oath-breakers and how he always knew that they would one day rebel. Finally, he 

says that the truth about these individuals now needs to be made known openly, 

lest others are misguided by them (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The Arabs in pre-Islamic times were ignorant pagans whose lives were ruled 

by barbarity, infanticide, and bloodshed. With the advent of Islam and direction 

of the appointed guides, the very same pagans were brought out of the darkness 

of ignorance and savagery into the light of knowledge and enlightenment (Z). 

Through this guidance, they attained loftiness in the form of dignity and respect 

(M). The supplication deaf be the ears that do not hear the calls is against those who 

pay no heed to the advice and counsel given to them (M). An alternative reading 

would render the same phrase as a declaration rather than an invocation, meaning 

that those whose ears do not hear these calls are truly deaf (T). The literal meaning 

of ‘al-wāʿiyah’ is a cry, but here it refers to a call comprised of good advice and 

counsel (I). The loud cry (‘al-ṣayḥah’) refers to the explicit and clear statements of 

the Qurʾān and the Holy Prophet (ṣ) regarding the status of the Ahl al-Bayt (ʿa), 

whereas the soft voice (‘al-nabʾah’) represents the admonitions of the Imām himself 

(Z). Alternatively, the loud cry could refer to calamitous events such as the death 

and falsehood. One who is certain of 
getting water feels no thirst.  

لَِ َوََالْ وَطِْْ هِ َََ؛َ ِنََََْْ ِ لَِالحَْْْ َِ ِْْ نَْوَ  َُْْ

َلَْ َغوَْمَ   َ.دمَِو  
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of one’s parents and predecessors which one ought to learn from, and if he does 

not do so, he would not be in a position to take admonition from an adviser (R).  

The last phrase is also a supplication for those whose hearts are always uneasy 

out of fear of the punishment of Allāh and yearning for His pleasure (Z), or for 

those who will have to face aggression from the enemies in the future battles of 

Ṣiffīn and Nahrawān (T). Here, after having described the individuals who turn 

away from the path of guidance, the Imām praises and prays for those who remain 

steadfast and always put Allāh first in their lives (M). When used with qalb (heart), 

the verb rabaṭa usually means to calm and strengthen with patience. However, 

some commentators have interpreted the verb to mean ‘bound’ or ‘linked’ such as 

to say: the heart that always fears Allāh or yearns for His pleasure is linked to Him 

(J). 

2  These words are addressed to the oath-breakers who reneged on their pledge 

of allegiance to the Imām and rebelled against him (Z). From the beginning, Imām 

ʿAlī saw signs of treachery in them and knew that their pledge was fraught with 

disloyalty. In fact, it is narrated that when al-Zubayr was swearing his allegiance, 

the Imām said, “I fear that you will break your pledge and rebel against me.” He 

replied, “Do not fear, for I would never do that…” (I). These rebels wore the garb of 

deceit (‘ḥilyat al-mughtarrīn’) meaning that they were quickly and easily deceived 

by falsehood (M). However, since they outwardly expressed loyalty and displayed 

religiosity, that acted as a barrier which prevented the Imām from taking any steps 

against them. It is only when the veil of religiosity was removed and their true 

intentions were exposed that their perfidy was revealed before everyone. Indeed, 

it was the truth of the Imām’s intentions that enabled him to perceive their true 

nature (Z). Alternatively, this could be read differently to mean that if their 

intentions were true, they would see the Imām’s lofty status and would never think 

of opposing him (R).  

His standing on the path of truth (‘ṣanan al-ḥaqq’) could be a reference to how 

he established and demonstrated the correct prophetic practices (ṣunan) for the 

people (T). In one instance, the Prophet (ṣ) is reported to have described the true 

path using the analogy of a straight walkway with walls on either side. There are 

numerous open doors on both sides with curtains hanging from them. A caller 

keeps calling out to people from the other end, reminding them to walk straight 

through and not be tempted to enter any of those doors, lest they should stray from 

the straight path (M). The last two phrases of this section are euphemisms for their 



Sermon: 4          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 65 

inability to arrive at the correct religious rulings and teachings despite struggling 

to do so, until the Imām guided them (T). Water is used here, as in other instances, 

to signify knowledge (M). 

3  The first sentence of this section has been described as abstruse and mysterious, 

while at the same time highly eloquent (I). Some commentators interpret the 

phrase ‘ʿajmāʾ dhāta bayān’ as a metaphor for the past and present state of affairs 

and circumstances, since these conditions are unable to speak and are hence like 

dumb, inarticulate beasts (M). Yet they are expressive in that lessons may be learnt 

from them by those who pay heed (N). Those who turned their backs on the Imām 

thought that there is greater benefit for them in doing so; hence the Imām 

upbraids them (M). The affirmation that he has never doubted in the truth is 

repeated verbatim in aphorism 146 and will be been explained there, God-willing. 

His explanation about the fear of Mūsā (ʿa) is in reference to the verse: Then Mūsā 

felt a fear within his heart (Q20:67). Though the verse portrays Mūsā as being afraid 

after Pharaoh’s magicians threw their staffs and made them appear as serpents, 

the Imām clarifies that his fear was not for his own safety. Rather, it was fear for 

the people who would be fooled by the sorcery of the magicians and get misguided 

thereby.  

Likewise, the Imām was afraid that the people would be misled by the wiles 

and tricks of his enemies, who were using the assassination of ʿUthmān as an 

excuse to rise up against him (N). While they met on the battleground of truth 

versus falsehood, it was known to all that the path of ʿAlī is one of truth, as the 

Prophet (ṣ) had explicitly said that ʿAlī is [always] with the truth and the truth is 

with ʿAlī (T). The phrase one who is certain of getting water feels no thirst is an idiom 

which means: just as a person who is certain that he has water does not care about 

his immediate thirst, since he knows it will soon be quenched, likewise a person 

who is upon the path of truth does not care about the hardships he undergoes 

because he is sure that a great reward awaits him in the Hereafter (T).  

 

 

 

 

 



66                                                       
 

5 

HIS SERMON AFTER THE PROPHET (Ṣ) PASSED AWAY  

 

 

 

 WARNING AGAINST STRIFE  عن الفتنة  
  النه

1 O People! Steer through of the waves 
of strife with the arks of deliverance; 
turn away from the path of animosity 
and take off the diadems of vainglory. 
Prosperous is he who rises with wings 
or else remains peaceable as others 
enjoy ease. This is [like] turbid water 
or a morsel that would choke the person 
who swallows it. One who picks fruits 
before they are ripe is like one who 
cultivates in someone else’s field. 

وّ َ  ْْا وَالنْ َْْ ِْْ نَََِ،أَغ هْ َ الََالفْْ ْْْ ق  اَأَُْ ّْْ شْ

َُِ و َْْ فنَِّالناج ّْْ ََ،دأِ ِِ ْْ نَْطَِ غ َْْ ّْْ اَ  د وََ  ه

َُِ وفََ  ََُِ،المّْنَْْ واََ  وَ َالمّْفَْْ ءّ اَ ِ جَْْ َ.وَضَْْ

و  َ َْْ َ َدجَِن َْْ نََْهَ َْْ َُ ََ َْْ ََِ ََ،أَفِْ ْْْ َْ أَ أَوَِا

نَ ََ.فََ كَا ََ و  َآدِْْ َ اََُْْ َْْ ،َََ  ِ َغغََْْ وَلقّمَْْْ  

و َْْ وَآهِِهّْ ِ ََ،دهَِْْْ ْْْ َلغَِ ْ
ُِ  َ َْْ َْالاامْ

ِْْ ُّجْ نَْ وَ

اكِاَِ َِغنوَ هَِوَهوَل ا  دغَِ ِْ َأَكْضِِ .وَقمَِْ

1 

 HIS CHARACTER AND KNOWLEDGE  خلقه وعلمه  

2 If I speak out, they will say “He covets 
power [and authority],” but if I remain 
silent, they will say, “He is afraid of 
death.” Far be it – after all that I have 
been through! By Allāh, the son of Abū 
Ṭālib is fonder of death than an infant 
is of his mother’s breast. Rather, I have 
within me certain hidden knowledge 
which if I were to disclose, you would 
start quivering like the rope in a deep 
well. 

ّْْ ا  لَْغقَّ لْ ّْْ إِْ َأَقْ َْْ نََ:فْ َْْ ِْ ََ َ َ َْْ ْ 

َِْ َأََْْْ مَّْغقَّ لّْْ اَ،المِّْْْْ َِ ِ اَََ:وَ َدَْْ

َِ  ْ نََالمَْْْ
وَ ََ.ُِ ََْ  هَْْْ وَوَالا ِْْ لَِلَالِا َ اْْ َ!دءَْْْ

ولمَْْ ِ َ ِْْ َد ِّ َْْ َآَ   
َْطَولِْْ ِْْ نَّأَد ْْْ د َْ َ

ِ وَاه ا

َأُّْْه َِ َِ لِْل َْْ لَِداِ فْْْ نََالطه
جْمََّ،ُِْْ َُ لَِل ْْْ لَِاَ َْْ َد

َ ِ ِْْ مَّدْ ْْْ ْ َدحّْ َْْ َلْ   ْْْ ِِْ َ ِ ّْْ َُ نْْ نَ َْْ ِْ َ

َْ كَْشِْْْ َِ َفِْْْ ْْ َا َِ طَِ ا ْْْ طََ دْ ّْ َاضْ ضْْْْ َْ

ََِ  ِ َ.الْ ءَِ لَِلََُالطا

2 



Sermon: 5          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 67 

CONTEXT 

Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī notes that this sermon was delivered when, after some 

Muslims had pledged their allegiance to Abū Bakr at Saqīfah Banī Sāʿidah, Abū 

Sufyān ibn Ḥarb and ʿAbbās ibn ʿAbd al-Muṭṭalib came to Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) offering to 

pledge their allegiance to him. Abū Sufyān said, “Extend your hand so that we may 

give you our allegiance,” and he even offered to amass a large army to force out any 

other claimant to power (T). Some commentators say that this was not actually a 

sermon, as the Imām was not addressing the people from a pulpit. Rather, he was 

speaking to a specific group of individuals (T). Imām ʿAlī rejected the offer of 

allegiance by the two well-known individuals because Abū Sufyān had sinister 

motives, mostly driven by tribal pride and possibly seeking to ignite the flames of 

civil war (M), while al-ʿAbbās was not as influential as others who had accepted 

Islam much earlier, and his allegiance would have been of little benefit. Al-Kulaynī 

reports that Amīr al-Muʾminīn said, “If I had with me, after the death of the 

Messenger of Allāh (ṣ), my uncle Ḥamzah and my brother Jaʿfar, I would not have 

been forced to pledge allegiance. However, I was tried with [the support of] two 

men who came late into the fold of Islam: ʿAbbās and ʿAqīl…” (T). Furthermore, 

had he accepted any pledge of allegiance, he would be forced to fight to defend his 

rightful position and neither did he have sufficient followers to do that, nor was it 

prudent for the fledgling Muslim community that there should be such a struggle 

for power. Hence, to avoid strife, he was forced to reject the offer of allegiance by 

these two individuals. Finally, a number of reports describe how the Prophet (ṣ) 

had told Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) not to take the reins of leadership until such a time when 

the people come to him themselves (T).  

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  When the Imām says steer through of the waves of strife, he is comparing 

strife to a wavy sea as a metaphor for the tribulations of discord. The only way to 

navigate this stormy sea is in the arks of salvation (‘ṣufun al-najāt’), which are large 

and strong enough to face the crashing waves and carry their passengers to the 

safe shore (N). These arks are none other than the Ahl al-Bayt (ʿa), as per the famous 

statement of the Noble Prophet (R). Animosity renders ‘munāfarah’ which has the 

original connotation of pride in the might and strength of one’s tribe, and this 

leads to hatred and enmity (Z). The same is true of boastfulness and vainglory, 
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which the Imām warns the people against using the metaphor of diadems or 

crowns because political power, along with a noble lineage and wealth, constitute 

the main causes of vainglory (M). The analogy of one who rises with wings apparently 

gives the image of a nestling that is either ready to fly with its developed wings, or 

remains at ease in its nest until it gains the ability to fly (T). This means that one 

who has aides and supporters may rise to power while one without such support 

ought to remain quiet and keep the peace (Z). An alternative reading would render 

as others enjoy ease as ‘to remain at ease himself’ (I).  

What the Imām then goes on to describe as turbid water and a morsel stuck in 

the throat is the lack of support for what was clearly his right, and the fact that if 

he rose up to fight for it, people would turn away from the religion. It is not, as 

some commentators have claimed, a description of political leadership per se (T). 

He goes on to say that his rising at that moment in time would be akin to picking 

fruit before it is ripe, or cultivating land that does not belong to him, such that he 

would not benefit from the harvest (M). An alternative reading of the last phrase 

would render it ‘…like one who cultivates in the wrong field,’ i.e. in land that is 

inappropriate for cultivation (N). 

2  The phrase if I speak out refers to speaking out about his right to the 

caliphate (Z). History reports that after the second caliph had chosen six people as 

part of his consultative committee (shūrā) to select his successor, he mentioned 

each individual’s flaws. When he turned to ʿAlī (ʿa), he said, “Nothing prevented 

me from handing over the reins to you except your greed for it, though you are the 

most deserving of all people to take it over and would be more likely than all 

others to remain steadfast upon the manifest truth and straight path.” A similar 

statement was also made by the members of the committee once they had elected 

ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān and forced Imām ʿAlī to pledge allegiance to him. They said, “O 

son of Abū Ṭālib, you are truly very covetous of this.” Whereat the Imām replied, 

“Verily you are more covetous than I am, and less deserving too. Am I to be deemed 

greedy if I seek my right, as bestowed upon me by Allāh and His Prophet?…” (T). 

Then the Imām proceeds to reject the false assertion that his silence is due to fear 

and reminds them of all that he has been through – the hardships, big and small 

(which is the literal meaning of the Arabic phrase ‘al-latayā wal-latī’), such as those 

faced in the battles of Badr, Uḥud, Khaybar, Aḥzāb, and many others where he 

fought bravely against powerful enemies, putting his life on the line in many 

instances – how could he then be accused of fearing death?!  
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His expression by Allāh, the son of Abū Ṭālib is fonder of death than an infant is 

of his mother’s breast is unique, and nobody else in history has been recorded as 

having said this before him (T). The hidden knowledge that the Imām would not 

disclose was part of the special knowledge bestowed upon him by the Prophet (ṣ), 

which the people did not have the capacity to bear (Z). In one account, Imām ʿAlī 

is reported as having said that if he were to divulge this secret knowledge to even 

those who had pledged their loyalty to him, they would leave his side and only very 

few would remain (T). It was this very knowledge that led the Imām to take the 

stance that he did vis-à-vis the caliphate (M). He employs the analogy of the 

vibration and quivering of a lengthy rope used to draw water from a deep well to 

describe the agitation that his secret knowledge would cause to the people were 

they to become aware of it. It is known that the longer the rope, the more it 

vibrates, and a deep well requires a longer rope, hence the aptness of this analogy 

(M). 
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6 

HIS SERMON WHEN ASKED NOT TO FOLLOW ṬALḤAH AND AL-ZUBAYR 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

It is narrated that Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr were among the first people to pledge 

allegiance to Imām ʿAlī after the death of ʿUthmān, but when they saw that they 

would not be granted any special favours, they sought permission to go to Makkah 

for ʿumrah. After arriving in Makkah, they met with ʿĀʾishah and some of her 

followers, and together they proceeded to Baṣrah. Upon entering the city, they 

killed some of the companions who were loyal to Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) and when 

news of this reached him, he decided to pursue them despite the advice of some 

of his subjects to the contrary. It is at this juncture that he spoke these words (R). 

This is also the context that al-Sayyid al-Raḍī gives for the sermon. However, 

Tamām Nahj al-Balāghah mentions it as part of a much longer sermon in which 

the Imām addresses one of his sons – which would suggest a different context from 

the one mentioned by al-Sayyid al-Raḍī. In his Amālī, al-Shaykh al-Ṭūsī quotes a 

1 By Allāh, I shall not be like the hyena 
that sleeps through the noise until the 
hunter reaches it and he who lies in 
wait ambushes it. Rather, I shall always 
strike deviators from the truth with 
the help of those who advance towards 
it, and sinful doubters with the aid of 
those who listen and obey, till my day 
comes. 

ْْا ّ َِ  ّْْ ّ َهوَلضْ َأَهْ َْ َ ِ نََ:وَاه ا َْْ وّ ََ ِْ َْْ  نَْ

لِْل َِ وَطَوََطّ لَِالِاْْ َِلَ هَْْْ لََ نَغصَِْْ وَ  اْْ َ،لِ هَّْْ

لِّلَ و وَكَاَِْْ ََ،وَغلََْ ِِهََْْ ِّ  ِ َْأَضْْْ وَلَِ نْْه

َّ ْْْ لِْلدَِ ََ نْ ّْْ َالمْْ هِ َْْ نَالحْْ َْْ َِلْ لَِ ِْْ َ،دوِلمّْقْ ْ

َالمِّْ غْْ ََ َْ
وُِِ َالمّْطِ ِْْ َالءَْوَِْْ َوَدوِلأْْا

َغَْ َُِْ،أَدلَِلااَ اْ َِ ََ َْ
ِ  .َ  انَغَ ْ 

1 

2 By Allāh, I have been continually 
deprived of my right, with others 
preferred over me, from the day Allāh 
took back His Prophet (ṣ) until this day 
of the people.  

 ْ ْْه نََْ ق َْْ لِْلفّ  واَ  َْْ مَُّ ْْْ وَغِل َْْ َُ
ِ َ اه ا َْْ َ،ف

اَْ َْْ ِْْ َ ْْْ َ ْ َ ااَ ََّ،ُّأْْ َْْ ََ َاه ا ّ َقْْ ْْْ نْْ ُّ
َ.َ  انَغَْ ِ َالناوِ ََ َ اََََ ِ ا َّ

2 
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statement by one of the narrators who said that he heard Imām al-Ḥasan trying to 

convince his father not to pursue Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr, and the Imām responded 

with statements that were very similar to those of this sermon.  

In his commentary on Nahj al-Balāghah, al-Baḥrānī also recounts that this 

sermon was addressed to Imām al-Ḥasan. However, the content of this sermon 

seems to affirm the view of al-Sayyid al-Raḍī since it would be quite farfetched to 

claim that the Imām was addressing his eldest son, who would be the Imām after 

him, in this manner. Furthermore, the narration quoted by al-Ṭūsī has a weak 

chain of transmitters and is problematic in terms of content as well, and al-Baḥrānī 

does not provide any chain of transmission whatsoever. Yet if indeed this was 

addressed to Imām al-Ḥasan (ʿa), then it was only apparently so, while the real 

addressees were those who were listening around him. And Allāh knows best. 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The example of a hyena is given because it was well known that the hyena 

is a foolish animal that is unable to distinguish between the sound of its hunter 

and its prey. The Arabs would thus use it as an example to describe a person who 

is imprudent, especially in dealing with his enemy, saying, “he is more foolish than 

a hyena!” (I). Imām ʿAlī states that he will not behave like the hyena that sleeps 

through the noise outside its den, which should have served as a warning to it, 

thereby letting the hunter catch it unawares (R). Rather, he will rise with the help 

of those who support the truth, and fight against those who rebelled thereby 

deviating from the right path. This was the most prudent course of action as historical 

accounts show that these individuals aimed to use Baṣrah as a launchpad for their 

rebellion, with Kūfah as their next target (N). As such, countering them immediately 

was not only the right course of action, but also a duty. The rebels are described as 

deviators from truth and sinful doubters, because anyone who turns a deaf ear to 

the command of a just ruler has sinned, and anyone who disobeys him has 

doubted in his justice (M). When the Imām says that he will fight them ..till my day 

comes, he means until the day he leaves this world (MB). 

2  In this section, the Imām reiterates that this rebellion is not the first 

injustice that was perpetrated against him. Rather, from the time that the Prophet 

(ṣ) left this world, he had been the target of grave injustices, the foremost among 

which was the usurping of his right to the caliphate (Z). Indeed, the injustice that 
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Amīr al-Muʾminīn and the Ahl al-Bayt would have to face was foretold by the 

Prophet himself. It is narrated that at one time, the Prophet (ṣ) came to visit 

Fāṭimah (ʿa) while ʿAlī (ʿa) was asleep. She proceeded to wake him up but the 

Prophet stopped her from doing so, saying, “Let him sleep, for he will have to spend 

many long, sleepless nights after I am gone…” Upon hearing this, Fāṭimah began 

to weep, but the Prophet (ṣ) consoled her by promising that they would both be 

with him in Paradise (T). The phrase this day of the people could refer to the day 

when the oath-breakers came out in rebellion against the Imām (MB), or it may 

mean that even now, when the people had come together to support him and 

accepted him as their leader, there were still some who would be unjust towards 

him (N). 
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7 

WHERE HE CENSURES THE FOLLOWERS OF SATAN 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

It is not known exactly when this sermon was delivered. Commentators have 

suggested, however, that it was meant to rebuke those who opposed Amīr al-

Muʾminīn (ʿa) and rebelled against his command (MB). The compiler of Tamām 

Nahj al-Balāghah places this sermon in a much longer sermon on ‘those who have 

designs on power while they are unworthy of it,’ which talks about the different 

kinds of people who commit wrongs in the name of religion while they are only 

out to serve their own interests. It has been suggested that this sermon is targeted 

at specific individuals who fell into Satan’s trap, such as Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr, or 

Muʿāwiyah and the Syrians, or even the Khawārij of Nahrawān (N). Of course, this 

does not circumscribe the general purport of the message. Rather, it is a clear 

1 They have made Satan the corner-
stone of their affair, and he has taken 
them as partners. 

ْْواَ  ِ  ِْ َُِئَهْ ْْْ َُْ ِْ ْْا طَْوَ َ ّ واَالشْ َْْ َ،ا الَْ

 .وَا الَََ ّ ْ َلَّ َأَشَْ اهواَ

1 

2 He has laid eggs and hatched them in 
their bosoms, and creeps and crawls in 
their laps. 

َ وَفَ ا ََ وَ َ ََفَ َْ لِّلوكِ ِ ََْ ّْْ ََََ،فََِْْْ اِ وََ 

 .ّ جّ كِ ِ َْفَََِْوََ كَلََ

2 

3 He sees through their eyes and speaks 
through their tongues, driving them 
to sin and making the foul seem 
decorous. 

نَ هِِ َْ  َدَِ لأِْْْْْ َِ َ ْ  نّهِِْ َوََطََْْْْ َ َدِْْْْ َ،فنَوََْْْْ

لََ َْْ لْ ّ َال ا ِْْ َ َدهِْ ِْْ ّ ََفََ هْ ّْْ نََلهَْ ْْا وَغَغْ

 .اللََْطَلََ

3 

4 [As is] the act of one whom Satan has 
partnered with in his dominion and  
speaks with falsehood upon his 
tongue. 

ِ هَ َّ  لِْلَشَْْ نَْقَْْ لَََُْْ ءْْْ
ََْفِ الشْْا طَْوّ َفِْْ

ِطَْوَِ َِ ّْْ نََ،َْْ َْْ لََِ ِْْ ِْْ َدوِلْ وَطْْ َِ َْْ وََطَْْ

 .لأَِوَِ 

4 
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admonition to all that they should be wary of the wiles of Satan. In a few words, 

the Imām vividly describes how Satan insinuates himself into the lives of his 

would-be followers. He then goes on to describe the effects of allowing Satan to 

hold sway over one’s life. In reality, this is a serious warning for the righteous 

believers to exercise caution and ensure that they do not fall into the snare of 

shayṭān (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The word shayṭān is either from the root sh-ṭ-n meaning ‘to depart’ because 

Satan departs when Allāh is remembered, or it is from sh-y-ṭ meaning ‘to burn’ 

because Satan burns with rage when a servant worships Allāh (MB). Cornerstone 

translates ‘milāk’, which refers to the foundation, basis, and mainstay of a thing, 

just as the heart is the cornerstone of the body (M). The word ‘ashrāk’ is the plural 

of sharīk, meaning partner, or it could be the less likely plural of sharak, meaning 

snare (MB). In case the latter is intended, it would be considered a revealing analogy 

of how Satan uses certain individuals to ensnare others (M). When individuals heed 

Satan and give ear to his beguiling counsel, he ensnares them and becomes a 

partner in their affair. Such individuals then gradually become a means of 

ensnaring others and leading them astray. It should be noted, however, that this 

first stage in Satan’s grand scheme depends on the wilful choice of an individual 

to heed his call. It is not possible for Satan to force his way into one’s heart; rather, 

he gains entry when the door is opened for him (N). 

2  The ‘laying of eggs’ and ‘hatching them in their bosoms’ are allegories for 

the whisperings of Satan and indicate the length of his stay with them, since a bird 

only lays eggs in a place it considers its home (I). The growth and development of 

Satan in their bosoms symbolizes their gradual indoctrination by him (M). The 

bosom has been likened to the aery of Satan where, having gained entry, he lays 

eggs in an attempt to supplant himself and put down roots in order to penetrate 

the very fibre of the human being. When the eggs hatch, his offspring creep around 

slowly (‘dabba’) and then gradually crawl a little faster (‘daraja’). This gradual 

increase in movement is probably an indication that satanic ideas and plots do not 

take shape instantaneously or suddenly; rather, they develop in stages, like a 

planted seed that germinates over time. This is how Satan misguides man, step-

by-step (N). 
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3  His seeing through their eyes and speaking through their tongues means 

that he becomes one with his host (I). It further demonstrates the control that 

Satan has over them. It is as though they give up their free will to him and no longer 

use their rational faculties, except in their satanic pursuits (M). This is because 

they have given him a place in their hearts, and the heart is the centre that controls 

all bodily functions, including sight and speech (MB). Hence, their glances become 

satanic and their utterances become devilish. In this way, Satan drives them 

towards misdeeds and lapses that take them astray from the straight path. The 

word ‘al-khaṭal’ refers to foul speech and drivel (R), or foolishness (Z). 

4  The pronoun in his dominion could refer to the person who allows Satan to 

be a partner in his affairs (M) or to Satan, in whose dominion that individual has 

become a partner (R). The outcome of permitting Satan entry into one’s heart is 

total domination by him. This is the fate of those who took devils as guardians 

instead of Allāh (Q7:30). By following Satan, they give him authority over themselves 

(Q16:100) and join his ranks, becoming members of his party (ḥizb), and indeed the 

party of Satan are the losers (Q58:19). Hence their misdeeds and utterances of 

falsehood are the result of their becoming one with Satan (MB). And so it is that 

those who used to be human beings are now devils. They are the ones then referred 

to as “human satans” (ṣhayāṭīn al-ins) (J). 
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8 

WHERE HE INVITES AL-ZUBAYR TO REJOIN HIM 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

On the day that al-Zubayr ibn al-ʿAwwām came to pledge his allegiance to 

Imām ʿAlī (ʿa), the Imām said to him, “I fear that you will betray me and renege on 

your oath of allegiance to me.” He replied, “Do not fear, for I would never do that!” 

However, when Amīr al-Muʾminīn sent a messenger to Muʿāwiyah telling him to 

pledge his loyalty and to instruct the people of Syria to do the same, Muʿāwiyah 

wrote a letter to al-Zubayr informing him that the people of Syria were ready to 

declare their allegiance to him as the new Caliph. He urged al-Zubayr to take control 

of the key towns of Kūfah and Baṣrah and rally the people under the banner of 

avenging the blood of ʿUthmān. When this letter reached al-Zubayr, he was pleased 

and informed Ṭalḥah about it (I). 

A few days after having given their allegiance, al-Zubayr and Ṭalḥah came to 

Imām ʿAlī seeking to be appointed as governors of Baṣrah and Kūfah, but the Imām 

turned them down. Disappointed, they sought permission to leave for Makkah in 

order to perform the minor pilgrimage (ʿumrah). Amīr al-Muʾminīn contended, “It 

is not pilgrimage you seek.” They swore by Allāh that they did not seek anything 

other than pilgrimage. In order to prove their sincerity, they even came forward 

to renew their pledge of allegiance. When they left after having obtained his 

1 He maintains that he swore allegiance 
with his hand and not his heart.  

 َّ  ّ ْ َْْ ْْا ََّغ لِلََْأََ َْْ وغَ َََق َْْ لِِل ََِد َْْ َْْ ََْدِ  وغِ ََْوَل َْْ َغّ 

 ََ.دقَِِْ ِ َِ

1 

2 So he admits swearing allegiance, yet 
claims it was dissimulation. 

لِلَْ  َْْ ََفقَْْْ َْْ َْدوِلْ َََ اَْأَقْْْ َْْ نَ َِْ ءْْْْ َْْ َوَا ا ْْْ

َ.جَ ََْالَْ لَِ 

2َ

3 Then let him come forward with a 
clear justification for it, else he must 
re-enter what he has renounced. 

َ وَفَِْ َْْْْ ْ َِ ُْ َ ََ َِ هَْْْْْ  َ َ فََّدِْْْْ ََ،غءّْْْْْ اْ َِ َوَ

 .ُِنْ َاََ لََََفِ مَوََفَِْ لَِْلاّلَْ

3 
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permission, the Imām told his companions who were present, “By Allāh, you will 

not see them now until the fitnah in which they shall fight [against me].” On the 

way to Makkah, Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr kept telling people that they were not 

bound by their allegiance to Amīr al-Muʾminīn because they had been coerced 

into swearing fealty (I). 

On the Day of Jamal, Imām ʿAlī came forward and called out to al-Zubayr. 

Riding on his horse in full armour, al-Zubayr came to meet Amīr al-Muʾminīn who 

was himself unarmed. He rode forward until his horse was right next to the Imām’s 

horse. At that point, the Imām told him, “I called you just to remind you of 

something that the Holy Prophet (ṣ) had said. Do you recall the day when he saw 

you embracing me and asked, ‘Do you love him?’ to which you replied, ‘Why would 

I not love him when he is my dear bother and cousin?’ so he said, ‘Verily, you shall 

fight him while being an oppressor against him.’ [Do you remember that]?” Upon 

hearing this, al-Zubayr turned pale and when he returned to his army, his son 

ʿAbdullāh asked him about what transpired. He replied that he had been reminded 

of a statement by the Prophet that he had forgotten about and said that he would 

not fight against Imām ʿAlī (I). 

Upon his announcement that he would be deserting the battle, his son (and 

according to another narration, ʿĀʾishah) rebuked him for being a coward. Never-

theless, the words of the Prophet rang in his ears and he abandoned the fight. As 

he made his way across the valley of al-Sibāʿ, a group of the Banū Tamīm who had 

decided to remain aloof from the battle heard about him. They heard how he had 

been one of the primary instigators of the bloodshed and had then deserted the 

army. One of them, a man by the name of ʿAmr ibn Jurmūz, followed al-Zubayr and 

when he caught up with him, he asked about the battle. Al-Zubayr told him that 

he had abandoned the fighting, thereby confirming the reports that Ibn Jurmūz 

had heard. When it was time for prayer, al-Zubayr told Ibn Jurmūz that he wanted 

to pray and sought assurances that he would not be attacked while he prayed. The 

latter agreed, but no sooner had al-Zubayr started praying than Ibn Jurmūz 

pounced upon him and killed him (I). 

Having assassinated al-Zubayr, Ibn Jurmūz took his sword (and, according 

to one account, his head) to Amīr al-Muʾminīn in the hope that he would be 

handsomely rewarded. Upon seeing al-Zubayr’s sword, the Imām commented, 

“This is indeed the sword by which much distress was alleviated from the Prophet 

of Allāh!” When Ibn Jurmūz asked for a reward, Amīr al-Muʾminīn said, “Verily I 
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heard the Holy Prophet (ṣ) say, ‘Give the killer of Ṣafiyyah’s son tidings of hellfire!’” 

Ibn Jurmūz left chagrined and later joined the ranks of the Khawārij. He was killed 

fighting against the Imām in the Battle of Nahrawān (I). 

Some have interpreted this turn of events as proof that al-Zubayr repented 

before he died. For indeed, if his killer deserves Hell, then his own repentance 

must have been accepted. In response to this, one may say that it is not necessarily 

the case that since his killer deserves eternal damnation, he must have himself 

attained forgiveness and salvation. It could be that his killer’s punishment is the 

result of the latter’s treachery and deceit. He did, after all, kill al-Zubayr in prayer. 

Alternatively, Ibn Jurmūz may have been given tidings of hellfire because his 

ultimate end, as one of the Khawārij, was known to the Prophet (ṣ) (MB). This 

sermon was either delivered when the news of al-Zubayr’s betrayal, and his 

excuses for the same, reached Amīr al-Muʾminīn, or just before the Battle of Jamal 

(T). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Al-Zubayr claimed that he did not really mean it when he apparently pledged 

allegiance to Imām ʿAlī. He would say, “I gave my allegiance with my hand, not 

with my heart.” At other times, he could claim that he was coerced into pledging 

his allegiance or that he employed equivocation (tawriyah) when giving his oath 

of fidelity (I). However, if the allegiance was coerced, why is it that when the Imām 

repeatedly mentioned al-Zubayr’s pledge, nobody objected that it was taken by 

force? (T). Furthermore, the conditions for the validity of any oath are: maturity 

(bulūgh), sanity (ʿaql), volition, and consciousness (as opposed to being inebriated 

or in a state of unconsciousness, sleep, etc.), and all these were present in al-

Zubayr when he pledged his allegiance (J). 

2  All these statements (about being coerced or using tawriyah) are tantamount 

to an admission on al-Zubayr’s part that he did indeed pledge allegiance to Amīr 

al-Muʾminīn (ʿa). The term ‘al-walījah’ refers to something internal and hidden (I). 

In this context, it means dissimulation or equivocation (R). Here, the Imām 

confutes al-Zubayr’s claim by emphasizing that his oath was witnessed and heard 

by the people (since he had pledged allegiance in public), but his claimed 

dissimulation requires evidence and justification (N). Indeed, such claims 

demonstrate al-Zubayr’s ignorance about the very ethos of Islam (Z). 
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3  In response to al-Zubayr’s assertion, the Imām asks him to prove that his 

pledge was dissimulated, otherwise he would still be bound by it. This is especially 

true since it was known that Imām ʿAlī did not force anyone to pledge allegiance 

to him, and there were a number of people who had actually refused to do so (N). 

It should be noted that during the Age of Ignorance (jāhiliyyah), the Arabs would 

take their pledges and covenants very seriously and held individuals responsible 

for adhering to them, and the same continued after the advent of Islam (R). 

Indeed, in every system of law, if one gives an oath or enters into a pact openly, he 

is held accountable for adhering to it, and one cannot later simply claim that he 

was coerced or forced into the pact, or that he did not mean to enter into it, 

otherwise everyone would break their agreements whenever it suited them (N). 
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9 

WHERE HE DESCRIBES HIMSELF AND HIS OPPONENTS 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This sermon was delivered during (or after (N)) the Battle of Jamal. In it, Amīr 

al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) rebukes the oath-breakers (al-nākithīn) i.e. Ṭalḥah, al-Zubayr, and 

their followers, for trying to frighten his army using noisy war cries and empty 

threats (MB). In contrast, the Imām insists that he would follow up his words with 

action and would not suffice with empty speech. Al-Shaykh al-Mufīd has narrated 

this sermon in his historical treatise on the Battle of the Camel, albeit with slight 

variances. The historian al-Wāqidī also narrates that on the day of battle, when the 

enemy started shouting, Amīr al-Muʾminīn asked his son Muḥammad, “What are 

they saying?” He replied, “They are screaming: ʿUthmān must be avenged! (yā 

thārāt ʿUthmān)” When Imām ʿAlī heard this, he stood up and gave the sermon in 

which he told his army that the commotion and clamour of the enemy was a sign 

of their weakness and impending failure (T). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Bellowing like thunder and flashing like lightning are allegorical represent-

ations of the loud and clamorous threats and war cries aimed at scaring opponents 

in battle (R). The famous poet Kumayt al-Asadī said: ‘Thunder (arʿid) and flare 

(abriq) O Yazīd, for your threats do me no harm’ (I). Just as thunder and lightning 

1 They bellowed like thunder and flashed 
like lightning.  

ََْلِّلواْأَكْ َََلِلَْْوَقََ   1 . اَْ قََّْوَأَد

2 Yet these two devices go hand in hand 
with cowardice. 

 ََُ ََْ ََْوَ ََُْنََِْ َ غ َ ْْ َْْا َ.لَّْشََْالفَََْنََِْ غ 2َ

3 But we do not thunder until we have 
pounced, and do not gush forth until 
we have rained [on the enemy]. 

َ نوَ ْْْ لِلََّوَلأَ ِْْ نََّْ   ْْا   ََََ ِْْ ََ،َّ ق َْ ِْْ لََّوَ ََأّ

 .َمّْطِ َََ  ان

3 
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generally cause anxiety and apprehension, so too do threats from an enemy 

(M). The clamour and commotion in the Army of the Camel was a sign of their 

cravenness and impuissance, whereas the Imām’s silence and calm was a sign of 

his courage and valour (Z). One who is powerful does not need to vaunt his 

strength. Making bold claims and stirring up emotions does not help anyone 

achieve his objectives. If anything, emotional excitement acts as a hindrance to 

rational thought (J). The analogy given here is one of clouds that are accompanied 

by thunder and lightning, giving the impression that they carry glad tidings of 

downpour, only to then disappoint by disappearing without a drop of rain. In the 

same way, the threats made by the oath-breakers were empty and devoid of any 

value (N). 

2  The word ‘fashal’ denotes weakness, fear, and cowardice, which leads to 

eventual failure. It is noteworthy that cowards are more noisy on the day of battle 

than brave warriors, who are usually silent and calm before the fighting begins (I). 

In fact, silence is a sign of bravery (M). That is why Imām ʿAlī would instruct his 

soldiers to lower their voices before battle (see sermon no. 124). A striking example 

of this was witnessed in the Battle of Badr where the Muslims were outnumbered 

three to one. When the Quraysh saw the small, lightly armed Muslim army, they 

sent ʿAmr ibn Wahab to go closer and see if there were any reinforcements hiding 

behind the army. ʿAmr returned saying that while they had no reinforcements, it 

seemed as though the Muslim army was carrying some lethal poison by which they 

would easily vanquish their enemy, since they were very silent – just like a deadly 

viper. The silence of the Muslims at Badr demonstrated their bravery and struck 

fear into the hearts of their enemies (T). 

3  The statement we do not thunder until we have pounced indirectly decries 

the false sense of fervour exhibited by an enemy that lacked the courage and 

strength to carry out its threats, just like the thunder which is not followed by a 

single drop of rain (M). Similarly, the phrase we do not gush forth until we have 

rained eloquently portrays the hollow claims of the Army of the Camel, who 

declared that they would overrun the enemy before the fighting had even started, 

which is akin to declaring a flood before it rains. The Imām says that his army, on 

the other hand, makes no claims but instead prefers actions over words. If they 

pounce upon the enemy, they will do so thunderously, and if they rain upon them, 

they will gush forth like a deluge (I). Of course, this does not contradict the practice 
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of motivating the army before battle, or reciting war poetry to inspire and uplift 

the spirit of the fighters, which is nothing like the hot air of bluster (N). 
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10 

WHERE HE DESCRIBES SATAN AND HIS FOLLOWERS 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

When the messengers of Amīr al-Muʾminīn returned from Ṭalḥah, al-Zubayr, 

and ʿĀʾishah with the message of war, rejecting all calls for dialogue and having 

broken their oath of allegiance, he (ʿa) turned to the people and told them how he 

had tried his best to convince them to abandon their designs on power and turn 

back, but they refused to do so. That is when he gave this sermon as narrated by 

al-Sayyid al-Raḍī. However, this is not the whole sermon and other sources 

mention the complete version in which the Imām spoke about the importance of 

jihād and explained the reason behind his having to fight those who rebel (T). Ibn 

Abī al-Ḥadīd, however, failed to consider the wider context of this sermon and has 

thus posited that the Imām may have been referring to Muʿāwiyah instead of 

Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr (I). A number of commentators likewise suggest that these 

words were spoken in the context of the Battle of Ṣiffīn where the Syrian forces 

had gathered (R, MB). However, that is incorrect as the context of this sermon was 

clearly the Battle of Jamal (N). 

 

 

1 Look! Satan has indeed assembled his 
party and gathered his cavalry and 
infantry.  

 َ ّ َْْ َ َِ ْ دْ َْْ لِْلَدَمْ َْْ ْْا طَْوَ َقْ َالشْ َِ ا َوَ َْ أَ

َْ جَََِْ َاَ َِّْ َوَكَدَِِ َّ  .وَا

1 

2 Yet verily my insight is with me; 
neither have I confounded myself nor 
has anyone confused me. 

 ِْ  َ ِْْ َْلَ صَ ِْْ ء َُ َ َِ ا نََ،وَ َْْ مََّ ِ ْْْ وَلَ اأ َْْ ُ

اََََْفَأِْْ َِ ََ َِ َلّ ه َْ َ.وَ

2َ

3 By Allāh, I shall fill for them a cistern 
from which I alone [can] draw water. 
They will then neither be able to leave 
it nor return to it. 

َ وَ أَََْْْ ْ ََ ْ ضْْْواَ َلهَّْْْ ِ طَنا فّْْْْ َْ َ ِ ّ َاه ا وَاغْْْْ
َّ ّْْ و حِْْْ َُ.ََ َْ ّ َوَ لِّلكّوَ ََ نْْْْْْ َغصَْْْْْْ َْ

َِلَ ْ   .غءَّ ّ وَ َ

3 
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COMMENTARY 

1  The Imām has described Satan’s preparation in similar words in sermon no. 

22. The inspiration for this statement comes from Q17:64, where the Almighty 

challenges Satan to do his worst in trying to misguide mankind before reiterating 

that he would have no sway over the sincere servants of Allāh (T). It is because of 

the temptations of Satan that Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr broke their allegiance, seeking 

worldly power (MB). For this reason, the Imām describes these two individuals 

and their followers as the infantry and cavalry of Satan (N). Indeed, anyone who 

opposes the truth and stands with falsehood becomes part of Satan’s army (M). 

2  The reason for mentioning that he has not been confounded or confused is 

to refute the claim made by some of the companions who abstained from the 

Battle of Jamal, that Amīr al-Muʾminīn was mistaken in his decision to fight the 

‘mother of the believers’ and the companions who had been ‘promised Paradise’.  

The fact, as indicated in a number of traditions, is that the Prophet (ṣ) had already 

foretold the rebellion of ʿĀʾishah, Ṭalḥah, and al-Zubayr, and had even warned them 

against it. In one tradition, the Prophet said that just as Ṣafrāʾ bint Shuʿayb, the wife 

of Mūsā (ʿa), rose up against his rightful successor Yūshaʿ ibn Nūn, and the latter 

fought her army and defeated it before releasing her respectfully, so too will 

ʿĀʾishah bint Abī Bakr rise up against his rightful successor ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib and 

meet the same fate (T). Some commentators have understood these phrases to 

mean that the Imām had not been deluded by false hopes or lies (Z). In such cases 

too, one naturally has to delude himself first before allowing others to delude him 

(N). When the Imām states that his insight is with him, he means that the same 

insight and wisdom that was with him during the time of the Prophet (ṣ) is still 

with him and has not changed (I). 

3  The phrase ‘waymullāh’ is an oath that means ‘I swear by Allāh’ (R). We see 

a similar statement from the Imām in sermon no. 136 (N). The idiomatic expressions 

employed by the Imām in this section mean that he will teach the treacherous 

forces a lesson, such that those who come to face him in battle will not return alive, 

and those who flee will never come back (Z). This is a prophecy about the outcome 

of the Battle of Jamal which predicted how the enemy will face complete defeat. 

The Imām uses an analogy by describing the battlefield as a cistern which he will 

fill with so much water that there will be no escape from it, and those who do 

manage to flee would never return to it (N). This kind of analogy (of overflowing 
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water) would often be used to describe the bravery of a warrior in battle – a warrior 

who would fight and attack the enemy like waves pounding on rocks, until they 

are completely annihilated (M). 
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11 

ADDRESSING HIS SON MUḤAMMAD IBN AL-ḤANAFIYYAH 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This speech comprises what Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) told his son Muḥammad ibn al-

Ḥanafiyyah in the Battle of Jamal, before handing him the standard. It was the 

banner of the Holy Prophet (ṣ) himself, and the Imām told his son that it had never 

fallen in defeat, so he should carry it with valour and charge at the enemy with 

courage. Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥanafiyyah was Imām ʿAlī’s son with Khawlah bint 

Jaʿfar al-Ḥanafiyyah, a slave girl whom the Imām had freed and subsequently 

married at the behest of her tribespeople (T). In his speech, the Imām advises his 

son to remain steadfast and unwavering as he proceeds into battle. It is said that 

this was after he initially displayed hesitation upon seeing the onslaught of the 

enemy and the rain of their arrows. Nevertheless, we know from historical accounts 

that Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥanafiyyah was a brave warrior and Imām ʿAlī would 

regularly send him as part of the vanguard in battle. When he was once asked why 

his father sent him and not his two elder siblings, al-Ḥasan and al-Ḥusayn (ʿa), he 

is said to have responded, “Because they are his eyes and I am his right hand, so he 

is protecting his eyes with his right hand” (I). Numerous accounts portray the 

efforts made by Amīr al-Muʾminīn to come to a peaceful resolution and avert 

bloodshed before this battle, but to no avail. The enemy obstinately stood their 

ground despite being reminded repeatedly of how this fateful event had been 

1 Even if the mountains are dislodged, 
do not waver! Grit your teeth, entrust 
your head to Allāh, plant your feet 
firmly on the ground, set your sights 
on the farthest enemy contingent, and 
lower your gaze. And know that 
certainly succour is from Allāh, the 
Glorified. 

ّ ولَّا  َْْ ّ لَْ  َْْ ولَّوَََْ  َْْ نََ!لجِْ  َْْ ِ ََ َْْ ا  

ََ  ِ ِ َاَ،َوَدِْْ َدّمْجّمَ َْْ ََأَ ِْْ َ ََْ،ه ا ِْْ لِْلَف ِْْ  

َُ ََا لَِل كَِْ َقَْْْ نََ،ْْ ِ َ َأَقصَْْْْ اكِِْ َدِ صََْْْ

َْ َْْ َ  َََ، َِالَقْْ َْْ َدصَْ ّْْ ا َْْ َْاوَََ.وَْْ ِْ ََْ أَ ا

َّ حَْوََ َّالَناصَْ َُِنَْ ِنلِِْلَا َ
ِ  .ه ا

1 
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foretold by the Noble Prophet (ṣ) himself. It was only when no recourse was left 

that Imām ʿAlī ordered his army to fight, and then sent his son forward as the 

standard bearer (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Even if the mountains are dislodged, do not waver is a clear instruction against 

faltering and fleeing from battle. It was as though the Imām was saying, “Let the 

mountains move from their positions, but you must not!” This means that if 

something as great as the dislodging of mountains should not cause him to move, 

obviously lesser occurrences in battle should not faze him (M). Employing such a 

hyperbole means that no excuse whatsoever would be considered valid for turning 

away from the battlefield (MB). Indeed, one of the most important elements of 

success in battle is steadfastness, without which victory can never be attained. 

Furthermore, the analogy used could be an indirect reference to the well-known 

tradition that states, “A believer is like a firm mountain that is not shaken by 

violent winds” (N). The instruction grit your teeth (‘ghaḍḍa ʿalā nājidhik’) serves a 

dual function, psychological and physiological. As one grits his teeth, it removes 

lassitude and fear, as experienced in times of intense cold or fright. At the same 

time, it is helpful in preventing deep wounds to the cranium when one is struck 

on the head in battle. This second effect has been mentioned in another speech 

where Amīr al-Muʾminīn describes how gritting one’s teeth hinders swords from 

penetrating the skull (M). Entrust your head to Allāh renders ‘ʿaʾirillāha 

jumjumatak’ where ʿāriyah, from which the verb ‘ʿaʾir’ stems, literally means to lend 

or loan something to someone for a temporary period, and the lexical meaning of 

jumjumah is cranium or skull. Here, the Imām is telling his son to place his life in 

the hands of the Almighty and show readiness to sacrifice it for His cause (N).  

One commentator says that this statement was like an assurance that 

Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥanafiyyah would not be killed in this battle, since the Imām 

did not say, ‘sell your life to Allāh’; rather, he said ‘lend it to Him’, and that which 

is given on loan is returned (I). The imperative ‘tid fī ‘l-arḍi qadamak’ connotes 

entrenching ones feet into the ground like firm pegs (awtād). Indeed, believers 

have been instructed that when they meet the enemy in battle, they should remain 

steadfast: O you who believe! When you meet a host [in battle] then stand firm, and 

remember Allāh greatly so that you may be felicitous (Q8:45). Planting one’s feet 
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firmly on the ground has two benefits: it increases one’s resolve, thereby reducing 

anxiety, and it shows strength and courage which give rise to fear in the enemy 

(M). By setting one’s sights on the farthest enemy contingent, one is able to see their 

entire army and note the different formations present on the battlefield, which 

would then enable him to plan the best type of offence (N). It can also be interpreted 

as keeping the furthest enemy ranks as one’s goal, so that the motivation to keep 

fighting until he vanquishes all the enemies remains high (R). The last piece of 

advice for battle that the Imām gives his son is that he should lower his gaze 

(‘ghuḍḍa baṣarak’). Keeping one’s gaze lowered and eyes only half-open during 

battle is a sign of inner calm, patience, and lack of agitation. This is because looking 

directly at the glittering swords brings about fear in the heart and can even be 

harmful for the eyes (M). Lowering the gaze may also refer to paying no heed to 

the enemy’s numbers (R). Finally, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) reminds Muḥammad ibn 

al-Ḥanafiyyah that in the end, any victory attained is solely by the help and 

succour of Allāh, so that is what he should pray and hope for at all times (N). 
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12 

AFTER ALLĀH GRANTED HIM VICTORY IN AL-JAMAL 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This speech, though recorded as part of the Imām’s sermons (khuṭab), is 

clearly more of a conversation than anything else; and the same is true for a 

number of other orations in Nahj al-Balāghah as well (Z). Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī tells us 

that the above exchange took place after the victory at the Battle of Jamal. Al-

Nuʿmānī reports from Imām al-Ṣādiq (ʿa) that this battle did not last long, and 

before midday (lit. ‘before the sun turned yellow’) the rebels had surrendered to 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn (T). It is noteworthy that after this victory, the Imām did not 

punish the people of Baṣrah for their role in supporting the rebellion against him; 

rather, he forgave them in the same manner that the Prophet forgave the inhabitants 

of Makkah after its Conquest (I). In the complete version of this conversation, the 

Imām’s interlocutor asks him how those who have not yet been born also 

participated in the battle, and the Imām explains that they will be individuals 

who will rise in the end times and pursue the same cause, thereby submitting 

themselves to his way (Tamām Nahj al-Balāghah 5:460). Al-Barqī has narrated the 

1 When one of his companions said to 
him, “I wish my brother so-and-so would 
have been present to witness how 
Allāh granted you victory over your 
enemies.” He (ʿa) asked, “Is your brother 
a supporter of our cause?” He replied, 
“Yes.” He said, “Then he was with us. 
In fact, some of those who are still in 
the loins of men and wombs of women 
were also witnesses in this army of ours. 
Time will bring them forth and through 
them faith will be strengthened.” 

حَودِ َِ  ْْْ ّ َأََ ْْْ ّ َدءَ َْْ ولََل َْْ لِْلَق َْْ وَِ ْ ّ ََ:وَق

وَ َ هََُْْ لَِلَوََلِ َْْ
و ِ وَ َشَْْ هَْْ َْفئََّْْواَ َأَاِْْ أَ ا

لَِلانِ ََ نَأَ ْْْ َِْْ ََ ِ ِْْ َد ّ ّ َََ.َصَََ َ َاه ا ولََلَْْ فقََْْ

:َو َْْ ءَنْ َُ َ َْْ َ هَأَاِ ْ َْْ ولََ؟َأَ ْ َْْ َ:فقَْ

َْ َْْ ولَََ.َءَ َْْ هِلَِلَوََ:ق لِْلَشَْْ هِلَِلَوَََ،فقََْْ لِْلَشَْْ وَلقََْْ

 َ  ْ َْْ َ اَق َْْ ْْْ َِ َوََ  ََْ أ
ِْْ ََف ِِ ئَ َْأََْْْ

ِْْ ف

ولَِ َْْ دْ و َِال ه َْْ وِ َالنهأْ َْْ َْْ َْ َ ّ ََ،َوَأَكْ ْ َْ

و َّ َُ  .وَغقََْ هَدهِِّ َاخِْغمَو َ،دهِِّ َال ا

1 



90                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 12 
 

same thing in al-Maḥāsin with a slight difference – he says that this discussion 

took place after the Battle of Nahrawān (1:262). The beautiful message contained 

within this sermon highlights a spiritual bond between believers, which is stronger 

than any other bond (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Was your brother a supporter of our cause? renders ‘ahwā akhīka maʿanā?’ 

which can also mean ‘did he consider us as friend?’ Or, ‘was he inclined towards 

us?’ Some commentators interpret the term ‘ahwā’ to mean love and affection (M). 

Some of those who are still in the loins of men and wombs of women translates 

‘qawmun fī aṣlāb al-rijāl wa arḥām al-nisāʾ’ – with the plural ‘aqwāmun’ recorded 

in other manuscripts instead of ‘qawmun’. This is a statement which further 

emphasizes that the questioner’s brother was counted among those who were 

present as witnesses, since even some of those who were not yet born were 

potentially (bil-quwwah) present in the battle (M). Since they will believe in the 

same things and support the same cause, given the opportunity, they would surely 

have joined the Imām in battle against the enemies (N). ‘Sayarʿafu bihim al-zamān’ 

is translated time will bring them forth, since the term ‘yarʿafu’ literally refers to one 

who suffers a nosebleed (I). In the same way that blood is present in the veins and 

is not directly visible, yet when a person nosebleeds the blood is easily seen as it 

comes forth, so too will the true believers come forth in due course and by their 

presence, the religion will be strengthened (N). The idea that those who were not 

physically present can still be counted among those who were there is noted in 

numerous occasions in history. For instance, when the Holy Prophet (ṣ) returned 

from Tabūk, he is reported to have stated, “Verily there is a group [of people] in 

Madīnah who were with you on every path you traversed and every valley you 

descended; nothing held them back except ailment.” It was said: this is because 

they had the intention (T).  

It is also narrated that when Amīr al-Muʾminīn entered Baṣrah after this battle 

and divided the share of the public treasury (bayt al-māl) among his companions, 

a man who had not participated in the battle approached him and sought a share 

saying, “O Amīr al-Muʾminīn, I was with you in heart despite being physically 

absent, so please give me something.” Thus, the Imām gave the man his own share 

(I). Another incident that demonstrates how those who loved and supported the 



Sermon: 12          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 91 

Imām were counted among the participants of his battles is seen in the encounter 

between Muʿāwiyah and the honourable lady Zarqāʾ al-Hamadāniyyah, wherein 

he said to her, “By Allāh, O Zarqāʾ, you have participated with ʿAlī in all the 

bloodshed.” She responded with great joy, “What glad tidings you give!” Muʿāwiyah 

was surprised at this reaction and asked, “This makes you happy?” She replied, “Yes 

indeed, these words of yours please me and I hope it is true.” Muʿāwiyah said, “By 

Allāh, your loyalty to ʿAlī after his death is more amazing than your love for him 

while he was alive!” (T). 
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13 

CONDEMNING THE PEOPLE OF BAṢRAH 

1 You were the army of a woman and 
followers of a quadruped; when it 
growled you responded, and when it 
was hamstrung you fled. Your 
character is vile and your pledge is 
disloyal. Your faith is hypocritical and 
your water is brackish. He who stays 
among you is held ransom by his sin, 
and he who leaves your company 
attains mercy from his Lord. It is to me 
as though your mosque is like the bow 
of a ship upon which Allāh has sent 
chastisement, from above and from 
below, and everyone in it is drowned. 

 َُِ ْ أَ َْْ لَِلَالمْ ْْْ ْْْ ّْ َدّن َْْ ََِ،هنّ واََالْ هَِ م َْْ َ،وَأَ ْ 

َ دَ ْ ّ َْ وَفَْْْْْ َ دْ ّ ََْ،كََْْْْْْ َ َفهََْْْْْ َ.وَّ قِْْْْْ

 َِ و ْ َِ قَْْ ّْْ َِ َ،أَاْئَقّ  قوَ لِّلهّْ َشِْْ َ،وََ هْْْ

 َِ و َْْ ْْنّ ّْ ََفِْ َِ َ،وَِ غْ و وّ هّْ َغّ َْْْ َْْ َ.وَُْ

َِ ِْْ َدَِ َْ  ْ  هََن  ّْْ ِ هّْ َُ ّْْ َْْ نََْأَْ ه  ّ َد
ِْْ َ،المّْق

َ َدَِ ْ مَْْْ   لَِلاكَ   َْْْ ُّ نْ ّْ َ َْْْ َ ِّ واِ وَالشْْْا

نَْكَدْْه َِ
ُِْْ.ََ َِ دّْْ َْ جلِِِلهّْ َهجَّ َدمَِأْْْ َ َهْ هَْْ

فِ نَ َ  َْْ َ،ََ َْْ لِْلَدءَ َْْ َق َِ َ ا َْْ وَالءْ َْْ ََّ َِ هْ فََاه ا

و َْْ نَْ حَْ هِ ِْْ وَوَُ َْْ نَْفَْ قهِ ِْْ نََْ،ُ َْْ َُ َِ  ِ َْْ وَْ

 .فَِْضِمْنهَِو

1 

2 (And in [another] narration:) By Allāh, 
your city shall certainly drown; it is as 
though I can even see its mosque like 
the bow of a boat or a sitting ostrich.  

(In another version:) Like the breast of 
a bird in the waves of the deep sea.  

[(And in another narration:) Your city 
has the most malodorous clay of all 
God’s cities; it is closest to water yet 
furthest from the sky. It contains nine-
tenths of evil. Whoever is confined 
therein, it is due to his sins and 
whoever leaves it has received Allāh’s 

َْكِوَاغَْْْْ َ ) 
َ ه: َوَفِْْْْ ََأاّْْْْْ ِ ّ َاه ا وَاغْْْْْ

َ ّ َأََوّْْْ َ َهْ نَهَْْ لَِل ّ ّْ ََ  ْْا َدَِْْْ َ قنَا لَ غَْْْ
فِ نَ َ  َََْْْ َِ دّْْْ َْ جلِِِلَ وَهجَّ أْْْْ َُ نَ أَوََْ،َِلَْْْ

َدَو مَِْْْْ َ 
َْكِوَاغَْْْْ َ )َ.َءََوَُْْْْ  

َ: وَفِْْْْ

ِ َدحَْ َ  َفَِْلجّا َطَ ْ   َِ دّ َْ ََ.هجَّ

َ ه)[ َأاّْْْ   َْْ َْكِوَاغ
ِْْ ْْْ نَََّ: وَف ْ َأََ دئَِّ هّْْ

َِ ئَِ َاه ا ِْْ َْْ اَدْ وِ ََ،َ ّْ دْ َْْ نََالمْْ
ِْْ وَُْ َْْ أَقَْ دهّْ

مَو َِ ْْا نََالأْ ِْْ لِّلَ وَُْ ءَّ ََ،وَأَدءَْْْْ ْْْ وَ أِْ َْْ وَدهِْ

ْْا هَ وكَِالش َْْ ِْْ ََِ.أَْ ش وَدَِ َْ  َْْ َفِ ه ِّ َ َْْ َ،المّْحْ 

2َ
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CONTEXT 

This speech was given by the Imām to the people of Baṣrah after their defeat 

at his hands in the Battle of Jamal. The Imām harshly condemns and rebukes the 

people of this city due to their blind following of those who rose in rebellion, 

leading to the death of so many Muslims. The bitterness is evident in Imām ʿAlī’s 

speech and he promises those who were responsible that they will suffer 

chastisement from the Almighty (N). After the battle, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) 

entered Baṣrah and proceeded to the masjid where he climbed the pulpit and 

addressed the people. Having praised Allāh and sent salutations upon the Prophet 

(ṣ), he upbraided the people for supporting the illegitimate uprising and informed 

them of the consequence of their actions (T). Yet we note that the Imām did not 

exact revenge from them despite knowing that given the opportunity, they would 

have killed him in battle. This was due to his noble nature and the fact that he 

wanted to show them mercy just as the Prophet (ṣ) had shown mercy to the 

Quraysh of Makkah (Z). The harshness and condemnation seen in this sermon 

should not be misconstrued to mean that all the people of Baṣrah were necessarily 

evil. Rather, it was in this particular instance that they deserved condemnation 

for their rebellion and foolishness. In another occasion, we find that the Imām 

actually praises the people of Baṣrah (M). A number of sources have recounted 

slightly varying versions of this sermon, thereby speaking to its authenticity. Some 

of the variations have been mentioned by al-Sayyid al-Raḍī using the phrase “and 

in another narration…” [as noted above]. Considering all the different reports 

together gives us a better understanding of the meaning that was intended by the 

Imām in the sermon. 

 

 

forgiveness. It is as though I see this 
habitation of yours being engulfed in 
water until nothing can be seen of it 
except the highest parts of the mosque, 
appearing like the breast of a bird in 
the waves of the deep sea.] 

َِ ِ َاه ا ْْْ وكِلَّدءَِف َْْ نََ.وَاللَْ َْْ َِل َ ّ ّْْ َأََوْ َ َهْ َْْ ه

نَ ْْا وّ ََ   َْْ وَالمْ َْْ لِْلَطَ اقهَ َْْ ِ ِ َق َْْ ْ غَ ِ ّْ َ  َْْ ق

َ هَ وَغّْْ جلِِلََُِْْ َ فَّالمَْأْْْ َشّْْ اْ َِ وَ نهَْْْ
ُِ،َ

ِ َدحَْ  َفَِْلجّا َطَ ْ   َّ دّ َْ اّ َدّ َ].هََ َ
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COMMENTARY 

1  You were the army of a woman is the first rebuke, since it was considered a 

shame for Arabs to be led by a woman in battle (MB). While it is true that a large 

part of the blame for this battle rests on the shoulders of Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr, 

and historical accounts show that Muʿāwiyah too was an instigator, yet it was the 

presence of the Prophet’s wife ʿĀʾishah that led to greater participation on the part 

of the masses, who rallied to her side under the pretext of supporting the ‘mother 

of the believers’ (umm al-muʾminīn) (N). The second rebuke describes the Baṣrans 

as followers of a four-legged beast, that is, the camel upon which ʿĀʾishah rode. Her 

howdah was placed on a camel called ʿAskar, which was specially procured on her 

behalf for the battle (MB). The description of their rallying to the cry of the camel 

and fleeing when it was hamstrung serves to highlight their foolishness and lack 

of discernment (Z). It has been narrated that ʿĀʾishah’s camel was like the standard 

of their army in this battle. The rebels gathered around it and fought to protect it. 

For this reason, Imām ʿAlī ordered that the camel should be hamstrung. It is only 

when the camel fell that the enemy soldiers fled from the battlefield (N).  

The three subsequent reproofs were aimed at their character. The Imām labels 

their character as vile (‘diqāq’), their pledge disloyal (‘shiqāq’), and their faith 

hypocritical (‘nifāq’). Their vile character was due to excessive love for material 

gain, their disloyalty was due to their breaking the pledge of allegiance they had 

given to the Imām, and their hypocrisy was due to their outward call to defend the 

Prophet’s wife while secretly harbouring desire for wealth and power (N). Your 

water is brackish translates ‘māʾukum zuʿāq’ which is interpreted literally by some 

commentators as a shortcoming of their city (I), or a punishment for their sins (R). 

It has been further posited that the saltiness of their water, which was due to the 

city’s proximity to the sea, led to a number of physical and psychological maladies, 

and the latter also resulted in major character flaws (N). It is also possible that the 

statement was meant figuratively to refer to their base character, as that would fit 

perfectly with the context. The Imām then describes one who enters the city and 

remains among its inhabitants as being a captive held ransom by his sin, and 

commentators say that this is because such an individual either joins the people 

of the city in their sins, or does nothing to stop them from their vile actions (I).  

The notion that proximity with the wicked has a detrimental effect is found in 

many traditions. For instance, it is reported that Imām al-Hādī (ʿa) once confronted 

his companion Jaʿfarī and questioned him regarding his presence in the company 



Sermon: 13          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 95 

of one ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn Yaʿqūb, who was a known apostate. He responded that 

ʿAbd al-Raḥmān was his uncle. The Imām said, “Do you not know about the way 

he speaks against the Almighty, attributing to Him the qualities of the creation?” 

Then he gave him an ultimatum, “Either remain in his company and leave us, or 

leave his company and stay with us!” (N). 

2  The foreboding of the deluge that would flood the city, drowning all but its 

masjid, actually came to pass. Baṣrah was submerged twice – once during the reign 

of al-Qādir billāh, and again during the rule of al-Qāʾim bi-Amrillāh when the 

whole town was under water except the uppermost part of the masjid, just as the 

Imām had foretold (I). Amīr al-Muʾminīn likens the top of the masjid, which would 

remain above water while everything around it is submerged, to the bow of a ship 

or a sitting ostrich, thereby painting a vivid picture in the minds of his audience 

(R). It is conceivable that he was actually describing the minarets or the turrets 

atop the walls of the masjid, which are semi-circular, like the shape of a ship’s bow 

(N). The final part of this sermon, starting from the third narration, seems to have 

been marginalia that were later included in the text of Nahj al-Balāghah. This 

is because the lines are not found in a number of manuscripts. When Amīr al-

Muʾminīn (ʿa) describes the clay (‘turbah’) of Baṣrah as most malodourous, it is 

likely due to its filth and pollution. In fact, poets have even composed couplets 

describing the stench of Baṣrah (T).  

One commentator suggests that the cause of the unpleasant smell of the city 

is due to its being closest to the water and furthest from the sky, which results in its 

receiving less sunlight when compared to other cities, and wherever there is less 

sunlight, there is greater pollution (N). However, another interpretation could be 

that it is close to the water that will flood it, and being furthest from the sky, the 

supplications of its inhabitants are not heard (R). It contains nine-tenths of evil is 

meant as a hyperbole to emphasize the prevalence of evil in this city and lack of 

noble traits in its inhabitants; it does not mean that out of all the evil in the world, 

nine-tenths are found in this city (M). Whoever is confined therein renders ‘al-

muḥtabasu fīhā’ and refers to one who is detained in the city or finds himself 

unable to leave it for some reason – such a person is trapped in it due to his sins. 

On the other hand, he who leaves the city is successful in doing so due to the 

forgiveness of Allāh. Alternatively, it could mean that being detained in the city is 

a form of punishment for one’s sins and leaving the city is a sign of forgiveness for 

those sins (M).  
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Finally, in this narration too, the Imām describes what will happen to Baṣrah 

in the future, namely that it will drown and everything but the top of the central 

masjid of the city will be submerged. The difference in wording seen in these 

varying narrations is the result of some narrators relaying the meaning of what 

they had heard from the Imām, rather than his actual words, or their having erred 

when they were writing down the sermon from memory. The probability that the 

Imām repeated this sermon in more than one occasion using different expressions 

is highly unlikely (N). 
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14 

ALSO CONDEMNING THE PEOPLE OF BAṢRAH 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This is most likely a continuation of the previous sermon, addressing the 

people of Baṣrah after the Battle of Jamal, and for some reason known only to the 

author, al-Sayyid al-Raḍī has presented it separately (N). Al-Shaykh Jawādī al-

Āmulī notes that this sermon and the previous one are together part of one and 

the same sermon that was delivered by Amīr al-Muʾminīn in the year 36 AH at the 

central masjid of Baṣrah, on a Friday (S). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  As noted in the commentary of the previous sermon, the statement your 

land is close to the water and far from the sky either describes the geographical 

location of Baṣrah and its negative qualities, or is meant figuratively to depict the 

spiritual state of its inhabitants. The former interpretation, which constitutes the 

apparent meaning, highlights the consequences of living so close to a riverbank. 

Some commentators who prefer this interpretation also say that Baṣrah is 

literally the furthest inhabited city from the sky since it is next to Ubullah, which 

astronomers say is the furthest point on earth from the sky (I). However, it has 

been pointed out that this belief is contrary to what modern science has 

demonstrated, which is that like most other cities next to the sea, Baṣrah’s altitude 

is approximately sea level (or zero-level), and can thus not be considered further 

from the sky than other similarly located cities (N). Your wits are diminished and 

1 Your land is close to the water but far 
from the sky. Your wits are diminished 
and your minds are plagued by folly. 
You are thus the target of the archer, a 
morsel for the devourer, and easy prey 
for the hunter. 

نََ  ِْْ َُ ُ ْْلَِل وِ َدءَِ  َْْ نََالمْ ِْْ َُ   َْْ أَكْضّْْ ّْ َقَِ غ 

مَو َِ مَّْ قّْْْ لّ ّ ََْ.الأْْا فهَِمََْ،اَفْْْا وَََْْْ

َْ ّ ُّ لَ َ،ّ ِّْْْْ  ِْْ َلنِوَدْْ    َ ََْْْْْ ّْ َْ َ َْْ َ،فْْ

َلصَِونلَِ،وَأهَِّْ  َِ هلَِ   .وَفَِ غأَ  

1 
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your minds are plagued by folly describes the imprudence and irrationality of the 

Baṣrans, as was evident by the way they rallied to defend the camel in the Battle 

of Jamal, even if it meant losing their lives (N). Though the context of this 

statement was limited to their rebellion against Amīr al-Muʾminīn, there are other 

traditions that also depict the people of Baṣrah as dim-witted.  

For example, al-Kashshī narrates that a group had come to ask Imām al-Ṣādiq 

(ʿa) about some traditions. When questioned, they said that they had heard the 

traditions from Sufyān al-Thawrī on the authority of Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq and then 

proceeded to relate the traditions, all of which were fabricated. The Imām asked 

them if they knew who Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq was and they replied in the negative. The 

Imām then asked, “If you were to meet him and he told you that these traditions 

are all lies and fabrications, would you believe him?” They replied, “No.” “Why is 

that?” he inquired. They said, “Because a considerable number of people we deem 

to be noble have attested to the veracity of his speech…” Once they had left, the 

Imām expressed his dismay at their foolishness as they were not ready to accept 

his rejection of the traditions despite attributing them to him (T). Indeed, it is their 

dim-wittedness that caused them to become the target of the archer, a morsel for 

the devourer, and easy prey for the hunter. It is evident that inanity and simple-

mindedness leads a person to fall into traps and deceptions of those who harbour 

ill-will. This is why a lot of emphasis has been placed in educating the masses and 

increasing their awareness about the truth of what is happening in society. That is 

actually one of the functions of the Friday prayers where the sermons are meant 

to address contemporary issues, social and political (N). 
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AFTER RETURNING TO THE MUSLIMS THE TRACTS OF LAND 

 APPROPRIATED BY ʿUTHMĀN 

 

 
 

CONTEXT 

The phrase to the Muslims (‘ʿalā al-muslimīn’) in the title of this sermon is 

not recorded in some manuscripts and it would seem that this phrase is a later 

addition since the people from whom the tracts of land were repossessed were also 

Muslims (T). The tracts of land being referred to were known as ‘qaṭāʾi ʿ’ (sing. 

‘qaṭī.ʿah’) and consisted of parcels of land that belonged to the Muslim treasury 

(bayt al-māl) but were granted to specific individuals by the ruler (N). The third 

caliph, ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān, had bestowed many such parcels of land to his 

tribesmen from the Banī Umayyah, as well as his close friends (I). This speech and 

the one after it are part of the sermon that the Imām delivered in Madīnah on the 

second day of his rule (MB). It is noteworthy that one of the earliest actions of Amīr 

al-Muʾminīn as the ruler of the Muslims was to take back all the property that was 

misappropriated during the time of ʿUthmān (N). It is said that when news of this 

reached ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ, he wrote to Muʿāwiyah warning him of the situation and 

the likelihood that all his wealth would be stripped away if he did nothing (I).  

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The pronoun ‘it’ in both …purchased with it and repossessed it refers to the 

wealth that was unlawfully and unjustly appropriated by ʿUthmān. Firm resolve 

1 By Allāh, if I had found women married 
or bondmaids purchased with it, I 
would still have repossessed it, for 
indeed in justice there is prosperity, 
and he for whom justice is restrictive 
would find injustice to be even more 
restrictive. 

لِْلَ  ّ َقَْْْْ ْ َوَدَلِْل ّْْْْ َلَْْْْ ِ ِ َوَاه ا لََدِْْْْ ّ وه ّْْْْ 

و َّ و ََّ،النهأَْْْْْ ِ َاخَُِْْْْْْ َ َدِْْْْْ ِِْْْْْ ُّ َ،وَ

َّ ّْْ ءَ اََ؛لََ َ ْ  ْ َْْ لِْللََِْ َْْ َْالءْْ
ِْْ َفْ إ ا َْْ َ،فْ

ولجَْْ كَّ َْْ لِْللَّفْ َْْ ِ َالءْْ ْْْ ْ َِ ََ َِ و َْْ نَْضْ َْْ وَُْ

 .َ َِ ِْ َأَضْ َِ

1 
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and determination is evident in Imām ʿAlī’s words when he says that even if the 

wealth that was unlawfully appropriated from the Muslim treasury was used as 

dower to marry women or for the purpose of purchasing slave-women, he would 

still have repossessed it (M). Some have noted that these words of the Imām also 

had the simultaneous effect of quelling the rage in the hearts of the Muslims who 

had grown increasingly weary of the nepotism and extravagance of the previous 

caliph (N). In contrast, the justice of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) was such that he never took 

anything for himself from the Muslim treasury, except the share that was allocated 

for every Muslim. Historians report how after distributing all the wealth in the bayt 

al-māl equitably among the people, such that even the needle and thread were 

given to their rightful recipients, Amīr al-Muʾminīn would sweep the floor and 

then offer two rakʿahs of prayer and say, “This is how the bayt al-māl should be” 

(Z). Indeed, it was for this very reason that the usurpers led uprisings against him, 

as they were deprived of their ill-gotten and unlawfully acquired wealth.  

The statement indeed in justice there is prosperity is an explanation for the 

seemingly harsh stance taken by the Imām in seeking to recover all the unjustly 

distributed wealth, since it is only by so doing that justice would be restored; and 

justice leads to prosperity for all as it ensures that everyone receives his due (N). 

Though establishing justice may be difficult as it entails loss of privilege for some, 

he who finds justice restrictive and difficult would find injustice even more 

restrictive and harder to bear, for how can one who cannot bear justice ever 

bear injustice (Z)? When one accepts justice, he would only lose his unlawfully 

acquired wealth yet if injustice prevails, he will end up losing even his lawfully 

acquired and rightfully deserved wealth (N). Some commentators interpret the 

last phrase to mean that if one turns away from justice due to his worldly desires 

and caprice, he will face greater hardship both in this world and the next. And this 

was meant as a threat against those who would seek to hold on to the land and 

wealth that was bestowed to them, in defiance of the Imām’s command (MB). 
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WHEN HE WAS GIVEN THE PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE IN MADĪNAH 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

According to al-Sayyid al-Raḍī, this is an excerpt from of one of the Imām’s 

sermons when the oath of allegiance was sworn to him in Madīnah (in the year 35 

AH). Since it was the first sermon delivered by Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) in his official 

capacity as ruler of the Muslims, it has been widely transmitted by both Sunni and 

Shī.ʿah tradents, albeit with some variance, and there is much that can be gleaned 

from this sermon (MB). In it, he informs the people about the end of their affair 

and classifies them into groups. He reminds them about their state during the Age 

1 The responsibility for what I say is 
mine and I guarantee it. He who has 
seen clearly, through experience, the 
chastisement [befalling others] before 
him is prevented, by Godwariness, 
from falling into doubts. Look! Your 
tribulations have reverted to the state 
they were in when Allāh first sent His 
Prophet (ṣ). By He who sent him with 
truth, you will surely be mixed and 
shaken, get sifted in a sieve and stirred 
[like stew] in a pot, until the low 
amongst you are upraised and the high 
amongst you are brought down, [and 
until] those who were behind come 
forward and those who were in front 
lag behind. By Allāh, I have neither 
concealed a single word nor spoken 
any lie, for I had been informed of this 
state and this day. 

ِ َغَ ِْْ  َ   ِْْ وَد َوَأَََْْ وَأَقّْْ لَّكَ ِ نَْْ   اُ َِْدمَِْْ  َِ:

َْْ نََْ وَد ْْا ّ ََ م َْْ  
ّ َالءِْ َْْ َ مَْل َْْ ا نََْ َْْ َُ َِ ا

ائَّ َِ َْْ نََالمْ
ِْْ َُ ِ ْْْ َ هََ،غلََِلغ ْْْ ّ َال اق ْْْ َ جََ  

ِ َالشْْ  هَّو َِ  ْْ نَْ قَحَ َْْ ْْا َ ّْ ََ.  َدَِِ  َِ ا َوَ َْ أَ

َ ّ َََ ِ اْْ ّ فََاه ا ْ َ َدءََْْ وَغَْْ وَ ْ َههََ ئَْ هَِْْ قلَِْلَ َْْ

،ََ ْْْ َِنّا َلَ ّ َِْ هِ ولحَْ ِْْ ّ َدْ َْْ ِ ََدءََاْ ْْا وَالْ

َْْ اَ َْْ اََ،دَِْ َِْ ََْْ دَِْ ْ دَِنّا َْْ ََ،وَلَ غّْ وطّنا َْْ وَلَ أّْ

َ ِْْ ْ َ َالقْ َْْ فَِّ ّْ ََ،لِْلكََِ ْْْ ّْْ َ َأََ نَغءَ ْْا   َ

فََِ ّ َْ ْْْ ْ َأََْْْ ّْْ ْ َوَأَْ ئَهْْْ ّْْ َ،أَْ ئَهْْْ

ّ وا ْْا وَّ اَقصَْ َْْ ودقِّ َ َهْ َْْ ََْ ْْْ قِنَا َ،وَلَ أَْ

َْْ قَّ ا وَّ اََ َْْ اوقّ َ َهَْْ ََ َ  ا ْْه ََ.وَلَ قّصَ ِ وَاه ا

مَ اَ مَّوَشْْْ وَهَ مَْْْ َ دمَّْهِْ دَْْ اََ،َُْْ َهَْْ َْ َ،وَ

َْ  .مَقوَِ َوََ َ اَالْ َْ  وَلقَلَِْلََّ هئمَّْدهََِ اَال

1 
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of Ignorance and warns them that they have reverted to their previous state. This 

is due to all the deviation that came about subsequent to the Prophet’s demise (N). 

After recording part of this sermon, al-Sayyid al-Raḍī says, “In this part of the 

speech there is more beauty than can be appreciated, and the level of wonder 

evoked by it is far greater than the appreciation accorded to it. Yet aside from what 

we have stated, it has many more aspects of eloquence that can neither be 

expressed by the tongue nor grasped in totality by any human, and no one can 

understand what I mean unless he has truly mastered this art and knows its 

intricate details. But no one understands it except those who have knowledge 

(Q29:43).” A number of commentators have mentioned the sermon in its entirety, 

including the sections not mentioned by al-Sayyid al-Raḍī (T, MB). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The importance of what the Imām wanted to express here is evidenced from 

the statement the responsibility for what I say is mine and I guarantee it, which some 

commentators gloss as a way of telling the people not to focus only on the 

eloquence and verbal dexterity of his speech, but on the content of what is being 

spoken (J). This is followed by an invitation to consider the events of the past 

which serve as a lesson for those who would take heed, for by reflecting on the 

punishments that befell previous nations as a result of their tyranny, oppression, 

and disobedience, one can enhance his Godwariness (‘taqwā’) thereby protecting 

himself from falling into doubt or confusion, and repeating the same mistakes they 

had made (R). The Imām then tells them that their tribulations (baliyyah) have 

once again returned to their previous state – the state they were in before Allāh 

first sent His Prophet (ṣ), meaning during the Age of Ignorance (Z). This is due to 

the discord, dissent, and disunity that had engulfed them and led some of them to 

espouse incorrect views and ideas, and such a state is indeed a great affliction 

(MB). As a result, they would be mixed and shaken (‘latubalbalunna balbalatan’), 

get sifted in a sieve (‘latugharbalunna gharbalatan’) and stirred [like stew] in a pot 

(‘latusāṭunna sawṭ al-qidr’), until those who are beneath are raised up and those 

who are above are brought down.  

These are figurative descriptions of the hardships and adversities that would 

befall the people until the proverbial wheat is separated from the chaff, and the 

righteous are brought to the fore while the wicked are pushed back (N). Some have 
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interpreted the phrase those who were behind come forward as depicting the 

crowds of people who came forward to insist that Imām ʿAlī take up the mantle of 

leadership after having stayed behind and remained quiet regarding this matter 

previously. At the same time, those who were in front lag behind refers to individuals 

who were previously at the forefront in supporting the right of Amīr al-Muʾminīn, 

like al-Zubayr and Ṭalḥah, yet later turned against him (T). Alternatively, these 

phrases have a more general purport and refer to all those whose stance changed 

over time, for better or worse (M). The Imām could perhaps also have been 

referring to a future time where evil rulers and tyrants will reign over the people, 

and the virtuous will be abased while the wicked are elevated. Subsequently, the 

Imām states that he has not concealed a single word (‘washmah’) nor spoken any 

lie, since he had been informed about all of this by the Holy Prophet (ṣ). Some have 

offered an alternative reading of this phrase where the verb is passive and would 

thus be translated: Nothing has been concealed from me, nor have I been told a lie 

[by the Prophet(ṣ)] (T). He does this to emphasize that what he has said about 

future events is not based on conjecture, but on information given to him by the 

Messenger of Allāh about what was to come (MB), which the Imām apprised the 

people of as a warning (N). 

2  The analogy Imām ʿAlī gives of sins and Godwariness are unruly and trained 

horses respectively; the former cannot be controlled by its rider who ends up 

being thrown by it into the pits of hellfire, while the latter takes its rider to the 

gates of Paradise. This is indeed a profoundly beautiful analogy as it represents the 

conceptual using the tangible (MB). One sin usually leads to another and in the 

end, the perpetrator is dragged, willingly or unwillingly, to his doom. In the same 

way, Godwariness and virtuous deeds are interlinked and support each other, 

eventually leading one to felicity and success (N). There is truth and falsehood and 

each has its followers is an evident universal truth, yet both the upholder of truth 

and the follower of falsehood claim to be upon the right path, so the only way to 

distinguish between them is through submission to Allāh. He who obeys the 

Almighty is upon the truth whereas he who disobeys Him has taken the path of 

falsehood (Z). Some commentators have suggested a link between truth and 

Godwariness, whereas falsehood is inherently connected to sin (M).  
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2 Beware! Verily sins are like unruly 
horses with their riders mounted upon 
them while their reins are let loose, so 
they fling them into Hell. Look! Verily 
Godwariness is like trained horses with 
their riders mounted upon them 
holding fast to their reins, so they take 
them to Paradise. There is truth and 
falsehood, and each has its followers. If 
falsehood dominates, it has done so for 
ages and if truth is diminished, there is 
always a chance [that it may increase 
in the future]. Yet it seldom happens 
that a thing left behind returns to the 
fore.  

 َ  ِ مّ ّْْ َشْْْ ل  ْْْ وَاَ ْْْ َْْ َاللََْطَوغْْْ َِ ا َوَ َْ أَ

و َْْ وَأَْ ِهّْْ َْْ لَََ َِ هْْْ ِْْ مََْ،ّ مْْ وَاِّءَِْْْْ

و وكََِ،لجّّمّهَْْْ َْالنْْْا ْ َفِْْْ مَْدهِِْْْ مَْْْ َ.فَ قَحَا

لَ  ّْْ وَ ّلْْْْ طَوغَْْْْْْ َُ َ هَ َال اقْْْْْْْ َِ ا َوَ َْ َ،أَ

و وَأَْ ِهَّْْْْْ لَََ َِ هَْْْْْْ وَأّْ طّْْْْْ اَ،َّ مِْْْْْ

و َْْ اُ هَْْ ْْا َََ،أَغِ َ وْكََ  هّّْ َالجَْنْْ َْْ ََ.فْْ وِ َْْ ْْ 

لَ  ِْْ لَ َ،وَدوَطْ ْْْ َأَ ْ لق ّْْ َ ََ،وَلِ ْ ِْْ ئنَِْأَُْ َْْ فَِْ

لََ َْْ فءَْ لِِلغمواَ َْْ لَّلقَْ ِْْ ََ،الْ وَطْ لا َْْ ئنَِْقْ َْْ وَلْ

لاَ وَوَلءََْْْ َفََِّ دامَْْْ  ِ َ َوَََ،الحَْْْْ وَأَْ دَْْْ لقََِامَْْْ

َْْ َ.  َفََ قْ لَشَ

2َ

3 Preoccupied is he who has Paradise 
and Hell on his mind. One who strives 
and acts quickly is saved, while the 
slow seeker also has hope; yet the 
delinquent is damned in Hell. On the 
right and left are misleading tracks. 
Only the middle path is the [right] 
way; upon it is what remains with you 
of the Book as well as the traditions of 
the Prophet. From it the Sunnah 
spreads forth and towards it is the 
ultimate return. He who claims 
[falsehood] is ruined and he who 
fabricates [it] fails. Whoever stands in 
opposition to the truth is destroyed. It 
is enough of ignorance for a man not 
to know his worth. That which is 
rooted in piety is never ruined and 

 َّ َْْ وُ َُ وكَّأَ ْْا ّ َوَالن ْْا نَِالجَْن َْْ لََُ
غِ ّْْ وا ََ.ش َْْ َ

و ََجََْْْ ِ غ   ََْْْ،َْ َدطَِْْْ ووَطَولِْْْ   َ،  َكَدَْْْ

َ ه َْْ وكَِ ْ ْْا َْالنْ ِْْ َفْ ْْه   ُّقصَْ ِْْ نََّ.وَ الْ مَْ

ِا َ  َْْ َُض مَولَّ ْْه طَنََ،وَالش ْْْ َالّْ َ ِّ ْْ ِ غ وَالطا

َُّ و ا َالجَْْْْ َْ
ِْْْ ،ََ ِِ و وقَِْالِْ  َْْْ وَدَْْْ َ َِ هَْْْْ

َُِ وكَّالن  ّْْْ ا نا ََِ،وَآ َْْْ ّ َالأْْْ  نفَْْْْ َُ وَ نهَْْْْ
َ،وَُِ

 َ ِْْ َُصْ وَ َْْ َِلَ هْْ َْْ َِوَ ْ 
نََِ.ّ َالءَْوقِ َْْ َُْ َ َْْ ِْ َ

َ ن نَِافْ َْْ هََ،ا ا ََُْْ َِ لَِلهََ،وَاْْو ْْْ نَْأَد َُْْ

ََ َْْ ِ ََ هِ َْْ فحَْ َّ َلِِحْ ولمَْْ ِ ََ،ََْْ ِْْ نَد َْْ وَهفَ

لِْلكَ َّ َْْ ِ فََقْ ْْْ َغءَْ اْ َأَ ئا ْْْ ّ ََ.دَهْ ِْْ َغهَِْْ َْ

لَ  نهَّْأََْْْ
ِْْ َ هََ ْْْ نَال اق َْْ ِ َ،ََّ َْْ َغوَْم َْ وَ

 َ  ْ َْْ وَغَكْاَّقْْ َْْ ََ.َ َِ هْْْ ِْْ ْْْ َ ِّ واَفْْ َْفوََْْ

3َ
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Then the Imām says that if falsehood dominates, it has done so for ages and if 

truth is diminished, there is always a chance [that it may increase in the future], 

meaning that there is nothing surprising when one witnesses falsehood fighting 

for power and dominance, as this has been its wont from the beginning. That is 

because it is attractive and easy, and in harmony with the base desires of man, so 

many more people flock towards it (Z). The underlying message here is that those 

who are on the path of truth should not get overwhelmed by the large numbers of 

those who follow falsehood and must remain steadfast, as their time will soon 

come (N). His statement it seldom happens that a thing left behind returns to the 

fore is interpreted by some to mean that it is unlikely for the forces of truth to 

regain strength and power once they have been weakened and pushed back (M). 

As such, it is imperative to take the opportunity when it presents itself and not 

lose it. Of course, all Muslims believe that in the end, with the rise of the awaited 

saviour of mankind (Imām al-Mahdī), truth will prevail over falsehood (N). 

3  This section has been mentioned under a separate heading (Also from this 

sermon (‘wa min kalāmihi’)) which indicates that a part of the sermon was omitted 

by al-Sayyid al-Raḍī. Preoccupied is he who has Paradise and Hell on his mind since 

he is constantly working to attain the former and safeguard himself from the latter. 

It is narrated from Imām al-Bāqir (ʿa) that Abū Dharr used to cry so much out of 

the fear of Allāh that his eyesight got affected. When asked why he does not pray 

to Allāh to restore his eyesight, he said, “I am preoccupied with something of 

greater significance to me.” They asked, “What preoccupies you?” He said, “The 

two great ones (al-ʿaẓīmatān) – Paradise and Hell!” (T). One who strives and acts 

quickly is saved from the hellfire, while the slow seeker also has hope of attaining 

salvation, yet the delinquent is damned in Hell. Some believe the three groups 

described here are the same as those mentioned in the verse: Then We made heirs 

what people plant upon it never 
withers. So hide yourselves in your 
homes and mend your relationships 
while repentance is at your heels. Let 
the extoller praise none but his Lord 
and the blamer condemn none but 
himself. 

َْ ّ ِ  ّْْ نِ ّ ََْ،دّ ْْ ْْْ ِحِّ اَ اَ َدَ ْْ ْْْ َ،وَأََْْ

َْ ّْْ نَْوَكَانِ ْ ِْْ َُْ ّ َْْ لِْلََ.وَال اْ دْ َْْ َغحَْمْ َْ وَ

ْْا َّ َكَدْ اْ َِ َ لِل  ِْْ ََ،َ وُْ اْ َِ َ   ِْْ نْ َْ َ ْ ّْْ َغَِْ َْ وَ

َ.َفَأَْ 
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to the Book those whom We chose from Our servants. Yet some of them are those who 

wrong themselves, and some of them are average, and some of them are those who 

take the lead in all the good works by Allāh’s will… (Q35:32). In any case, these three 

groups became clearly distinguishable during Imām ʿAlī’s caliphate (N).  

The right way (‘jāddah’) is described as the middle path (‘al-ṭarīq al-wusṭā’), 

which is the path of moderation, while on either side of it are the misleading tracks 

(‘maḍallah’) of extravagance and extremism. The middle path is the way of the 

Qurʾān and the Prophet, meaning that all the teachings in the Qurʾān and prophetic 

traditions lead one to that path (Z). From it the Sunnah spreads forth renders 

‘minhā manfadh al-sunnah’ which means that the Sunnah passes through it like 

light through a window and therefore, the only means of adhering to the Sunnah 

of the Prophet is through the middle path. And towards it is the ultimate return as 

one may only arrive at his final destination through traversing it (N). He who 

makes a false claim is ruined and he who fabricates a lie fails, as Mūsā (ʿa) said to 

the people, “Woe to you! Do not fabricate a lie against Allāh, lest He should annihilate 

you with a punishment. Whoever fabricates lies certainly fails” (Q20:61). Some 

commentators suggest that the false claim mentioned here is the claim to leadership 

(imāmah) by one who is not a leader (I). Whoever stands in opposition to the truth 

is destroyed renders ‘man abdā ṣafḥatahu lil-ḥaqqi halak’ and refers to situations 

where one manifestly opposes the truth. Some manuscripts append the phrase 

‘ʿinda jahalat al-nās’ which has led some commentators to suggest another meaning 

entirely, that is, whoever openly declares the truth and stands in support of it will 

be overwhelmed by the opposition of the ignorant masses (M). The statement it is 

enough of ignorance for a man not to know his worth is repeated in a number of 

sayings from Amīr al-Muʾminīn with slight variation. Indeed, being unaware of 

one’s status leads one to many sins, such as arrogance, transgression, making false 

claims, etc. (M).  

The importance of Godwariness and piety is then highlighted using the analogy 

of a field upon which any plant would thrive with sufficient water and nutrients. 

Just as these plants develop firm roots and never dry up, so too could human 

beings remain steadfast and never lose hope through Godwariness (N). The 

instruction hide yourselves in your homes and mend your relationships is actually 

meant to dissuade the people from rising up in opposition, and tells them to 

remain away from dissent, concentrating instead on mending fractured relationships 

and promoting unity. This is because the Imām knew that there would be certain 



Sermon: 16          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 107 

individuals who would oppose his rule, due to his depriving them of the special 

favours and stipends they were accustomed to (N). The phrase repentance is at 

your heels means that they need only turn back from sin and seek forgiveness in 

order to be forgiven (M). Finally, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) declares that praise is due 

to none but Allāh and if one wishes to lay blame or condemn anyone, he should 

blame none but himself. This echoes beautifully the verse that states: Whatever 

good befalls you is from Allāh, and whatever ill befalls you is from yourself (Q4:79) 

(T). 
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17 

DESCRIBING THE ONE WHO SEEKS TO JUDGE BETWEEN THE PEOPLE  

 DESPITE BEING UNQUALIFIED TO DO SO 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This was one of the early sermons of Amīr al-Muʾminīn after he came to power, 

and according to a narration, it was part of his first sermon. As the title indicates, 

the sermon describes the qualities of those individuals who take up the post of 

judgeship without being worthy, and end up passing erroneous judgments. The 

Imām divides these individuals into two groups: the first consists of those who 

knowingly traverse the path of misguidance, submitting to their vain desires and 

fabricating innovations in religion. They have strayed from the straight path and 

mislead others as well. The second group is made up of ignorant individuals who 

don the garb of scholars and present themselves as knowledgeable men. They take 

up the responsibility of judging between people without adequate knowledge 

and end up issuing incorrect rulings. They mix truth with falsehood, spill the 

blood of innocents, and hand over wealth and property to the wrong people. Some 

1 The most detested of all creation in the 
sight of Allāh are two individuals: the 
person whom Allāh has left to his own 
devices, so he deviates from the straight 
path and is enamoured with words of 
heresy and misleading calls. He is thus 
an affliction for those who are lured by 
him. Having strayed from the 
guidance of those preceding him, he 
misdirects those who follow him 
during his lifetime and after his death. 
He thus bears the sins of others besides 
being answerable for his own sins. 

 َ ِ نَاه ا َْْ َِلْْْْ َ ِِ ِْْ َ َاللََْئَنْْْْ َْْ َأَدغْْْْْ َ ا

ولنَ ئَ ََِ ءََْْْْ ََّ:كَدّْْْْ ّ َاه ا َوَهََِْْْْ ل  كَدّْْْْ

نََفَأِْْْ َِ لِِلََ،َِلَْْ نَْقصَْْْْ َْْ َ ونِ   َ َدَْْ فهَّْْْ

ئَِ َدلِِْل َْْْ َ َ،الأْْْا ِ لَِ َدِ َْْْ غّ ف  شْْْْ َُ،َ
ئَلَ َ  وِ َضَْْْ نََِ،وَّ  َْْْ َلمَِْْْ  نَْْْْ  

َ َفِ فهَّْْْ

َِ ِْْ َْْ نَََدْ ََ،افْ ْ ّْْ نَْ ْ َْْ ْ َ ولو َْْ نََْهلِلََضْ َْْ ُْ

وَ َقَ َِْْْْ َّ لَِلهََ،هَْْْ نَِاقْ َْْْ َلمَِْْْ لو
ُّضِْْْ

َِ ِْْ لَِلَوَفوَ  ْْْ ِ َوَدءَ ِْْ ََْ  وَ  ِْْ ِ َف ِْْ ول ََ،د ْْا َ م

َدلََِطِ ئَ ِ َ،اَطَوغوَََْ ِْ  َِ  .كَْ ن 

1 
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commentators have suggested that the first group may refer to unjust rulers or 

people in authority whereas the second addresses unqualified judges, since the 

word ḥukm in the title has a general connotation and can signify both ruler and 

judge (N). This sermon has been recorded by al-Kulaynī in al-Kāfī, al-Mufīd in al-

Irshād, as well as a number of other scholars, with slight differences (T). 

 
 

COMMENTARY 

1  The first of the two kinds of people who are most detested in the sight of 

Allāh is one who is left to his own devices since he believes that he can manage his 

own affairs using his abilities, his wealth, his influence, etc. (M). The Infallibles 

would always pray to Allāh never to leave them alone in such a manner. Examples 

of this abound, so we will quote just one. In al-Ṣaḥīfah al-Sajjādiyyah, Imām Zayn 

al-ʿĀbidīn (ʿa) supplicates: “If You entrust my soul to me, I will be incapable of 

caring for it and would not do what is in its best interest” (Z). The consequence of 

being abandoned thus is that the person deviates from the straight path and is 

enamoured with words of heresy and misleading calls, because by its very nature, 

the soul is inclined towards evil and when inspiration and guidance are taken 

away, it lunges towards sin (MB). Being enamoured with heresy and innovation 

(‘bid.ʿah’) is a natural consequence of straying from the straight path. Such a person 

not only finds heretical ideas appealing, he also propagates them thereby misleading 

people and inviting them towards misguidance (N). As such, he is an affliction 

(‘fitnah’) for those who are lured by him and fooled by his words, since they end 

up straying from the right path. Alternatively, the term ‘fitnah’ here could mean to 

deceive or misguide, as some commentators have suggested (Z). Having strayed 

from the guidance of those preceding him, meaning the path of the infallible 

Prophet and Imāms, he misleads those who follow him during his lifetime and after 

his death, because when a person becomes the embodiment of falsehood, he will 

be a source of misguidance (M).  

Furthermore, this is not something that is limited to his own lifetime, since 

his ideas and teachings may remain popular for decades or even centuries after his 

death (N). Consequently, aside from answering for his own misdeeds, he bears the 

sins of others (‘ḥammālun khaṭāyā ghayrihi’) who follow his erroneous ideas. It is 

narrated from Imām al-Ṣādiq that in the olden days, there was an individual who 

was beguiled by Satan and began propagating heretical teachings among the 
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people. Having gained a large following and much fame and fortune, he was 

contemplating one day, and realized the error of his ways. He sought forgiveness 

from the Almighty through penitence, but Allāh sent one of his Prophets to inform 

the man that he would only be forgiven if all his followers recanted his heresies, 

including those who had died believing in them (T). 

2  The second of the two most detested creatures in the sight of Allāh is the 

person who has amassed ignorance (‘qamasha jahlan’) and moves expeditiously 

2 Another is the person who has amassed 
ignorance and moves expeditiously 
among the ignorant folk. He dives 
mindlessly into the darkness of strife 
and is blind to the benefits of peace-
making. Those who just resemble 
people call him a scholar but he is not 
one. He goes out early in the morning 
to amass that of which less is better 
than more, and when he has quenched 
his thirst with putrid water and 
accumulated what has no benefit, he 
sits among the people as a judge 
responsible for clarifying that which 
has confounded others. If an ambiguous 
problem is brought before him, he 
presents a flimsy, baseless argument 
predicated on his own opinion and then 
passes a decisive judgement based upon 
it. He is thus entangled in a confusion 
of doubts, like a spider’s web, not 
knowing whether he is right or wrong. 
If he is right, he still fears that he may 
have erred and if he is wrong, he still 
hopes he was correct.  

 َ ئا شََدَهْْْْ َقمََْْْ ل  ََْ،وَكَدّْْْ َفِْْْ   
ُّ ضِْْْ

ُّْْا َِ ْْ ولَِا ََ،دّهْْا وِ َالفِْ نَْْْ ََِكوَوَْْْ َْأَْْ َْْ
َ،فِْْ

َِ َْْ لِِلَالهّْلِْلَ ْْْ ََْ ق ِْْ وَف َْْ َدمِ وّ ََ. َْْ   ما لِْلَََْْ َْْ ق

َِ ِْْ َد َِ ْ  َْْ وَل ْْواَ وِ ََ ولمِ ْْا ْْْ وَّ َالن َ ََ،أَش ْْا دَ 

َ   ْْْ ّ َاَ  ْْْ ن
َُِ لا َْْ وَق َْْ نَْدَمْْْ  َُ

ِْْ فوََْْْ َ اََْ َُ

ََ ّْْ وَهاَ ْْا ََ،ُِم و   َْْ نَُْ
ِْْ َ هَُ َْْ ََِ اَاكْ  نَ ْْا   َ

نَ  نَْهَْأوَََ،آدِْْ َُِْْ َ لَ اَْْ ِ َطَونِْْ ْْْ  َْ،ََ َِ دََِْْ

وَ ََُْْ ِِ  
ِْْ لِ لََِْ وُِنواَ ضَْْ وِ َقوَضِْْ واَ دَْْ نََْالناْْ

َِ  ِ نََْ ْْْ َِْْ ََ َِ ِ ََ،الْ َْْ َ مَْدِْْ إِْ ََََ لَْْ فَْْ

وَ كَ ْْ  وََ شْْْ ااَ َ َلهََْْ وِ ََ  اْْ َِْ لَِلهَالمّْ هَْمَْْ

ِْْ َََِ،ُِنَْكَأْغِ َِ َ َد َقطََْْ ّْْ ا  ،َََ ِِ ْ نَْلَْْ 
َُِْْ َ فهَّْْ

َِ ْْْ لََِأَ ْْْ ا
َُِْ ِْْ ْْ  هَّوِ َف ّْْ  َِالش َ:الءَْنْ َ 

ََ َْْ َأَْ َأَاْطْ َِ و َْْ لِْلكََِأََْ َْْ َغْ إِْ ََ،َْ َْْ فْ

ََ َْْ لِْلَأَاْط َْْ ّْْ َ َق وفََأَْ َغَ  َْْ َا َِ و َْْ َ،أََ

لِْلَ َْْ ّْْ َ َقْْ وَأَْ َغَ ْْ َْْ َ َكَدْْ َْْ َِْ َأَاْطْْ وَ

وِ ََ َ.أَ

2َ
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among the ignorant members of the community, disseminating his false ideas 

among them (M). Commentators explain that amassing ignorance refers to 

gathering bits of information that have little or no value, in order to dupe the lay 

people into thinking that one is a learned scholar (N). The information he gathers 

consists of hearsay and rumours, unfounded opinions and weak traditions (MB). 

He dives mindlessly into the darkness of strife (‘ʿārrun [or ‘ʿādin’ or ‘ghādin’ according 

to other manuscripts] fī aghbāsh al-fitnah’) without realizing its potential harm 

and evil (T). He remains in the darkness because that is where he can successfully 

propagate his ignorance, for if the light of knowledge were to shine upon him, it 

would dispel the darkness of his false teachings (N). He is blind to the benefits of 

peace-making since he is oblivious to the benefits of peaceful settlements and 

resolutions (M). It is evident that the peace-making referred to here does not 

pertain to the peace treaties with unbelievers, since the whole speech is about 

those who judge between Muslims (N).  

Those who just resemble people translates ‘ashbāh al-nās’ which, like ‘ashbāh 

al-rijāl’, is a phrase the Imām uses to describe ignorant individuals who cannot 

distinguish between what benefits them and what harms them (Z), and are thus 

more like cattle than human beings, whom they only resemble (T). The pretender 

who feigns erudition strives to amass that of which less is better than more, which 

could either be a reference to worldly goods and material wealth that causes 

human beings to become negligent and arrogant, or it could refer to vain talk and 

useless information which hinder a person from what is truly important (N). Putrid 

water translates ‘māʾin ājin’ which literally means water that has changed in 

taste or colour, and metaphorically refers to the opposite of knowledge which is 

symbolized by pure, life-giving water (M). After accumulating information that 

derives no real benefit, this individual takes up the position of judgeship and 

begins adjudicating among the people, thinking that he is now in a position to 

clarify matters others may find confusing. In order to justify his judgments, he 

offers arguments that are flimsy and baseless (‘ḥashwan raththan’), founded on his 

own subjective opinions. He nevertheless passes a firm, decisive judgement as 

though there is no room for doubt.  
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3 He is but an ignoramus stumbling in 
ignorance, a blind man traversing the 
darkness. He does not sink his teeth 
firmly into knowledge. Rather, he 
quotes traditions indiscriminately, just 
as the wind scatters chaff. By Allāh, he 
is not capable of solving the problems 
that come to him, nor is he worthy of 
the position assigned to him. He does 
not regard anything he is unaware of 
to be worth knowing, and he does not 
consider anything beyond his reach to 
be attainable by others. If anything is 
obscure to him, he conceals it because 
of what he knows of his own ignorance. 
The blood of innocents cries out 
against his unjust verdicts, and the 
inheritance [that was misappropriated 
by him] screams [in protest]. 

ئ َ   َْْ وّ َدَهْْ ْْا َاَ ْْ ل  ِْْ ََ،دَو ْْ و   َْْ ْْ 
َ ا َ  ََ شَْْْ ِّ و نََ،كَهْْْا َِْْْ ََ ْ َغءََْْْ ا لَْْْ

وطِ َ َالءِِْْْْْْ  َقَْْْْ    ْ ْ كَِ،َدضِِْْْْ َغّْْْْ

غََِالهَْشِْْْْ  ََ َِ كَْاَ َالْْْْ ه وِ َ وَاغَْْْْ َ،ال ه

َ وْ
ِِْْْْْْ َُ َ َْ–ََِ ََِ-َوَاه ا وَد لَِلاكََُِْْْْْْ إَِْْْْْْْ

وََ،وَكََ ََ َِ ْْْْْْ َِ َلمَِْْْْْ ل  َ َأَ ْْْْْْ ّْْْْْ َ َْ وَ

َ َ ََْ،َِلَ ْْْْ ََِفّْْْ ه َ َفِْْْ ّ َالءِِْْْْْ َغحَْأَْْْ َْ

َْْ َ  َّشَْْْْ وَأََْ َْْْْ َُِمْْْْا
  ،ََ َ هَأَ ا َغَْْْْ َْ وَ

َِ  ِ لغَِ ْْْْ ْ َ  واَ تَََُْْْ َْْ وَدَِْ نَْوَكَاِ ََُْْْ
ِْْ ُْ،َ

وَ َْْ ِ َلمِ ِْْ َْْ ََ َد َاهْ    ْْْ ِ َأَُ ْْْ  َِ ََ َ َْْ َِْ َأَْ ِ وَ

َِ ِْْ لََِفَأْْ ْْْ نَْدَهْ ِْْ َُْ ّ َْْ ّ ّ ََ،غءَِْْ ْْْ  صَْ

و َّ َُ ْْلِله ونِِ َالْ َْْ ْ كَِقضَْ َْْ نَْدْ
ِْْ ُْ،ََ   َْْ وَ ءَْ

َ.ُِنّْ َالمََْ اكِغف

3َ

4 To Allāh do I complain against the 
group that lives in ignorance and dies 
misguided. Nothing among them is 
deemed more worthless than the Book 
[of Allāh] when it is read as it ought to 
be read, nor is anything taken to be 
more valuable or of greater worth than 
the Book [of Allāh] when its meanings 
are distorted. To them nothing is more 
vicious than virtue, nor more virtuous 
than vice. 

 

نَْ  ِْْ َُ ّ ْْْ َأَش ِ نَاه ا َْْ ّْْ َ ََِل َغءَِ ش   َْْ ءْش َُ
َ اْ و ََ،دّهْْا اْ ئا َفِْْ هِْ ََ،وَغمَّ  ّْْ َ َضّْْ َِ ْ لَْْ 

َ اِ َْْ َ َْ
ِْْ ََِ اَ ِّ َ ِِ و نََالِْ  َْْ َ كَُِّْْ ْْْ َأَد ِءَْ  

َِْْ

َِ ِْْ ََ، ئَِوَ ْ َْ وَ َدَ ءْْْْواَ ِّ َأََفَْْْْ ِءَْ   ََِْْْ َْ وَ

فََ ّْْ ه ََِ اَ  َ ِِ و َْْ نََالِْ  
ِْْ ُ ْْواَ نَ مََن َْْ أَِْْ

ءِ َِ َ اضِْْ َُ نَْ َْْ لَِلّ ْ َأَََ،  ْْْ َ ِن َْ نََوَ ِْْ َُ ّ َْْ  َْ

َأَْ َ فَُِّنََالمّْنْ َ  َْ َ.المَْءّْ وفَِوَ

4َ



Sermon: 17          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 113 

Some commentators mention Shurayḥ ibn al-Ḥārith (commonly known as 

Shurayḥ al-Qāḍī) as an example of such an individual, since he is reported to have 

been severely rebuked by the Imām for accepting the post of judgeship despite 

lacking the required knowledge (N). Such a person, the Imām says, gets entangled 

in a web of doubts and uncertainties, like a spider’s web (‘nasj al-ʿankabūt’), which 

is symbolic of the weakest of things (as mentioned in Q29:41), and refers here to 

his weak mind and judgement (MB). He is never completely certain about the 

correctness of his judgement, and even when he fortuitously arrives at the right 

decision, he still suspects that he could have been wrong. And when he is mistaken, 

he still hopes that he was right. This does not contradict the earlier statement that 

describes him issuing a decisive judgement, since he actually feigns certainty 

while issuing a verdict even though in his heart he still has doubts about it (N). 

3  This individual is an ignoramus stumbling in ignorance (‘jāhilun khabbāṭu 

jahālāt’) and a blind man traversing the darkness (‘ʿāshin rakkābu ʿashawāt’), where 

both ‘khabbāṭu’ and ‘rakkābu’ are hyperboles, meaning he frequently makes mistakes 

in his judgements (Z). That is because he does not sink his teeth firmly into knowledge 

which figuratively connotes his lack of certainty (R). Some commentators say that 

the teeth (‘ḍirs’) being referred to here are wisdom teeth, which usually come in 

when a person reaches maturity. So in a way, it is like saying that he has not 

reached the level of intellectual maturity required to properly grasp the knowledge 

needed for right judgement (N). What he does instead is quote traditions randomly, 

bereft of anything more than a superficial understanding of their meanings, just like 

the wind scatters chaff, without forethought or benefit (MB). Indeed, such an 

individual is not capable of solving the problems that come to him, nor is he worthy 

of the position assigned to him (‘limā fuwwiḍa ilayhi’) because he lacks knowledge, 

adjudicates based on his whims and caprice, and is prone to favouritism and 

bribery (Z). Some manuscripts have ‘qurriẓa’ instead of ‘fuwwiḍa’ thereby rendering 

the translation nor is he worthy of the praise he receives, but this reading is deemed 

erroneous by some commentators (T). Such a person considers that which he is 

unaware of to be devoid of value and gives it no importance. This includes true 

knowledge, the attainment of which requires arduous struggle, unlike the little 

information collected effortlessly by him and deemed to be significant (M).  

Another sign of his parochiality is that he does not consider anything beyond 

his reach to be attainable by others and is thus disrespectful of the views of others, 

whereas true scholars are those who admit their limitations and are constantly 
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struggling to better themselves. In contrast, the ignorant are steeped in arrogance 

and always talk as if everything they opine is irrefutable fact (N). In the end, 

however, such an individual is aware of his own ignorance though he makes every 

effort to conceal it, especially if anything obscure comes up that he cannot 

comprehend. Sometimes he does this by pretending he has not heard the difficult 

question that is posed, and at other times he will act as though he knows the 

answer despite being ignorant of it. Yet he will never admit his ignorance or ask 

anyone else about it, or refer the matter to someone more learned, since he feels 

that it would lower his standing in the eyes of the people (MB). As a result, he ends 

up issuing verdicts that cause great loss and injustice for the society at large, to the 

extent that the spilt blood of innocents veritably cries out against his unjust 

verdicts, and the inheritance that was misappropriated by him screams in protest. 

The beauty of this metaphor lies in the way even blood and property are portrayed 

as possessing awareness and understanding, yet this arrogant shell of a human 

being perceives naught (N). 

4  In closing, the Imām complains against the group (‘maʿshar’) of people who 

live in ignorance and die misguided – the group to which the two most detestable 

people in the sight of the Almighty belong – and such a death is the natural result 

of a life of ignorance (MB). Nothing awaits them, after such a death, except 

adversity and hellfire (Z). The most worthless thing (‘sil ʿ atun abwar’ lit. dead stock) 

to these people is the Glorious Qurʾān when it is read and understood correctly, 

for in their ignorance they consider such a reading to be false, and hence of no 

value (M), or they reject it because it impugns their whims and nefarious goals 

(MB). Conversely, when its meanings are distorted (‘ḥurrifa ʿan mawāḍi ʿihi’) to 

match their vain desires and evil intentions, they consider the Qurʾān to be the 

most profitable and valuable of all things (‘anfaqu bayʿan wa aghlā thamanan’), so 

they constantly seek to distort its true meanings (N). To such individuals, nothing 

is more vicious than virtue, nor more virtuous than vice, since the latter accords with 

their wicked inclinations while the former goes against it (Z). It is reported that 

the Noble Prophet (ṣ) once told his companions that a time would come when no 

one would enjoin good or forbid evil, so his companions were surprised. Then the 

Prophet said that a time will come when people enjoin evil and forbid good, so his 

companions were dismayed. The Prophet then told them that a time would even 

come when evil will be considered virtuous and good vicious (T). 
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18 

CENSURING THE DIFFERENCES AMONG SCHOLARS IN THEIR RULINGS 

 

 

 

 

1 When a legal matter is brought before 
one of them, he passes judgement on it 
by giving his opinion. Then, the exact 
same matter is brought before another 
and he issues a different verdict. The 
judges then meet up with the chief 
who appointed them and he confirms 
all their [differing] verdicts, while 
their Lord is One, their Prophet is one, 
and their Book is one [and the same]!  

َُِنََ  ِْْ اّ َفَِّْ  ْ    َِ ّ ََ ِنََأََ لِِل ِّ َالقْضَ

َِ ِْْ دَِ أْغ وَ فِ هَْْ فَ حَْ ّّ َ وِ َ َْْ  َْ ْْ َ َِ ّ َََ،ا  ّ ا

وََ ِنَََْ ِْ ِ َفَ حَْ ّّ ََ ِْْ اّْ َدءَِ نْهَِْ َِِْْ َالقْضَْ  

َِ ِْ وَدلَِِئَفَِقَْ ل ََََ،فِ هَْ ُّ و َغجَْ مَِّ َالقْضَّْْْ  ّ ا

وّ ْ ََ َْْ ْْْ قَضْْ وِ َالاِْ ََاَْ َُْ نْْلَِلَاخِْ
َِْ لَِْ َ ِ د

َآكَاَ ّ ْ َدَمِ ءواَ ِّ َِلهَّهّْ َوَاِ لِلَ َ،فَ صَّ ه َ،وَ

 َ!وَهِ وَدهّّْ َوَاِ لِلَ َ،وَََ ِ  هّْ َوَاِ لِلَ 

1 

2 Did Allāh, the Glorified, order them to 
differ so they obeyed Him!? Or did He 
prohibit them from it yet they defied 
Him? Or did Allāh, the Glorified, reveal 
an incomplete religion and seek their 
help to complete it?! Or are they His 
partners such that they could make 
pronouncements and He would have 
to agree?! Or is it that Allāh revealed 
a complete religion but the Prophet 
(ṣ) fell short in communicating and 
conveying it? Allāh, the Glorified, says: 
We have not omitted anything from the 
Book (Q6:38) and in it all things are 
clarified.  

وْاْ ئَِفَِ  ِْْ ّْْ حَْوََّ َدْْ ََّْْ َ ّ ّ َاه ا َُ  َ َْْ أَفْْ

وّ   َّ ْ  َ!؟فََ طَْْْ ّ َفءََصَْْْ وّ ْ ََ نْْْْ  َ؟أَْ ََهََْْْ

َوَقصِْْْْواَ ََّّْْْْ حَْوََّ َِ غنْْْْواَ َ لََاه ا أَْ َأََْْْْْ

َِ مَْوُِْْ َِ نَ َِْْ ََ ْ وَّ اََ؟!فوََْْْ ءََوَ َدهِِْْ أَْ َهَْْ

ِ َأَ َْ ْْْ ّْْ اَوََ َِ  ْ َأَْ َغقَّ ل ّْْ ّ َفَِهَ َْْ َ هوََ َل َشّْْ

ن ََّّْْْ حَْوََّ َِ غنْْْواََ؟!غَْ ضَْْْ َ لََاه ا أَْ َأََْْْْ

َّْْ لَّ َ َال ا ْْا فقَصَ واَ  ْْ ِ ََ وَُ ِْْ نَْ َ ِِْ غ َْْ 

ََّّْْ حَْوََّ َغقَّْْ لَّ ِ َوَاه ا
ِْْ طْنْْوَ»َ:وَأََ ان ُْْوَفَ ا

َْْ َْْ نَْش ِْْ َُ ِِ ْْو َْالِْ   ِْْ وّ َََ« َ ف َْْ  ْ ِ َ ِْْ  
وَفِ

َْْ َ ََ. َ هلَِّشَ

2َ
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CONTEXT 

Based on its content and a number of reports, this sermon is a continuation of 

the previous one (N). One commentator takes umbrage at the title that al-Sayyid 

al-Raḍī has chosen for this sermon, saying that scholars (‘ʿulamāʾ’) is not the right 

term to describe the individuals being rebuked by the Imām. He notes that the 

Imām himself does not refer to them as scholars and using this term without a 

qualifier is not appropriate (T). The underlying message of this sermon is that 

truth is not subjective, as some philosophers have averred (M). Therefore, the 

censure and condemnation is aimed at those who would pass judgment based 

on personal opinions that are founded on analogy (qiyās), juristic discretion 

(istiḥsān), and personal predilections or biases (N). In essence, therefore, it is a 

criticism of ignorance and inadequate erudition in matters pertaining to religious 

law (ṣharī ʿah), which leads to passing faulty and erroneous rulings by those who 

act as judges or scholars among the Muslims (Z). The compiler’s subtitle for this 

sermon also states that it contains criticism of those who follow subjective 

reasoning (ahl al-raʾy) and emphasizes the referral of all matters to the Qurʾān. 

 

 

 

 

 He further states that verily parts of 
the Book corroborate other parts, and 
there is no discrepancy in it. He says: 
Had it been from other than Allāh, they 
would have surely found much discrepancy 
in it. 

 َِّ لِله َْْ َغصّْ َِ و َْْ َالِْ  ْ َ َأَ ا َْْ ّ ََوََ هْ ّْْ دءَضْْ

ْْوا، ْْ ََِدءَضْ ْْْ ئَِفََفِ  َاا َْ َ ّ ْْا ولَََ،وَأََ َْْ فقَ

َ»َ:َّْْ حَْوََ َّ ِ ِ َاه ا ْْْ لِِلََْ  نْْْ
نَْ ِ ْ َهْْوَ َُِْْ وَلَْْ

هاَِ  ااَ َ«.لََ دَلِّلواَفِ ِ َااْ ئِفواَ

َ

3 Verily the exoteric aspect of the Qurʾān 
is elegant and its esoteric aspect is 
profound [in meaning]. Its marvels do 
not end, its wonders do not cease, and 
the darkness [of ignorance] is not 
removed except through it. 

  َِ ْْ و ِّ ّ َأََِ ْ َْْ ْ آَ َ ْ ّْْ َالقْْ َِ ا ّ ََ،وَ ّْْ وَدوَطِنْ

 َِ نََ جَونِ ّْْْْْْ ََّ،َ مِ ْْْْْ َ فَنَْْْْْْْ َْ،ََ َْ وَ

َََْْ انِ ّْْْْْ َّ
ّ ََ، نَقْضَِْْْْْ َ ّ شَْْْْْْ َْ وَ

َدِ  اْ َِ ِمَّوّ َ َ.الو 

3َ
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COMMENTARY 

1  The scenario described by the Imām depicts differences of opinion among 

those who would give verdicts on legal matters in religion. At times, they would 

issue contradictory rulings thereby leaving the lay people confused about the 

right course of action. This is because they followed conjecture and subjective 

reasoning instead of adhering to the principles laid down by the sharī.ʿah (Z). It is 

obvious that two contradictory rulings cannot both be right. Some commentators 

opine that the Imām is talking specifically about judges who issue differing 

verdicts, both of which are then endorsed and validated by the chief justice or the 

overall authority who had appointed the two judges to begin with (N). Though 

there have been a few Muslim scholars (from without the school of the Ahl al-Bayt) 

who said that if a jurist offers a legal opinion through ijtihād, he is deemed to be 

correct even if he does not arrive at the actual ruling, this opinion (termed taṣwīb) 

is rejected by the majority and is obviously counterintuitive (MB). Yet such 

differences can be seen throughout the history of Islam. For instance, it is reported 

that once al-Aʿmash from Kūfah, Mālik ibn Anas from Madīnah, and ʿUthmān al-

Batiyy from Baṣrah had all come to Makkah for ḥajj. They all sat in Masjid al-

Ḥarām and each began delivering legal rulings (fatāwā) which contradicted what 

the other said. So a man went to al-Aʿmash and asked him, “Do you contradict what 

the people of Madīnah say?” He replied, “In the past we differed with them, so we 

took what our scholars said and they accepted what their scholars said” (T).  

The Imām, however, criticizes this attitude of indifference towards religious 

edicts and questions how such differences could exist when the jurists or judges 

worship the same God, believe in the same Prophet, and follow the same Book (R). 

The example of this is like the king who sends his royal messenger to the people 

commanding them to do something – they would not dare contradict his 

command based on their own opinions (I). The differences do not, therefore, come 

from the Almighty or His Messenger, or even from His Book; rather, it is from 

those who erroneously employ subjective reasoning to arrive at divine laws and 

injunctions (N). It should be noted that differences among qualified scholars and 

jurists in understanding particular verses of the Qurʾān or sayings of the Prophet 

(ṣ) is quite natural, and if it leads them to incorrect conclusions, they may be 

excused as long as they followed the laid down principles of interpretation and 

earnestly tried to arrive at the actual ruling as it was intended. This is not the same 
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as the differences that arise due to employing subjective interpretation based on 

personal opinions, which is what the Imām is addressing here (Z). 

2  Imām ʿAlī then poses five rhetorical questions with implied negation 

(istifhām inkārī). The first two questions inquire whether the differences among 

jurists or judges have been commanded by the Almighty. He has obviously not 

commanded them to differ; rather, what we glean from the Qurʾān and Sunnah is 

that such differences have been forbidden (I). The Qurʾān explicitly states: Hold 

fast, all together, to Allāh’s cord, and do not be divided (Q3:103). As such, by differing 

among themselves they are actually disobeying the command of Allāh. The third 

rhetorical question pertains to the perfection of religion and contains within it 

palpable reproof as the Imām asks if Allāh has revealed an incomplete religion and 

sought their assistance to perfect it. Of course, Allāh states clearly in the Qurʾān: 

Today I have perfected your religion for you, and I have completed My blessing 

upon you, and I have approved Islam as your religion (Q5:3). While it may seem 

farfetched for anyone to think this, there have been some recorded instances of 

individuals making analogous claims. For example, it is narrated that Abū Ḥanīfah 

said, “If the Prophet had met me and I was alive during his age, he would surely 

have accepted many of my opinions” (T). The last two rhetorical questions are 

linked to the preceding one since they ask whether their help was sought by God 

because they are His partners, such that they could equally partake in revealing 

religious commandments, and whether the imperfection of the religion was due 

to a deficiency in the way the Prophet conveyed it to the people (MB).  

All five questions are obviously answered in the negative, and the Imām 

references three verses of the Qurʾān to prove this. The first verse: We have not 

omitted anything from the Book (Q6:38) and the second one: We have sent down the 

Book to you as a clarification of all things (Q16:89) confirm that the revelation was 

complete and perfect, with nothing required for the guidance of human beings left 

out. The third verse: Had it been from other than Allāh, they would have surely found 

much discrepancy in it (Q4:82) is aimed at the judges or jurists who give opposing 

and contradictory rulings, with each one possibly referring to the Qurʾān to prove 

his position. Yet since there is no discrepancy or contradiction in the Qurʾān, as 

this verse attests, the problem lies in their reasoning and understanding (N). 

Therefore, if these scholars followed the correct principles for the interpretation 

of Qurʾānic teachings, they would never differ in their rulings (MB). 
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3  Here the Imām apparently digresses from the subject of subjective judgement 

and briefly describes the beauty of the Glorious Qurʾān. Some commentators have 

tried to link this theme with the previous one, saying that in this way the Imām is 

emphasizing the importance of referring to the Qurʾān when issuing religious 

edicts (N). The fact that the Qurʾān has an exoteric (ẓāhir) and an esoteric (bāṭin) 

aspect is noted in many traditions. For instance, Imām Muḥammad al-Bāqir (ʿa) 

is reported to have said, “Nobody can claim to have the whole Qurʾān with its 

exoteric and esoteric aspects, except the [divinely appointed] legatees (awṣiyāʾ)” 

(T). The exoteric, outward, and apparent aspect of the Qurʾān is elegant and pleasing. 

The term ‘anīq’ refers to something so beautiful that it amazes one who beholds 

it, giving rise to a sense of pure joy (N). Indeed the eloquence of the Qurʾān, the 

articulateness of its expressions, and the beauty of its parables and matchless verses 

is undeniably exquisite. Yet its esoteric, inward, and hidden aspect (‘bāṭinuhu’) is 

profound (‘ʿamīq’), and contains certain secrets that can only be attained by the 

close intimates (awliyāʾ) of Allāh.  

In one tradition, Imām Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq (ʿa) is reported to have said, “We know 

what is in the heavens and on earth, we know what is in Paradise and Hell… all 

this is in the Book of Allāh” (MB). The depth and profundity of the Qurʾān is such 

that even if all the greatest minds ponder over its verses, they cannot encompass 

all its meanings (N). Its marvels do not end and its wonders do not cease with the 

passage of time, unlike all other works that may have been greatly admired during 

their day but their uniqueness did not last. The darkness of ignorance, faith-

lessness, and injustice is not removed except through it, because without following 

the teachings of the Qurʾān, society may progress materially, technologically, and 

industrially, but social ills and injustice will still prevail – as it does in many 

societies today (N). 
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19 

ADDRESSING AL-ASH ʿATH IBN QAYS 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn was in Kūfah delivering a sermon from the pulpit when al-

Ashʿath ibn Qays raised an objection to something the Imām said. He interjected, 

“O Amīr al-Muʾminīn, this is to your detriment, not in your favour.” So the Imām 

lowered his eyes at him (‘khafaḍa ilayhi baṣarahu’) and then spoke the above 

words. Al-Ashʿath ibn Qays al-Kindī, whose name was Maʿdīkarb but because his 

hair was always dishevelled, he became known as al-Ashʿath (I), was a character 

despised by all; by the Muslims, the unbelievers, as well as his own tribe (Z). He 

had accepted Islam during the time of the Holy Prophet (ṣ), and turned apostate 

after the Prophet left this world. After being captured in one of the battles, he once 

again professed his faith in order to secure his release, and rejoined the ranks of 

the Muslims. Later, he became one of the companions of Amīr al-Muʾminīn for a 

while before turning against the Imām. Narrations tell us that Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) was 

recounting a tradition from the Prophet regarding the importance of safeguarding 

1 How do you know what is against me 
and what is for me? Upon you be the 
curse of Allāh, and the curse of those 
who curse! Weaver, son of a weaver! 
Hypocrite, son of an unbeliever! By 
Allāh, you were taken captive once by 
unbelief and once by Islam, yet neither 
your wealth nor your status could save 
you from either. Verily a man who 
points the sword at his own people 
and drives death towards them truly 
deserves to be scorned by those closest 
to him and mistrusted by those afar. 

ْوََ  وَلِْْ َُِمْْا اْ وََ َِْْ وَغلِّْلكِغَ ََُْْ َ َََ؟َُ ْْْ  َِ َ

ِْْ نََ ّ َالئا ِن َْْ َوَلءَْن ِ ّ َاه ا َْْ نََّ!لءَْن ْْْ َاد   
ِْْ َ ون

 َ ِْْ وفِ َ َ!َ ون َْْ نَّه ْْْ َاد  ِ
وفِ َْْ ن لِْلََ!ُّ َْْ َلقَ ِ وَاه ا

ئَ  َوَاخَِْْْْ اُ َْْ ا َُ ّ ْْْ َ َ َالْ فّ َ هَأَََْْ ْْْ َ،أاّ

َ َ ّْْ ول َُ وَ َْْ نهّْم
َُِ  ُ لَِل ِْْ نَْوَا  ِْْ لَِلاَ َُ َْْ وَف َْْ فمَ

ََ أَْْ ّ ََ َْ ِ ََ.وَ ِْْ نَقَْ ُ َْْ َ أاََ لاََ ِ ْْْ َاُ َِ ا وَ

َ ََ،الأْْْْا َْ َ َِلَْْْْ هِّْ َالحَْ ْْْْْ َ َِ و َ،وَََْْْْ

َغََ َْ َوَ ِّ  َ ْْْ قَ ْْ ّ َا َأَْ َغمَْقّ َْْ وَ  ِ َْْ ّ َلحَ نَْْ َُ ْ 

دَءَْلِل ْْ  .ا

1 
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the lives of Muslims and protecting them when al-Ashʿath interrupted his speech 

and said that the tradition was actually against the Imām rather than in his favour 

(T). Alternatively, Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd opines that the Imām was addressing the 

question of arbitration and the Khawārij when a man stood up and said, “You 

forbade us from arbitration and then ordered it; we do not know which instruction 

is correct.” Amīr al-Muʾminīn’s response to this is found in sermon no. 121, and it 

was right after that sermon when al-Ashʿath interjected (I). History records that al-

Ashʿath ibn Qays was involved in the assassination of Amīr al-Muʾminīn and advised 

Ibn Muljam to make haste in striking the Imām. His daughter Jaʿdah poisoned 

Imām al-Ḥasan (ʿa), and his son participated in the battle against Imām al-Ḥusayn 

(ʿa) (Z). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Imām ʿAlī questions al-Ashʿath how do you know what is against me and what 

is for me? in order to highlight the fact that he is an ignorant individual, and it does 

not behove an ignorant person to question the wisdom of the Imām (M). Then the 

Imām curses him as he was truly deserving of this, since he was a hypocrite and 

was even known as the leader of hypocrites, just as ʿAbdullāh ibn Ubay had been 

the leader of the hypocrites during the time of the Holy Prophet (MB). The Imām 

also explicitly calls him a hypocrite, son of an unbeliever, since his father was a kāfir. 

Furthermore, the way in which the Imām curses him, saying upon you be the curse 

of Allāh, and the curse of those who curse is exactly how the hypocrites have been 

cursed in the Qurʾān: Indeed those who conceal what We have sent down of manifest 

proofs and guidance, after We have clarified it in the Book for humankind, they shall 

be cursed by Allāh and cursed by the cursers (Q2:159). In addressing al-Ashʿath as a 

weaver, son of a weaver, the Imām is not literally talking about his occupation since 

neither he nor his father were known to be weavers. Some have suggested that the 

term weaver was used figuratively to mean those who weave lies and plait untruths 

in order to mislead the people, and this is something that both al-Ashʿath and his 

father were known for (N). It could also be an allusion to his ignorance and lack 

of ability to understand (M), or to his lowly status due to the lowliness of his 

occupation (R). Alternatively, the word for weaver in Arabic has the same root as 

the word for arrogant (ḥ-y-k), so some have interpreted the phrase as arrogant, 

son of an arrogant one (N).  
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Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī explains that by you were taken captive once by unbelief and 

once by Islam, the Imām meant that al-Ashʿath had been taken prisoner both 

during his days of unbelief, before he accepted Islam, and after he had become a 

Muslim. In the Age of Ignorance (jāhiliyyah), al-Ashʿath was captured when he 

attacked the wrong tribe in an effort to avenge the death of his father Qays. After 

the demise of Rasūlullāh (ṣ), al-Ashʿath apostatized and joined a group of other 

apostates who had renounced their faith. Abū Bakr sent Ziyād ibn Labīd to fight 

them and in the battle, al-Ashʿath was captured again. Upon being taken to Abū 

Bakr, he expressed regret at what he had done and Abū Bakr forgave him and gave 

his blind sister Umm Farwah’s hand in marriage to al-Ashʿath (N). When the Imām 

said that neither his wealth nor status was able to save him, it does not mean that 

he was unable to secure his freedom using his wealth. History tells us that he was 

able to gain release when he was first captured by paying a huge ransom of three 

thousand heads of cattle. Rather, what is meant by this statement is that he could 

not escape capture and imprisonment despite his wealth and status (MB).  

Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī notes that the Imām’s remark about how al-Ashʿath pointed 

the sword at his own people refers to the conversation that took place between him 

and Khālid ibn al-Walīd in the Battle of Yamāmah, where he used cunning and 

craftiness to save his own life by giving up his tribe’s position so that Khālid could 

attack and kill them. From that time onwards, they referred to al-Ashʿath as ʿurf al-

nār (lit. ‘cockscomb of fire’) which is a term they used for traitors. Commentators 

say, however, that his negotiation for surrender was with Ziyād ibn Labīd, not 

Khālid ibn al-Walīd, and that he negotiated the surrender for himself and ten other 

people, leaving the rest of the tribe to their fate (N). It was this act of his that 

caused him to be rightfully despised by those who were closest to him, namely his 

own tribesmen, and considered untrustworthy by everyone else (T). 
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20 

AVERSION TO NEGLIGENCE AND HARKENING TO ALLĀH 

 

 
 

CONTEXT 

This is from the sermon Amīr al-Muʾminīn delivered on the first Friday after 

he became the caliph. Al-Kulaynī has recorded part of it in al-Kāfī, narrated from 

Imām Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq (ʿa). Initially, the Imām addressed the people and warned 

them against betrayal and discord. Then he said what has been recorded here by 

al-Sayyid al-Raḍī. This sermon comprises general advice to all the people, urging 

them to wake up from their slumber of negligence and become serious in their 

servitude to Allāh (N). Alternatively, it could have been addressed specifically to 

the ignorant and negligent individuals in the community, and those who were 

wont to disobey the commandments of the Almighty (MB). 

1 Verily if you had seen what the dead 
among you saw, you would become 
anxious and fearful, and would then 
have listened and obeyed. But what 
they have seen is veiled from you, yet 
the veil will soon be lifted. You have 
been given the capacity to see [the 
truth], if you only look, and to hear, if 
you only would listen, and to be 
guided, if only you would follow the 
guidance. It is with truth that I speak 
to you. Lesson-giving examples have 
been made apparent for you, and you 
have been deterred by that which 
contains admonishment. And after the 
heavenly messengers, none can convey 
[the message] from Allāh but a mortal. 

 َ ْ َْْ إَِا ّْ َل َْْ وغنَََف َْْ لِْلَ  َْْ وَق َْْ وغنَْ ّْ َُ َْْ لِْلَ  َْْ ق

َ ّْ  ْ ِ نْ ّْ َلجََْْْْْ وَ َُِْْْْْ نََُْْْْْْ َُْْْْْ

َْ ّ ْْْ ْْْ ّ ََْ،وَوَ ِِْْْْ مِءْ ّْ َوَأَطَءْْْْ َْْ َ،وََْْْْ

لِْلَ َْْ وَقْ َْْ نْ ّْ َُْ َْْ ْ َ  ِ  ّْْ حْجْ َُ نَْ
ِْْ وَلَ ْ

وغنَّ ا َْْ ْْْ ،ََ ّ َ ْْْ وَغطّْْْ َْْ َُْْْ   ْْ وَقَِ غْْْ

َِّ و َْْ َِْ ََ.الحِْجْْْْ َ ّْ  ْ ْْه لِْلَدصّْْْْ َْْ وَلقَْْْْ

َْ ّ  ْ َْْ مِءََْ،أَدصْْْ َْْ ََْْ َِْ ءْ ّْ َ
مِ ْْْ َ، ّ َْوَأَّْْ

لَِلغْ ّ َْ َِِ َاْ  َْْْْْْ لِِلغ ّْ َ ََ،وَ ّْْْْْْ قِ وَدحَِْْْْْْ

َْ ّْْ ّْْ لَّلَ ْْْ وَ َ  ْ ّّ ََ:أَقْْْ َْْ لِْلَدْْْ َْْ لقَْْْ

َّ َْْْ 
ْ َ دَْْْ َ َ،الءِْ ُّ َ ِْْْ 

وَفِ ْ  ّْ َدمَِْْْ َ،وَغّدِْْْ

لَِ ّْْ لَِلَكَّْْ ْْْ َدءَْْ ِ نَِاه ا َْْ تَّ ْْ ْْه وَغّ َِْْ َْْ وَُْْ

َالْ شََ  اْ َِ مَوِ َ  .الأا

1 
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COMMENTARY 

1  Imām ʿAlī commences his admonition by reminding the people of death. It 

is known that while human beings are confined in this material world, their bodies 

act as a veil that prevents them from perceiving what lies beyond the physical 

realm (M). Death is painful, and the grave is dark and terrifying. If a person keeps 

this in mind, he would never commit any sin and would instead work towards 

bettering his Hereafter (Z). Human beings often attain conviction only when they 

perceive things directly, so the Imām says that if they witnessed what those who 

had died before saw, they would be greatly troubled and terrified by it, and it 

would lead them to submit to the will of Allāh. There is some discussion among 

commentators regarding what exactly the Imām was referring to, but it is evident 

that there are two things that deeply trouble an individual after death. The first is 

the consequence of his deeds and the punishments awaiting him because of his 

actions in the world. The second thing that would trouble him is the overwhelming 

regret he feels when he realizes how he squandered his life and the opportunity 

he had to do good in the world (N). Indeed, many traditions describe the pangs of 

death and the difficulty faced by a dying person. Imām Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq (ʿa) is 

reported to have said that when death comes to a person, the Angel of Death 

holds him firmly, for if he were left on his own, the person would convulse 

uncontrollably (T).   

This sermon is considered by some commentators to be further evidence of 

the reality of punishment in the grave (I). However, what is experienced and 

witnessed by the dead is veiled from the living, although some traditions indicate 

that aside from human beings and jinn, most creatures can hear the chastisement 

of the dead in their graves (T). Yet the veil will soon be lifted since everyone will one 

day die, and then they will also witness the same horrors (MB). Alternatively, this 

could be a reference to the Day of Judgement when the veil of negligence is lifted, 

as stated in the verse: You had indeed been heedless of this, so We lifted from you 

your veil and today your sight is piercing (Q50:22) (M). Yet even though human 

beings cannot witness these things in the world, they have been informed about 

them and forewarned, if only they paid heed; this is what being shown the truth 

and being told about it means (T). With the truth and guidance made available, 

people no longer have any excuse to remain misguided, and even though what 

happens after death cannot be perceived directly, information about it has been 
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made accessible to all (N). The lesson-giving examples (‘ʿibar’) that have been made 

apparent and manifest to the people refer to what human beings can clearly see of 

how the world changes, the state of nations and individuals are altered, and the 

vicissitudes of fortune come into play (T).  

These lessons also act as a warning to deter people from making the same 

mistake as those who came before them. Hence, that which contains admonishment 

refers to the reports of the fate of bygone nations, as the Qurʾān states: Reports that 

contain [warnings and] determent have indeed come to them (Q54:4) (M). Amīr al-

Muʾminīn then says that after the angels bring down the message of Allāh, it is the 

duty of none but a mortal human being to convey that message to the people. 

Some opine that by the phrase but a mortal the Imām is referring to himself (R), 

while others consider it to be a general reference to all divinely appointed 

Prophets (N). 
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ADVICE REPLETE WITH WISDOM 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This is part of an oration that Imām ʿAlī delivered during the early days of his 

rule. Some have even opined that it is an extension of the previous sermon (MB). 

Others say that the repetition of these phrases in sermon no. 167 shows that these 

two recorded orations are actually part of the same speech. It is also possible that 

all three are, in reality, a single sermon that has been divided into three parts (N). 

After mentioning this sermon, al-Sayyid al-Raḍī states, “If this speech is weighed 

with any other utterance, aside from the word of Allāh, the Glorified, or the speech 

of the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ), it would prove weightier and superior in every respect.” 

He further states that he has explained its meaning in greater detail in his other 

work al-Khaṣāʾiṣ. 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The final destination (‘al-ghāyah’) had been interpreted by some as Paradise 

or Hell (R), or the reward and punishment of the Hereafter (M). Alternatively, it 

could mean the end of one’s life in this world, as reflected in the tradition, “Verily 

death is the final [worldly] end (ghāyah) of the creation” (MB). It could also be a 

reference to the Day of Resurrection, when everyone will have to give account for 

their deeds (N). All these are realities in front of the people in that there is no doubt 

that everyone will one day face them, and everybody is constantly moving towards 

1 Verily the final destination is in front 
of you, and behind you is the Hour, 
driving you forward. Lighten your load 
so as to catch up swiftly. Indeed, your 
predecessors have only been kept 
waiting for the last of you [to join 
them]. 

 َْ ّ َُ و َْْ َ َأَُْْْْْ َْْ َالغْوَغْْْْْ إِ ا َْْ ََ،فْْْْْ َِ ا وَ

لِّلوهّ َْ ْْْ وَ َ َ حَْْْْ ْْا ّ َالأْْْْ ّْْ َ،وَكَاَ هْْْْ

ّْْ ا ّْْ اَ َِحَْقْْ ّ ََ، لَََفافْْ َْْ وَغنّْ وَْْ َْْ فإََِامْْ

لِ ّْ َآاِّ هّ َْ  .دَِ وا

1 
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them (M). The Hour (‘al-sāʿah’) refers to the moment of death or resurrection, and 

some have interpreted its being behind figuratively, since it drives the people 

forward towards their final destination (Z), just as the shepherd drives his sheep 

(I). There is also the contention that the Hour here refers to the hours of the night 

and day that keep moving forward, pushing the people along with them (MB). 

Lighten your load so as to catch up swiftly translates ‘takhaffafū talḥaqū’, and it is 

evident that when one does not have a heavy burden to carry, he can travel much 

faster (I). The Arabs would usually travel across the desert in caravans, but when 

a person fell behind for some reason, the caravan could not endanger the lives and 

property of everyone else by waiting for that one individual. They would thus carry 

on without him, and it was up to him to rush ahead and try to rejoin them. In such 

a circumstance, the person would abandon many of his heavy belongings so as to 

travel swiftly and catch up to the caravan (N).  

About this phrase, al-Sayyid al-Raḍī says, “As for his statement lighten your 

load so as to catch up swiftly, nothing so pithy with such abundant meaning as this 

has ever been heard. How profound its words and how beneficial its wisdom!” In 

the same way, a person unencumbered by the burden of material inclinations in 

this world quickly joins the saints and those who are close to Allāh (MB). 

Furthermore, there is something to be said about the benefits of leading a 

minimalist lifestyle in this world as well. It is reported that at one time there was 

a fire in Madāʾin, so Salmān al-Farsī took his sword and muṣḥaf (which were his 

only possessions) and came out of his house saying, “This is how those who have 

light burdens are saved!” (T). On the Day of Resurrection, those who were affluent 

and possessed ample wealth in the world will have to give account for everything, 

and this will cause them anguish and hardship. Imām al-Ṣādiq (ʿa) is reported to 

have said that for this very reason, the poor will enter Paradise much quicker than 

the rich (T). Sin is also a burden that will prevent people from arriving at their 

desired destination quickly (Z). The fact that those who have left this world earlier 

are kept waiting for those who would join them later further enhances the notion 

that humankind is like a single caravan, with some in front and others behind, all 

moving towards the same destination (N).  

Some suggest that the waiting mentioned here is metaphorical and refers to 

the special bounty of Allāh that He will bestow upon all the believers on the Day 

of Resurrection, and this is what they are being urged to rush towards (M). Though 

the previous generations died long ago, and there is a long period of time that 
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separates them from the latter generations, they will all be raised together on the 

Day of Judgment, so precedence and succession is only in relation to this world 

and not in the Hereafter (Z). 
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22 

WHEN INFORMED ABOUT THE OATH-BREAKERS 

 

 

 CENSURING THE OATH-BREAKERS   ه كثي    ذم النا

1 Beware! Verily Satan has just instigated 
his faction and summoned his troops, 
so that injustice may be restored to its 
previous position and falsehood may 
return to its prior place. By Allāh, they 
could not find in me any blameworthy 
fault, nor have they done justice 
between me and themselves. 

 َ َْ َِ اََأَ ْْا طَْو َََوَ لِلََْالشْ َْْ ْْا َََقْ ُْ َََّ َْْ َ،ِ ْ دْ

ْْْ جََِْ ََ َْْ ََّوَاَ ّْْ  َََ،دََِ  ْ كََّلِ ءَ َْْ نَالجْ َْْ ََِل

َِ ِْْ لََّوَغَْ دِْْ َََ،أَوْطَوَ نَالْ وَطِْْ َْْ ودِ َََِِل َْْ َ،َصِ

َِ وَوَاه ا َْْ ّ واَُْ َْْ اََْأََْ ْ َْْ َْْ ااَََ ِْ نْ ْ ُّ،ََ َْ َوَ

َ.وفاََصَََََوَدَ نْهَّ َََْدَ نََِْْدَءَِّ ا

1َ

 THE BLOOD OF ʿUTHMĀN  ن َ دم عثمر

2 Indeed they are demanding a right 
that they themselves renounced, and 
[vengeance for] blood that they them-
selves shed. If I were their partner in 
it, then surely they too have their 
share of it. But if they undertook it 
without me, they alone must face the 

consequence. Their principal argument 
is thus against themselves. They seek 
to suckle a non-lactating mother and 
to revive a heresy that had been 
abolished. What a failure of a caller! 
Whom is he calling and what response 
does he expect!? I am satisfied by the 
proof of Allāh against them and His 
knowledge of them [and their deeds]. 

ََِاهّْْْ َْ  واََلَ طَِّْ ّْْْ  َََوَ َ، ََ هّْْْ  ََّ ّْْْ َََْ قْْْ 

ْْواَ ّْْ ََْوََ ُْ فَ ّ  ََّ ْ َْْ ئنََِْ،َْ َْْ مََّفَِْ ْْْ َهنّْ

ِ غ هَّ َْ َْْ ْْ ََِشْ إِ اََفِ ْ َْْ ّْْ ََْفْ ِْْ  هَّ ََْلهَْ َلنَصَْ

َّ ْْْ ئنََِْ،ُِن َْْ وَّ اَوَل َْْ ّْْ  ََّه َْوَل ِْْ وَّ وَ َْْ َفمَ

َّ َْْ ََال ا ءِْْْ اْ لَِلّ  َََِْ ْْْ َِ اََ، ِنْْْ َْْ َََوَ َأَْ وْْْ

نَّ جْْْْْْْْا هِِ َْ هِ ََْلءَََِْْْْْْْْ َ،أََفْأِّْْْْْْْْ

ءّ  ََ ِْْ واََغَْ  ضَْْْ  ْْ لِلََْأُّْْْ َْْ مََْقْْْ َْْ َ،فطََمْْْ

لِلََْدلِِْل َْْْ اََوَغحّْ ّْْْ  ََ مََْقَْْْ وَ.أُِّ  َْْْ َغَْْْ

ََ َْْ ا َِْاَ ْ ْْ ْْلِلا نََْ!الْْ َْْ وَُْْ َْْ ْْ  َ،َََ َْ َِ َوَ

ََ ْْ َْ!؟أدِّ ْ ْْه ََِْ َ ا َ َوَ َْْ ْْا ََِلْ ََِدحِّجْ َاه ا

َ.فِ هِ َوَ ِِمِْ ََََِ َِ هِْ َْ

2َ
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CONTEXT 

Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) delivered this sermon in response to a letter that was sent to 

him by a group of renegade oath-breakers who rose up in the year 36 AH and 

challenged him to battle under the pretext of avenging the assassination of 

ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān. Some commentators suggest that this sermon was addressed 

to Muʿāwiyah (R), but others say that it was a reply to the declaration of war by the 

leaders of those who rebelled in the Battle of Jamal (I). It is, according to some 

scholars, part of a longer sermon which has been excerpted by al-Sayyid al-Raḍī 

(M). The contents of this oration are similar to sermon no.s 137 and 172, which 

highlight the rebellion of those who broke their oaths and rose up against Amīr al-

Muʾminīn, and could possibly have been part of a single sermon (N). However, this 

oration more clearly references the main pretext of Ṭalḥah, al-Zubayr, and their 

compatriots, namely seeking to avenge the assassination of ʿUthmān. There is 

much historical evidence that shows how this call was insincere and meant only 

as an excuse to rebel and seek to overthrow Imām ʿAlī. For instance, in one report, 

ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ supposedly told ʿĀʾishah, “I wish you would have been killed on the 

Day of Jamal.” To which she responded, “Why? Woe be to you!” He said, “You 

 THREAT OF WAR  لحرب ديد ب  َ النر

3 If they refuse [to obey] I will grant 
them the edge of the sword, which is 
enough to remedy falsehood and 
support the truth. It is strange how 
they send me word to present myself 
before their spears and to remain 
patient in the face of their swords. May 
the weeping women weep over them! 
I have never felt threatened by battle, 
nor have I ever been afraid of fighting. 
Indeed, I am upon certainty from my 
Lord and have no doubt in my faith. 

إِ َْ  َْْ ْ اَفْ َْْ ْْْ هّّ ََْأَدْ لِلاََأَْ طَ ْ َْْ ْْا ْ ََِ ْ َ،الأْ

ن ِْْ ََِوَهفََْْ وفِ واََد نَََشَْْ لََُِِْْ َوََوََِْْ ااََ،الْ وَطِْْ

هَِ نَََ.لِِحَْْْْ ِ ََوَُِْْْ ََِالءَْجَْْْ اََْءْاَْْْ هّّ َْد َْْ ََِلْ

ّ غَََأَ َْ ْْْ و ََِأَد َْْ ء ئَ ََِأََْْْ ِ َََوَأَ ََْ،لِِطه ِْْ َ؛لِِجْ

لِلَََْ!الهَْ ّْْ لََََّ  َِِ هّْ َّ مَََّلقََْْ ْْْ وََهنّ لِلا َََّوََُْْ َأّ َْْ

َ ِِ ولحَْْ  ِْْ ََ،دْْ َْ َأكَََّوَ ْْا ْْ َّ ََ ِِ  ْ ْْا َ،دوِلضْْ

ْ ْْه ََِ نَوَ َْْ ِْْ نَ َلءََِ نََْغقَ ِْْ َُْ ْْه ْْْ ََِ،كَد َوََْ 
َ.ِ غنََُِِْنَََْشّ هَْ َ 

3َ
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would have died as fated and entered Paradise, while we would have made you a 

reason to defame ʿAlī!” (N).  

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The word ‘dhammara’ has also been recorded without tashdīd as ‘dhamara’, 

yet both mean the same thing – to incite, exhort, and instigate – only that the 

tashdīd connotes greater profusion and emphasis (I). Satan’s faction and troops 

are those who broke their oath of allegiance and were stoking the flames of rebellion 

against the Imām. Amīr al-Muʾminīn warns the people of the nefarious intentions 

of this group and exposes their plot to regain the power and position they held 

during the reign of the third caliph (N). The very fact that they have been referred 

to as Satan’s faction speaks volumes about their evil designs. The Qurʾān describes 

such individuals saying: Satan has prevailed upon them and caused them to forget 

the remembrance of Allāh. They are Satan’s faction. Verily Satan’s faction are the 

losers! (Q58:19). Hence the faction of Satan consists of those who have forgotten 

the authority of Allāh, His Prophet, and the Ahl al-Bayt (Z). The goal of this group 

was to restore the previous unjust status quo in which they were the beneficiaries 

of special favours and were considered influential among the ruling elite. So that 

injustice may be restored to its previous position translates ‘liyaʿūda al-jawru ilā 

awṭānihi’ but other manuscripts have ‘…ilā qiṭābihi’ instead, where ‘qiṭāb’ connotes 

mixture, thereby rendering the meaning ‘so that injustice may once again be mixed 

with justice’ (I). The fault and blameworthy action that they wanted to denounce 

the Imām for was the assassination of ʿUthmān, yet history attests that he was in 

no way involved in the death of ʿUthmān. If anything, the Imām sought to quell 

the anger of the masses and prevent bloodshed (N). This is why he says that by 

trying to place the blame for ʿUthmān’s death on his shoulders, they have been 

unjust to him (MB). 

2  Some suggest that they were blaming the Imām for remaining silent about 

ʿUthmān’s assassination and demanded that he avenge the latter’s death by 

punishing those who killed him (M). The Imām responds by exposing the role of 

these same individuals in the assassination of ʿUthmān, thereby laying bare their 

hypocrisy. They were demanding the right of retribution against the killers of the 

third caliph while they had themselves been complicit in his murder. Consequently, 

they had lost the right to demand any such retribution (MB). Al-Ṭabarī narrates 
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that when the uprising against ʿUthmān started, ʿAlī (ʿa) was in Khaybar. Upon his 

return, ʿUthmān sent for him and when he arrived, ʿUthmān pleaded with him for 

assistance in his predicament. Imām ʿAlī thus went to see Ṭalḥah and tried to 

convince him to relinquish his plot to foment dissension against ʿUthmān, but he 

refused. Seeing that his words had no effect on Ṭalḥah, Imām ʿAlī went to the 

general treasury (bayt al-māl) and ordered that it be opened. When they could not 

find the key, he instructed that the door be broken and then proceeded to 

distribute the wealth among the people. This helped to quell the uprising for some 

time, and when news of the restoration of calm reached ʿUthmān, he was happy. 

Soon after, Ṭalḥah came to ʿUthmān and expressed his regret for what he had done, 

but ʿUthmān turned him away saying, “By Allāh, you have only come now because 

your plot has failed…” (N).  

It is also narrated that al-Zubayr urged the people to kill ʿUthmān, saying that 

he had changed the religion. When someone said, “But your son is guarding his 

door!” he responded, “I would want ʿUthmān dead, even if it means killing my own 

son first!” (T). As for ʿĀʾishah, her hatred for ʿUthmān was well known. She would 

incite the people against him crying, “Kill Naʿthal (meaning ʿUthmān)!” (Z). Her 

hatred led her to speak against the third caliph whenever the opportunity arose. It 

is said she hung one of the shirts of the Prophet (ṣ) in her house and whenever 

anyone visited her she would say, “This is the shirt of the Prophet which is not yet 

old, yet ʿUthmān has rendered the Prophet’s Sunnah old!” (N). The evidence of 

their involvement in the death of ʿUthmān is undeniable, yet they sought to blame 

Imām ʿAlī for it. The Imām thus says that even if their allegation was true, it would 

not absolve them of their role. They were either his partners or acted alone, and in 

both cases their calls for retribution are self-implicating arguments (MB). The 

analogy of suckling a non-lactating mother whose milk has dried up after weaning 

her child (‘faṭamat’) connotes seeking something after its time has elapsed (I). It 

has been suggested that the heresy they wished to revive was the common pre-

Islamic practice of tribal bloodshed in the name of avenging the death of one’s 

own (N). The caller described as a failure by the Imām is, according to some 

commentators, one of the three individuals who were calling for war against Amīr 

al-Muʾminīn, namely Ṭalḥah, al-Zubayr, and ʿĀʾishah (I).  

The questions whom is he calling and what response does he expect!? are 

rhetorical and meant as reproof (Z). The second question can also be read differently 

to mean what a [vile] thing it is for which he receives [their] response! (MB). Some 
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suggest that through these statements the Imām was actually informing them of 

their future failure in battle (N). The proof of Allāh that the Imām was satisfied with 

is, according to some commentators, a reference to the verse: And if two groups of 

believers fight one another, make peace between them. But if one of them aggresses 

against the other, fight against the aggressors until they return to Allāh’s rule. If they 

do so, then make peace between them fairly, and do justice. Indeed Allāh loves the just 

(Q49:9) (MB). 

3  After reasoning with them and having explained how their call is tantamount 

to self-implication, since they were active participants in the assassination of 

ʿUthmān, the Imām sternly warns them not to continue on the path of violent 

rebellion, otherwise they will be dealt with by force (N). He cautions that if they 

do not obey and return to their oaths and pledge of loyalty, he will give them the 

edge of the sword which suffices to remedy falsehood and support the truth. It is 

evident that in every community there is always a group of individuals who 

succumb to their base desires and vain aspirations which clouds their judgement 

thereby rendering them blind to any form of rational discourse. For such individuals 

the only recourse is force; as the saying goes, “The final remedy is cauterization!” 

(N). The Imām then expresses dismay at their war cry despite their knowledge of 

his bravery, valour, and steadfastness (Z). The word ‘ṭi.ʿān’ literally means piercing, 

and is usually used to describe attacks with spears, whereas ‘jilād’ comes from 

jalada which connotes striking the body with a whip, staff, or sword (N).  

May the weeping women weep over them translates ‘habilat-hum al-habūl’ and 

was a form of imprecation used among the Arabs (M). The term ‘habūl’ refers to 

women who mourn over their dead children (R). Imām ʿAlī then reminds them of 

his renowned heroism in combat, of which even the pagan Arabs were aware, and 

scoffs at their threat of war saying that he has never feared battle. And why would 

he fear death when he was certain of the command of his Lord and did not doubt 

his faith? Indeed, it is only those who doubt that fear death and waver in their faith 

(N). His statement regarding his certitude of his rightful position also served to 

increase confidence among his followers and make their support for him firmer 

(M). 
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23 

DIRECTING THE POOR TO AUSTERITY AND THE RICH TO COMPASSION 

 

 
 

 EDIFYING THE POOR  ذيب الفقراء   تر

1 Now then; verily the Command desce-
nds from sky to earth like drops of 
rain, [bringing] to every soul what is 
allotted for it, be it plenitude or paucity. 
So if anyone of you sees his brother 
with abundance in progeny, or wealth, 
or numbers, it must not make him 
resentful. As long as a Muslim does not 
commit such a vile act that, if it were 
discovered, he would have to hang his 
head in shame, and by which wicked 
people would be emboldened, he 
remains akin to one who is skilled in 
the gaming-arrows and expects that 
the first arrow he draws will bring him 
great gain and repay his debts. 

لِلَّ  وَدءَْْْ اُ مَوِ َََ،أَ نََالأْْا ِ لَُِّْْ ْْْ َ َغنَ َُْْْ ْْ َا إِ ا فَْْ

َ له ّْْ نَه َْْ َِل َ ِ َْْ ِ َالمَْط ْْْ كَِْ َهقَطَ ْْ نَا َْْ َِل

َأَوَْ  ُ وَ  نَْغِغَْْ
وَُِْْ َ َلهََْْ وَقأِّْْ َدمَِْْ

 ِ َفَْْْ
و َ  َْْ ََ،َقّصْْ َْْ إِْ َكَأَهَأَ ْ َْْ ِْْ َفْ اَِ ْ ِْ لِّلهّْ َ

ئََ َفَْْ  ِ َأَوََْفَْْْ ول  َأَوََُْْْ ل  َْأَ ْْْ
َفِْْ اُ ْفَِ َْْ 

َلَّ َفِ نَْْْ اَ وَََ، َ ّ َنَا ََُْْ َِِ ْ َ َالمّْأْْْ َالمَْْْ إِ ا فَْْ

ََِ اَ وَ ّ َلهََْْ ّ َفَ لََْشَْْ َ وَْهَْْ اُ وَ  شَََ ََْْ لَْ َغغَْْْ

َ ْ َ وِ ََ، هِّْْْ وّ َالنْْْا وَلئَِْْْ َ هَدهَِْْْ َ،وَغغّْْْْ

َ ِ ولِ َِالْ وََِْْ وَ َهوَلفَْْْ ّ َهَْْ ِ ََغنَْ وَِْْ الْْا

َ ّ ّ َلَْْْ ِ َ ّ دِْْْ نَْقِلَِلا ِْْْ َُِْْْ  ُ ْ غَ لََفَْْْ أَوا

َ.ْ فَّ ََ نّْ َدهَِوَالمَْغَْ  غََوََََ،المَْغنَْ ََ

1َ

2 Likewise, the Muslim who is innocent 
of treachery may expect one of two 
good things from Allāh: either Allāh’s 
summoner – and what is with Allāh is 
better for him, or sustenance from 
Allāh by which he would possess 
progeny and wealth while maintaining 
his faith and dignity. 

 َ ِ ِِّ َالْ َْْْ ْ ّ َالمّْأْْْْ َ لَِ َالمَْْْْ ّ َوَهَْْْ

لَِلهَ ْْْْ َِ َ ِ نََاه ا َُِْْْ ّ ِ َغنَْ وَِْْْ نََاللَِْ وَََْْْ ُِْْْ

نَ َ نَِْ ْْْ وََ:الحّْأْْ َْْ َفمَْْ
ِ َاه ا َْ

ِْْ وََ ا ْْ ْْا َُِْْ

َلَْْْْ َّ َاَ ْْْْْ  
ِ لَِلَاه ا ََ، ِنْْْْْ ِ َاه ا َِ وَكِغْ َُِْْْْا وَ

َ ّ ءَْْْْ َُ َوَ
ول  َوََُْْْ ل  َ َ ّوَأَ ْْْْْ إَِ اَ ّْْْ فَْْْ

َ.ِ غنّّ َوََ أَ ّ 

2َ
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CONTEXT 

This sermon is considered to have been excerpted from at least two different 

orations, with a number of sentences being reordered. A section of the sermon has 

also been narrated by al-Kulaynī in al-Kāfī, from Imām al-Ḥasan (ʿa) (N). There is 

some indication that the initial part of this sermon was delivered after the Battle 

of Ṣiffīn, while the latter part thereof was spoken in Madīnah soon after people 

pledged their allegiance to Amīr al-Muʾminīn (T). The fundamental message of this 

oration pertains to economic dissonance and how it may be understood as part of 

divine providence. The importance of eschewing envy that arises by looking at the 

wealth and possession of others, remaining patient during times of hardship, 

keeping away from ostentation and falsehood, and the significance of family and 

community are all themes that have been alluded to in this sermon (I).  

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Now then translates ‘ammā baʿd’ which is a phrase commonly used to mark 

the beginning of an oration after having formally praised Allāh and sent salutations 

upon the Prophet (ṣ) (MB). The term Command (‘al-amr’) here refers to the destiny 

of humankind that is based on divine will and decree (M). Drops of rain act as a 

beautiful metaphor for the way in which sustenance is granted to creation, since 

rain falls uniquely on different lands just as sustenance is granted to each 

individual distinctively (N). Rain is also the most natural source of sustenance as 

it gives life to dead earth and causes vegetation to grow therein (Z). Furthermore, 

just as rain falls from the sky to the earth, divine decree descends from the heavens 

to the earth, where it becomes actualized (MB). Drops of rain translates ‘qaṭar al-

maṭar’ though other manuscripts read ‘qaṭarāt al-maṭar’ which means the same, 

but the former is more correct (T). Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī notes that the term ‘ghafīrah’ 

means plenitude or abundance, and this is evinced from the statement al-jam al-

ghafīr or al-jammāʾ al-ghafīr which connotes a large group or gathering. He further 

states that one version reads ‘ʿafwatan min ahlin wa māl’ where ‘ʿafwah’ refers to 

the best part of a thing. One would say, akaltu ʿafwat at-ṭaʿām meaning, ‘I ate the 

choicest food.’ It should be noted, however, that this gloss which is attributed to 

al-Raḍī is not found in some manuscripts. 

The Imām says seeing such abundance in the possession of another should 

not be a cause of ‘fitnah’, rendered here as being resentful. Most commentators 
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note that the term ‘fitnah’ in this instance refers to the negative reaction that 

people have when they see those who are affluent and possess abundant wealth, 

especially when they are themselves struggling to make ends meet (N). This feeling 

is usually a mixture of envy, hostility, and desire, and is a cause of misguidance for 

people, hence the term ‘fitnah’ (MB). In this regard, the Glorious Qurʾān states: Do 

not extend your glance toward what We have provided some among them as a 

splendour of the life of this world, so that We may test them thereby. And the provision 

of your Lord is better and more lasting (Q20:131) (T). The subsequent analogy drawn 

by Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) is meant to juxtapose the goal of retaining one’s honour 

through eschewing vile actions that lead to disgrace with the reality that one is not 

in control of his own destiny, thereby linking what is in one’s control (his actions) 

to what is out of his control (his sustenance) (N). The term ‘al-fālij al-yāsir’ is 

translated one who is skilled in the gaming-arrows and refers to a game of chance 

using arrows, which was also sometimes used as a means of divination, that was 

common among the Arabs. Some have interpreted this analogy to mean that one 

who keeps away from vile actions is like he who is successful in the gaming-arrows 

and will soon acquire great benefit and recover his losses (Z). 

2  In the same way, the Imām continues, if a believer keeps aloof from 

treachery (‘khiyānah’) by remaining loyal in his obedience to Allāh, in what He 

has made lawful and forbidden (Z), he will attain one of two good things (‘al-

ḥusnayayn’): he will either leave this world and proceed to the eternal mercy of 

the Almighty – and indeed what awaits him with Allāh is better for him than the 

life of this world, or he will continue living in this world with dignity and faith as 

Allāh provides and sustains him (N). This was beautifully echoed by Imām al-

Ḥusayn (ʿa) when he said, “By Allāh, I know that what Allāh grants us will be the 

best, whether it be martyrdom or victory in battle” (T). Some commentators have 

posited an alternative interpretation where Allāh’s summoner (‘dāʿiyallāh’) refers 

not to death, but to that which calls one to the proximity of Allāh through 

inspiration, and leads him to become abstemious and uninterested in the material 

comforts of this world (M). Nonetheless, one may still question how the Imām 

could have likened a pious believer to a skilled gambler. Some commentators 

answer this by explaining that the gaming-arrows were not a form of gambling in 

the traditional sense, because any loss incurred would be tantamount to gain for 

the poor since those who drew the arrows would have their shares distributed 

among the poor, as this would result in great pride and honour for them (N). 
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3 Verily wealth and children are the 
tillage of this world while virtuous 
deeds are the tillage of the Hereafter. 
And Allāh may indeed combine them 
both for certain groups. So beware of 
that which Allāh has warned you of 
Himself, and be afraid of Him to the 
extent that no excuse is required. Act 
without ostentation or seeking fame, 
for indeed whoever acts for other than 
Allāh, Allāh leaves him to the one for 
whom he acted. We ask Allāh [for 
inclusion in] the ranks of the martyrs, 
the fellowship of the felicitous, and the 
company of the Prophets. 

َْ وَ  ْْلِل  ْ ّ َالْ َْْ ِْْ نََ ْ ولََوَالْ نَْ َْْ َالمْْ َِ ا َ،وَ

َُِ  َ ْ ّ َاْ اِْْ َْْ َ ََ ِ ول لََالصْْا لِْلََ،وَالءَْمَْْ وَقَْْ

َ ا َ  ْْْ قَْْْْ ِْ ولنََ َْْ َّ ءَْْْْ وَاه ا َ،غجَْمَءهّّمَْْْْْْ

كَهّ َْ وَ َْْ ا ََُْْ
ِ نََاه ا َ كّواَُِْْ نََْفوَ ْْْ ُِْْ

َِ ِْْ مََْ،َفَأْْْ َْْ َلَ أْْْ ْْْ َ ا ْ ّ َاَشْْ َْْ وَااْشْْ

ِ غ َ  ْْْ ََ،دِ ءَ ِْْ ّْْ اَف َوَاْ مَِ َْ َوَ و   َْْ ِ َكِغ ْْْ  ََْْ
مْءَ َ  َّْْ،ََ ّ ْْْ َغَِ ِ ِ ِ َاه ا ْْْ لَْلغَِ  نَْغءَْمَْْ ََُْْ ّ اْْ فإََِ

نَْ َُ َِلنََ َ ّ لََلَْْ َََّاه ا وغِلََََ.َ مِْْ نَْْ َُ َ َ َ لَّاه ا َأَْْْ

هَلَِلا َِ ءَلَِلا ََِ،الشْْْْْ  َ َالأْْْْْْ  ءَوغشََْْْْْْ ُّ َ،وَ

ََْ ِ وََ  ْْ َ افقَََ َا ُّ  .وَ

3َ

 DISCIPLINING THE RICH   ديب
أ غنياءبر

أ
َال َ

4 O people! Surely, even if he possesses 
wealth, a man cannot do without his 
kinsfolk and their physical and verbal 
support. Of all people, they are his 
greatest advocates in his absence, best 
suited to assist him during unsettling 
troubles, and most sympathetic when 
tribulations befall him. The good 
repute among the people that Allāh 
confers to a person is better than the 
wealth he bequeaths to others [after 
his death]. 

وّ َ  وَالنْْا لََّ،أَغ هَْْ دّْْ َغأَْْْ غَنَِْْال ا َْ َ ّ ْْا َََِ-َ
ولَ  َْْ وَ ََ اَُْ َْْ َِْ َهْ ِْْ َ  ِ ََِ-َوَ نََْ شْ َْْ ْ ،َ

نَ هِِ َْ لِِلغهِْ َوَأَلأِْْْْ ّ َدَِ غْْْْ و هِِْ ََ نْْْْ َ،وَِ فَْْْ

وِ َ ّ َالناْْ ْ َأَْ وَْْ ِْْ َِ َْ َِوَ ّْْ نَْوَكَان َُِْْ َ،طَْْ ا

ءَاِ َِ َْْ ْ َلشِ هّْْ لَِلََ،وَأَلمَ  ْْْ ِ َ ِن ْْْ  َِ ََ ْ ّْْ وَأَْ طَفهّ

َْ َِ َ   َْْ ِْْ َََِوَغِل مَْد َْْ ََ.َََ ل ِِ لِْل ْْه وّ َالص َْْ وَلأِ

َ ّ َْْ َل   ْْْ وِ َاَ  ْْا َْالن
ِْْ ْ ِ َف َْْ َلِِمْ ّ ّ َاه ا ّْْ غجَْءَِ

َ.ُِنََالمَْولَِغَّ كه ّّ ََْ َْ  َّ

4َ
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3  Wealth and children are specifically mentioned here because they are the 

adornment for human beings in this world, as clearly stated in the Qurʾān, and by 

juxtaposing them with virtuous deeds which make up the tillage of the Hereafter 

(‘ḥarth al-ākhirah’), the Imām is alluding to their insignificance in comparison to 

the latter (M). The Qurʾān further states: Whoever desires the tillage of the Hereafter, 

We will increase for him his tillage, and whoever desires the tillage of the world, We 

will give it to him, but he will have no share in the Hereafter (Q42:20). Yet in His 

wisdom, sometimes Allāh gives both the good of this world and of the Hereafter to 

some individuals, though this happens for very few people, as we know that most 

believers suffer in this world, just as the Prophets and Imāms also suffered (Z). 

Beware of that which Allāh has warned you of Himself translates ‘faḥdharū minallāh 

mā ḥadhdharakum min nafsih’ and is considered to be a reference to the verse: … 

Allāh warns you of Himself, and Allāh is most kind to [His] servants (Q3:30). This 

entails fearing Him out of cognizance of His might and majesty, to the extent that 

one no longer performs any action for which he requires to make up excuses 

(‘laysat bitaʿdhīr’). One only needs an excuse if he falls short of what was expected 

of him and then seeks to absolve himself, but the Almighty knows what is in the 

depths of our hearts and souls, so false excuses are of no avail (MB).  

Aside from fearing Allāh, one must ensure that his virtuous actions are sincere 

and done only to please the Almighty, not for ostentation (‘riyāʾ’) or gaining renown 

(‘sumʿah’). The latter may include an action that was done with a sincere intention 

but an effort is subsequently made to inform the people about it, so that they may 

hold its doer in high esteem (N). The consequence of carrying out any righteous 

deed for other than Allāh is the rejection of that deed, as the Almighty says in a 

sacred tradition (ḥadīth qudsī), “…I accept only that deed which is done sincerely 

for Me alone” (MB). Finally, Amīr al-Muʾminīn supplicates Allāh for inclusion 

among the ranks of the martyrs, the fellowship of the felicitous, and the company of 

the Prophets. He begins by seeking martyrdom because through it one may attain 

the loftiest stations in the Hereafter, which include the company of Prophets (M). 

4  This section marks the beginning of part of another sermon. Though some 

commentators have sought to link this section to the previous one, any such link 

would be untenable since they are known to be parts of different sermons (T). 

However, it has been suggested that there are some parallels that can be drawn 

between the two sections since the previous one comprised of advice to the poor 

and this one has counsel for the affluent (N). First, Amīr al-Muʾminīn reminds the 
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people that even if they possess wealth, they still need their families and tribes to 

support and defend them. In fact, some commentators contend that the wealthier 

a person is, the needier he becomes of supporters and defenders, as in the case of 

kings (MB). The best people to whom one can turn for support are one’s close 

relatives, since they have the greatest empathy due to their family bond (M). They 

can be relied upon to defend a person in his absence and lend a helping hand 

during hard times.  

One example of this is mentioned in the Qurʾān where Prophet Shuʿayb was 

told by the disbelievers: “O Shuʿayb, we do not understand much of what you say. 

Indeed we see you are weak amongst us; and were it not for your tribe, we would have 

surely stoned you, and you are not venerable to us” (Q11:91) (T). Another important 

piece of advice the Imām gives to the well-off members of society pertains to 

their legacy and how they will be remembered once they leave this world. He 

encourages them to donate their wealth to charitable causes and assist the needy, 

thereby acquiring the blessing of good repute (‘lisān al-ṣidq’) among the people, 

which is better than leaving the wealth to their heirs. Since wealth cannot benefit 

anyone after death, and one has no control over how his heirs will use what they 

inherit from him, the only way one might benefit is by using it to do good while he 

is alive such that whenever he is mentioned after his death, the people recall him 

fondly and pray for him (N). The value of this is so significant that even Prophet 

Ibrāhīm (ʿa) supplicated: Confer on me a worthy repute among later generations 

(Q26:84) (T). 

5  In this part of the sermon, the Imām advises the affluent believers to be 

careful of their duty towards needy relatives. The term ‘khaṣāṣah’ connotes poverty, 

indigence, and need (M). The poor among one’s near relatives have been given 

priority when it comes to charity, so much so that the Prophet (ṣ) is reported to 

have said, “No charity is accepted while there is a near relative in need” (Z). By that 

which neither increases if it is withheld, nor decreases if spent the Imām may be 

referring to the immaterial aspect of charity, where withholding one’s wealth 

yields no increase in blessings while giving it to the needy brings down divine 

blessings through which one quickly recovers any diminution in his wealth. 
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Alternatively, some have suggested that it might mean withholding financial 

assistance from one’s needy kin will eventually lead him to suffer either psycholo-

gically or by loss of honour and respect in society, whereas helping them will 

benefit him both in this world and the next (N). Others say that since one is only 

required to give from his surplus wealth, withholding it would not benefit him and 

giving it away will not lead to poverty or indigence (MB).  

These interpretations are better understood when the pronoun ‘hu’ in 

‘yazīduhu’ and ‘yanquṣuhu’ are taken as reference to the owner of the wealth rather 

than the wealth itself (M). Regarding the phrase whoever closes his hand to his 

kinsfolk… al-Sayyid al-Raḍī remarks that its meaning is truly beautiful, for he who 

withholds assistance from his own kinsmen holds back only his own hand but 

when he requires their assistance and is in dire need of their support, they will 

not help him and turn a deaf ear to his calls. As such, he will be deprived of the 

support of many hands and the backing of a large group. The phrase ‘man talin 

ḥāshiyatuhu’ literally means one whose edges are soft, and is an idiomatic way of 

describing a gentle person who treats others with empathy and kindness, thereby 

making their affection for him last. Another possible meaning of the phrase 

pertains to the behaviour of one’s companions and friends. If the individuals with 

 AND IN THE SAME SERMON  ا َ ومنه

5 Beware! None among you should ever 
ignore the relatives whom he finds 
needy and desist from helping them 
with that which neither increases if it 
is withheld, nor decreases if spent. 
Whoever closes his hand to his 
kinsfolk only closes one hand to them 
but will have many hands closed to 
him [in his time of need]; and whoever 
has a gentle demeanour will have 
lasting affection from his people. 

 َ َْ َ َْ ِ َأَ َْْ نَِالقََْ ادْ َْْ لِّلهّْ َ ْ َْْ َأَ ْ لِِللنَا ْْْ غءَْ

َ وَ لِلا َ َأَْ َغأَّْْْْ وَاللََْصَوََْْْْ َ هَدهَِْْْْ غَْْْْ

َ َْ َْْ َّ َوَ ُْأْْ َِْ َأَ ْْلِّلّ َ َغَِ غْْ َْ ََ ِ ْْا دوِلْْ

َِْ َأَْ َِ َْْْ َّ َ ّ نَْغقَْْْْ ِْ ََ،غنَقْصّّْْْ وََُْْْ

َ ّ ْْْ ْْْ َّ َُِن وَ قّ َْْ  َ  ِِ َفإََِام
ِْْ نََْ ش َْْ لَِلّ َ  َْْ غ

 َُ لَِل َوَا ِْْ لِل  ّ َوَ قّْْْ ََََ،َ نهّْْ َغَْْ ْْْ نهّْْ ََ ن َُِْْ ّ

 َُ َهاَِ َْْ   َ ّّ َغأَْْْ لَِِلْ َََ،أَغلِْل 
نََْ وشِْْ ِْْ نَْ َِ وََُْْ

ُ َ.ُِنَْقَْ ُِِ َالمََْ  ا

5َ
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whom one keeps company possess good character, people will have affection for 

him (N). 
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FIGHTING DISSENTERS 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

In this sermon, Amīr al-Muʾminīn strongly warns those who stand in opposition 

to the truth, and clarifies his resolve to fight against them, while negating any 

possibility of negotiation or compromise when it comes to the issue of justice (N). 

Some commentators say that the Imām spoke these words from the pulpit in Kūfah 

after a group of individuals, who sought to avoid having to fight the Khawārij, came 

and objected to his decision to go to war, urging him to look for a diplomatic 

solution instead (M). Others opine, however, that this was part of a longer sermon 

that the Imām delivered before the Battle of Ṣiffīn. When Imām ʿAlī wanted to 

march against Muʿāwiyah, he invited some of the Muhājirīn and Anṣār and sought 

their advice. Hāshim ibn ʿUtbah, ʿAmmār, and Qays ibn Saʿd ibn ʿUbādah all stood 

up and voiced their support for the Imām’s plan to march against the Syrian army 

(T). Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī calls this a comprehensive statement (‘kalimatun jāmi ʿah’) 

which comprises justification for fighting the rebels, a call to obey Allāh, and a 

guarantee of success for those who do so.  

1 By my life, I shall not succumb to 
appeasement or lassitude in fighting 
against one who opposes the truth and 
stumbles into [the darkness of] error. 
So be mindful of Allāh, O servants of 
Allāh, and flee unto Allāh from [the 
wrath of] Allāh. Tread on that path 
which He has clearly laid down for you 
and stand by what He has enjoined 
upon you. For [if you do this] ʿAlī 
guarantees your eventual success, even 
if you may not attain it immediately. 

نَْ  َْْ ولَُِْ نَْقِ َْْْ ِْْ َُْ اْ َْْ وََ ِْ َْْ ََُْ ِ وَلءََمْْْْ

اَِ َْْ ولََ َالحْْْ َْْ اََْ،اْْ َْْ ودلََلَّالغْْْ َْْ َ،وَاْْ
و َ  َْْ َِغهْ َ َْ َوَ و   َْْ ْ  َِْ نَْ ِْْ ََ؛ُْ َ و اقّ اَاه ا َْْ فْ

َِ وَ َاه ا َْْ ْ 
ِ ،ََِ نََاه ا ِْْ َُْ ِ نَاه ا َْْ َِلْ واَ   

ِْْ َ،وَفْ

َْ ّْْ ّ َلَ ْ َْْ ِ َََهََجْ ْْا َْالْ ِْْ ّْْ اَفْ ُْضْ َ،وَا

َْ ّْْ َْْ َّ َدِ ْ وََ صْ َْْ ّْْ اَدمِْ ََ،وَقّ ُْ وْ
ِْْ فءََِْ

َ ئا ِْْ ْ َآدْْ ّْْ َلفَِِجِْ ْْ وُِن  َْْ ْ ََ،ضْْ َْْ َِْ َلْْ

 . مّْنحَّ ّ ََ ودئِاَ

1 
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COMMENTARY 

1  Appeasement and lassitude translate ‘idhān’ and ‘īhān’ respectively, with the 

former also connoting conciliation, compromise, hypocrisy, and cajolery, while 

the latter also denotes weakness. The first term has been used in the Qurʾān when 

describing how the Quraysh wanted the Prophet to compromise concerning their 

idols: They desired that you should be pliable, so that they may be pliable [towards 

you] (Q68:9). The Imām swears by his life (‘laʿamrī’) that when it comes to fighting 

those who oppose the truth and opt to enter the path of darkness and error (‘al-

ghay’), he will never compromise or back down (N). The phrase stumbles into error 

is a hyperbole since error itself causes one to stumble, so one who stumbles into it 

actually falls further into error and misguidance (I). Subsequently, Imām ʿAlī calls 

the people towards Godwariness (‘taqwā’) and urges them to flee unto Allāh from 

Allāh (‘firrū minallāh ilallāh’), which has been interpreted by some to mean fleeing 

from the wrath and chastisement of Allāh to His mercy (MB). And this is achieved 

through repentance and turning back to Allāh (R). Others have interpreted the 

phrase, based on the verse: …there is no refuge from Allāh except in Him (Q9:118), to 

mean fleeing from Him is impossible and any attempt to flee from Him is actually 

the same as fleeing towards Him (T).  

While in this world refuge is normally sought from someone other than the 

one who is feared, when it comes to Allāh, one can only seek refuge from His wrath 

in Him and no one else (N). The path that the Almighty has clearly laid down 

(‘nahajahu’) is the path of moderation and avoiding extremes (M), as explicated 

in the Glorious Qurʾān and the Sunnah of the Prophet (ṣ) (Z). Stand by what He has 

enjoined upon you translates ‘qūmū bimā ʿaṣabahu bikum’ and refers either to the 

divine laws of the sharī.ʿah in general (MB), or jihād in particular (T). It also alludes 

to the fact that one cannot remain indifferent to divinely prescribed injunctions 

as it is a responsibility for which he will be answerable (N). For those who do what 

is required of them, the Imām guarantees their success in the next world, if not in 

this one (Z). 
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25 

WHEN HE RECEIVED REPORTS OF THE OCCUPATION OF MUSLIM LANDS BY  

MU ʿĀWIYAH’S FORCES 

 

 

1 Nothing [is left] for me to hold or 
extend but Kūfah. If nothing remains 
but you, with your raging whirlwinds 
[of sedition], then may Allāh deform 
you! 
[Then he quoted the poet’s words:] 

By the life of your righteous father,  
O ʿAmr, I indeed 

have from this bowl nothing but little 
remaining grease. 

 

 َّ َْْ َالْ ّ فْْْ اْ َِ َ َْ
ِْْ وَ ْْْ هَوََ،َُْْْْْ ّْْ أَقْ ضِْْْ

طّهَو مََِ،وَأَدأّْْْْ َأََْْْْ اْ َِ ََِْ ّْْْ َ َ ْ َ،َِْ َلَْْْ

َِ  ّ َِ َأََ و َََ، هَّ   َ!فقََ احَِ َاه ا

و ِ َِ[ َ]:وَ مََاالََدقَِْ لَِالشا

ََِانََََََََََََََِْْلءَََ مّْ َأَدِ َ َاللََْ ِْ َغوَََ مّْ وَ

َََُِْ ِنََوَضََ   َََْ َلََِِِْ ْوِ َقََْنََْ اَاخِْ

1َ

2 Then he (ʿa) said: I have been informed 
that Busr has invaded Yemen. By 
Allāh, verily I think these people will 
soon conquer you through their unity 
upon falsehood and your disunity 
upon truth, and due to your defiance 
against your Imām in truth and their 
obedience to their leader in falsehood. 
They fulfil the trust to their master, 
while you betray your master, and 
[also] because of their good work in 
their cities and your mischief [in yours]. 
Even if I were to entrust [something as 
insignificant as] a wooden pot to one 
of you, I fear that he would run away 
with its handle.  

ولََ   َقَْْ َ َََ:ََ ّ ا َِْْ لِِلَاطا قَْْ مَّدأّْْْ ااَ ْْْ أَّْ ئِ

ِ ََ،الْْْ مََنََ َْ َّ َْْ َ َأَ ا ن  ّْْ َ َْ َ ِ َْوَاه ا ََِْْه وَ

و هِِْ َ َْْ نْ ّْ َدوِدْ مِْ
ِْْ َْْ لَِّلالّ َ َُْ ََْ َ ْ القَْْْْ

وطِِهِِ َْ نَدَْْ نََْ قه ّْْ ََْ،َ َِْْ قِ ّْ َ َْْ َ،وَ فََْْ  

هَِ َْْ َْالحْْ ِْْ َُ ّْ َفْ و َْْ َُِْ َ ّْ ِ َ 
ِْْ َ،وَدمَِءصْْ

لَِ ِْْ َْالْ وَطْْ ِْْ هّْ َفْْ َُ و َْْ َُِْْ وَ  هِِْ َ َْْ َ،وَطْْ

ََُ َ ْْ َ َ انهِِّ َا ِْْ وِ  هِِ َْوَدْ َْْ نََْ َْْ َِلْ َ َ َْْ َ،وَْ

وََ ِ ّ َْ َْْ وِ  َ ّْ ،َوَاِ ْ َْْ ئَِ هِْ َََْ َْْ وَدصِْ

وِ هّ َْ َْْ ْ َوَفأَ
ِْْ َْدئَِِ   ِْْ مََّ،ف ْْْ ِ َانْ مََن َْْ فَِ

ِْْ مَّأَْ َ َللَََشْ   ْْْ نَقءَْ َْْ لَِلهّْ ََ ِْ َْْ أَ ْ

َ.غَْ َ َ َدءِِئَقَ ِ 

2َ
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CONTEXT 

Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī says that when concurrent reports reached Amīr al-Muʾminīn 

from different regions that the followers of Muʿāwiyah had seized control of some 

lands, and his two appointed governors of Yemen, ʿUbaydullāh ibn al-ʿAbbās and 

Saʿīd ibn Numrān, came to him having been defeated by Busr ibn Arṭāh, the Imām 

ascended the pulpit vexed by the reluctance of his companions to fight and their 

opposing opinions. This sermon is actually part of a longer oration that Imām ʿAlī 

delivered in the year 40 AH, after the Battles of Ṣiffīn and Nahrawān, and it was 

one of his last sermons (I). It is narrated that there was a group in Ṣanʿā comprised 

of ʿUthmān’s followers who considered his assassination to be an unforgivable 

offence, and their pledge of allegiance to Imām ʿAlī was not sincere. At that time, 

the governor of Ṣanʿā was ʿUbaydullāh ibn ʿAbbās and its chief commander was 

Saʿīd ibn Numrān. When Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr, whom Amīr al-Muʾminīn had 

appointed governor of Egypt, was killed, the Syrians expanded their invasion of 

the lands under the Imām’s control. At this point, the followers of ʿUthmān in 

3 O Allāh, I have indeed become weary 
of them as they are weary of me, and I 
am averse to them as they are averse 
to me, so replace them for me with 
those who are better than them, and 
replace me for them with one who is 
worse than me. O Allāh, liquefy their 
hearts just as salt dissolves in water! 
By Allāh, I wish that instead of you I 
had a thousand horsemen of the Banī 
Firās ibn Ghanm. 

Thereat if you called, to you would come 
from them  

horsemen, like the swift summertime 
clouds. 

Then he descended from the pulpit. 

 َِْ  ْْ ِْ َُ ْْْ هّّْ َوَ ِِِْ َُ لِْلَ َْْ َْقْ ْْه ََِْ َ ّْْ ا َ،الِاهْ

ئمِّ َِْ ئمِْ هّّْ َوَََْْ ْ ََ،وَََْْ لِِللنَِْْدهِِْْْ فََ دْْْ

نهّْ َْ ِْْ ُ ْْْ ااَ َْ،اَ  ْْه ُِن ااَ َْشَْْ   ِْْ لِِللهّْْ َد ْْْ َ.وَأَد

َ َّ ْْْ وّ َالمِِْ وَغمَّْْ ّْْ دهَّْ َهمََْْ فَْقِّ
َُِْْ الِاهّ ا

و َِ َْْ َْالمْ
ِْْ ََْ.ف ِْْ َل َ ِ ْ ّ َأَ ا َْْ َل ِ وَوَاه ا َْْ أَُ

َِ نَِد ْْْ َ اِ َد
َْفِْْ نَْدنَِْْ َُِْْ وكِ   َ َفَْْ ْْْ  ّْ َأَل

 .ْنَْ َ 

َََََََََََّ نوَلَِ َلَْ ََ َ ْ َ َأَ وََ َُِنهّْ َْ

  َِ َالحَْمِ  َِْالَّْأَكَُِْْفََ اكِّ ََُِ

ََََ لَََ َ.ُِنََالمِْنْ َ ََ ّ ا

3َ
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Yemen began inciting people to avenge his assassination. When ʿUbaydullāh ibn 

ʿAbbās tried to stop them, even imprisoning some of them, they sent word to their 

supporters in the army urging them to oust Saʿīd ibn Numrān and to rise in open 

rebellion.  

Once they did this, many people in Yemen joined them and stopped paying 

the zakāt. ʿUbaydullāh and Saʿīd sent a letter to the Imām informing him of the 

situation. In response, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) wrote a letter to the people of Yemen 

and their soldiers, warning them and reminding them of their duty. They replied 

saying that they would obey the Imām on condition that he dismisses his two 

governors, then they wrote to Muʿāwiyah apprising him of the situation. That is 

when Muʿāwiyah sent Busr ibn Arṭāh, who was known to be a stone-cold killer, to 

Yemen. By the time he arrived in Ṣanʿā, ʿUbaydullāh and Saʿīd had departed, having 

left ʿAbdullāh ibn ʿAmr al-Thaqafī in charge. Busr attacked Sanʿā and took control 

of the city after killing ʿAbdullāh. When they arrived in Kūfah, the Imām faulted 

ʿUbaydullāh ibn ʿAbbās and Saʿīd for leaving their post. Then he ascended the 

pulpit and delivered this sermon (M). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Lack of sincerity, loyalty, bravery, and resolve among his companions was 

the reason so many regions were falling into the hands of Muʿāwiyah and his proxies. 

The phrase ‘aqbiḍuhā wa absuṭuhā’ is translated to hold or extend and implies 

complete control. Even though other cities and towns were apparently under him 

at that time, only Kūfah was under the Imām’s complete control (N). As such, it is 

suggested that the pronoun hiya in ‘mā hiya’ refers to his sovereignty or authority 

(R). Alternatively, one commentator contends that it was only the ‘holding’ and 

‘extending’ that was limited to Kūfah, not dominion, since most of Ḥijāz, Iraq, and 

Yemen was still under the Imām’s control. It only meant that of all the places, 

Kūfah was the single city that Muʿāwiyah could not invade (T). The you in the 

conditional statement if nothing remains but you refers to the city of Kūfah. Your 

raging whirlwinds translates ‘aʿāṣīruki’ and metaphorically refers to the sedition, 

discord, and hypocrisy that was rampant among the inhabitants of the city (N). 

The imprecation ‘qabbaḥakillāh’ is rendered literally as may Allāh deform you and 

is meant, in this instance, as a prayer to Allāh to be rid of them (Z).  
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The Imām then quotes a couplet to emphasize his situation. The term ‘waḍar’ 

denotes the little grease or fat that remains at the bottom of a bowl after the food 

in it has been eaten (I), or the droplets of water that remain in the bowl after it is 

emptied (N), or the smell of food that remains in an empty bowl (T). In any case, 

the couplet means that the people of Kūfah, due to their disloyalty and cowardice, 

are as insignificant as the little remaining grease in a bowl, and it would not be 

possible to secure all the Muslim lands with their support (N). Alternatively, it 

could mean that Kūfah is itself insignificant in comparison to all the other lands 

that have been occupied by the enemy, just as the remaining grease is insignificant 

in comparison to the whole bowl of food (MB). 

2  History attests to the bloodthirsty and evil nature of Busr ibn Arṭāh. He was 

responsible for killing thousands of innocent believers as well as burning and 

looting their property, and he did not even spare women and children (Z). It is 

precisely for this reason that Muʿāwiyah selected him to lead the attack on Yemen, 

instructing him to kill all the followers and companions of ʿAlī (ʿa) he finds on the 

way and show them no mercy (T). When he arrived in Yemen, he began torturing 

the people as he forced them to pledge their allegiance to Muʿāwiyah. He executed 

anyone who stood in his way and even beheaded the two young sons of the 

governor, ʿUbaydullāh ibn ʿAbbās (N). News of this greatly disheartened Amīr al-

Muʾminīn and he warned the people of Kūfah that they would all meet the same 

fate if they did not mend their ways. This tragedy had transpired, he said, due to 

four main reasons. First, they were disunited despite being on the path of truth 

while the Syrians were united upon falsehood. The term falsehood here refers 

either to the unlawful occupation of Muslim lands (MB), or the false justification 

of avenging the blood of ʿUthmān (T).  

Second, they were defiant and disobeyed their Imām, who was the rightful 

leader, even when he called them to the truth. On the other hand, their enemies 

obeyed their leader, Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān, even when he called them to 

falsehood and misguidance. This is because Muʿāwiyah would use cunning schemes 

and bribery to get the people to follow him whereas Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) never stooped 

to such tactics (Z). Third, they were disloyal and untrustworthy whereas their 

enemies would fulfil their trusts; and it is only through trustworthiness that forces 

can be rallied, provisions acquired, funds raised, and people can come together to 

fight the enemy. Without trust, none of these things can be arranged and the only 

outcome is then loss and defeat (N). Fourth, they were agents of corruption and 
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mischief in their lands while their enemy was careful in maintaining order and 

peace in their own lands (MB). After mentioning these four qualities that would 

eventually lead to their downfall, the Imām rebukes them for their treachery by 

stating that he could not even trust them with something as insignificant as a 

cooking pot, so there was no way they could ever be relied upon in important 

matters (M). 

3  Amīr al-Muʾminīn then complains to Allāh against the people of Kūfah, 

saying that he is weary of them. A person becomes weary of something either 

because he is physically fatigued, or because he knows for sure that it is not 

possible to attain the desired goal. In this case, the behaviour of the Kūfans and 

their incessant obduracy led the Imām to get fed up with them to the point of 

complaining against them (M). He was weary of their disloyalty, hypocrisy, and 

defiance while they were weary of his sincerity, justice, and steadfastness (Z). 

Though malal and sa.ʾam are considered synonyms, some have suggested that the 

former refers to weariness caused by speech whereas the latter is caused by action, 

or the former is weariness expressed openly while the latter is weariness in secret 

(R). The Imām then prayed to be rid of such subjects and have them replaced with 

better people who would obey and support him; or he may have been referring to 

those whose company he would be in after death (MB). He also prayed for them 

to get another leader who was worse than him, as this is what they deserved. It is 

said that soon after he made this supplication, Ḥajjāj ibn Yūsuf – one of the most 

ruthless and cruel tyrants in Islamic history – was born (N).  

Finally, Amīr al-Muʾminīn asked Allāh to liquefy their hearts (‘mith qulūbahum’), 

which some suggest refers to the state of overwhelming fear or sorrow that puts a 

strain on one’s heart (M). The Imām then turned to the people again saying that 

instead of them, he would have preferred to have only a thousand horsemen of the 

Banī Firās ibn Ghanm, who were famous for their bravery and loyalty. In another 

instance, it is reported that Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) said to the Kūfan army, “By Allāh, I wish 

that instead of a hundred thousand of you, I had three hundred soldiers from [the 

tribe of] Firās ibn Ghanm” (T). Subsequently, the Imām recited a couplet 

describing the horsemen of the Banī Firās. Explaining the meaning of the couplet, 

al-Sayyid al-Raḍī notes that ‘armiyah’ is the plural of ramiy which means cloud, 

and in this instance, ‘ḥamīm’ refers to summertime. He further says, “The poet 

specifically mentioned the summer cloud since it moves swiftly and passes quickly 

as it is devoid of water. A cloud that is heavy moves slowly because it is laden with 
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water, but this only happens mostly during specific times in the winter. The poet 

thus wanted to allude to their swiftness when they are called, and their readiness 

when their help is required. This is understood from his first verse: Thereat if you 

called, to you would come from them...” 
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26 

THE ARABS BEFORE THE PROPHETIC MISSION (AL-BI ʿTHAH) 
 

 

 

 

 

1 Verily Allāh sent Muḥammad (ṣ) as a 
warner to the worlds and a trustee of 
the revelation, while you, the Arab 
nation, were following the worst creed 
and residing in the worst abode, 
encamping among jagged rocks and 
mordacious serpents. You would drink 
turbid water and eat unsavoury food. 
You shed each other’s blood and 
severed ties with your kin. Idols were 
placed [everywhere] among you and 
sins encompassed you. 

لِلااَ  ْْا ُّحَمْْ فََ َْْ َدءَْْ َ َاه ا ِ غ ااَََِ ا َْْ َْْ

ولمَِ نََ نَال انِْ غْْلََِ،لِِءَْْْ َِْْ َ ْْْ ّْ ََ،وَأَُِ نْْواَ وَأََ

ْْنَ  َِ غ َْْ ه نَش َْْ ِ ََ ِِ  َ َْْ َ َالءْ َْْ ءْش َُ،ََْ ِْْ وَف

ََ اكَ  َْْ ه ََ،شْْ  ُ وكَ َْْ َْْ نََِْ جْْ ّْْ َ َدْْ نِ لَْْ ُّ
نَ  ََّْْْْ قََ،اّشْْْْْ

و   َ دّ َ ََ،وََ  ْْْْا  شَْْْْْ

لِِلكََ َْْ ِْْ َََ،الْ ْْْْ َْْ هِّّْ َ َالجَْشْْْْ َ،وَ ْْْْ

وَ هّ َْ فِ ّ َ َِ َُْْْْ وَ قَطَْءّْْْْ َ ََ،وَ أَْْْْْ

َْ ّ َُ و َْْ ّْْ دَ َ َ.أَكْ  نصْ َُ َ ّْ  
ِْْ نوَّ َف ْْْ ََ ْْ َ،ا

ءصّْ دَ  َُ َ.وَاْ  وَّ َدِ ّْ َ

1َ

 HIS SITUATION BEFORE THEY PLEDGED 
ALLEGIANCE TO HIM  ا صفته قبل البيعة له َ ومنه

2 I looked around and found that there 
was no one to support me except my 
family, so I refrained from endanger-
ing their lives. I shut my eyes even 
with motes embedded in them, and 
drank in spite of choking. I remained 
patient even when held by the throat, 
and bore that which was more bitter 
than the taste of colocynth. 

 َ اْ َِ َ ِْْ ن  ُّءْ َْ ِْْ َلْ َِ ْ  َْْ إَِ اَلْ َْْ ْ ّ َفْ َْْ فنَوَْ

ْ لَّدَ ْ ِْْْْ نََِ،أَ ْْْْْ َْْْْ َ ْ ننِمَّْدهِِْْْْ فضََْْْْ

َِ  ْ َْْ َ هَ،المْْ َْْ نَالقْْ َْْ َْْ مََّْ ِْ َ،وَأَْضْْ

جَو نَالشْْْا ِ دمََّْ َِْْْ وَََْْْ َْ ّ ََ،وَشَْْْ

َِ َْْ ِ َالْ وَْ ْْْ نَأَاْ َْْ ِْ َ،ََ َْْ ا نَأَُْ َْْ وََ ِْ

َ.ُِنَْطَءِْ َالءَِْقَْ 

2َ
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CONTEXT 

This sermon comprises sections of a longer sermon that the Imām delivered 

before proceeding to Nahrawān in the year 38 AH (MB). In it Amīr al-Muʾminīn 

talks about the condition of the Arabs and the way they lived during the Age of 

Ignorance before the Prophet was sent to them. Subsequently, he describes his 

own situation before the Muslims pledged their allegiance to him. Finally, he 

instructs the people to prepare for battle against the enemy. With regard to the 

context of this sermon, most scholars say that after Egypt was occupied by 

Muʿāwiyah’s forces and Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr was martyred, a group of 

individuals came to the Imām and sought to learn his opinion about the earlier 

caliphs. In response, the Imām rebuked them for asking such a question at a time 

when there were more pressing concerns such as what was happening in Egypt. 

Some have suggested that the contents of this sermon indicate that it might have 

been delivered before the Battle of Ṣiffīn, especially since the Imām tells the 

people to prepare themselves for war. However, it is also possible that this was in 

reference to another battle that was to take place in the future but when the Imām 

was martyred, it did not come to pass (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Though the Prophet was both a warner (nadhīr) and a bringer of glad tidings 

(bashīr), Amīr al-Muʾminīn mentions only his former attribute here, because 

warning others and putting fear in their hearts is the most effective way of getting 

people to eschew sin (M). Some commentators suggest that by stating he was the 

trustee of the revelation, the Imām was subtly alluding to the Prophet’s infallibility 

(N). The description of the Arabs before the Prophet was sent to them is a theme 

found in a number of the Imām’s sermons (Z). In a few words, he summarizes the 

state of the Arabs during the Age of Ignorance with the aim of reminding the people 

of their past, and having them compare it to their present state, so that they would 

realize how much they have been blessed (N). In the past, the Arabs were following 

the worst creed which involved idol worshipping and ascribing partners to Allāh 

(MB). They lived in the worst abode among the jagged rocks and mordacious 

serpents (‘ḥijāratin khushn wa ḥayyātin ṣumm’). The adjective ‘ṣumm’ literally 

means ‘deaf’ and here it refers to snakes that are unafraid of any noise people 

would make to drive them away (MB). Some commentators suggest that this phrase 
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could be understood metaphorically where jagged rocks connote either mountains 

or idols, which in turn signify harsh living or pagan worshipping respectively. 

These were then replaced with easier and gentler lifestyles and worshipping the 

One True God.  

Mordacious serpents may also be a symbolic reference to cunning enemies 

since such serpents do not fear loud noises and are thus more dangerous than 

regular snakes (I). However, other commentators disagree saying that it would not 

be correct to interpret these words allegorically in this instance (T). The Arabs 

used to drink turbid water because they were nomads and never remained in one 

place for long. Hence, they would drink whatever water they came by, and due to 

the harsh desert conditions, this included muddy water that was hardly fit for 

consumption (M). As for their food being unsavoury, it is reported that one bedouin 

was asked, “What animals would you eat in the desert?” He replied, “Anything that 

moved, except umm jubayn (a kind of highly poisonous reptile)” (N). Food that is 

described as ‘khashib’ is generally unpalatable and coarse (R). The Arabs were also 

known for their barbarity and bloodshed, and they would sever family ties, even 

going as far as killing their own infants. Ibn ʿAbbās reports that when time for a 

woman to give birth came, she would dig a hole in the ground and sit next to it. If 

she gave birth to a girl, she would throw the child into the hole and if it was a boy, 

she would hold on to him (MB). The fact that they placed idols everywhere shows 

that not only were they unashamed of their idol worship, they actually took pride 

in it. This was one of the reasons that sin became all-pervasive in the Arab society 

(N). 

2  In this part of the sermon, the Imām recalls what happened after the death 

of Rasūlullāh (ṣ) and why he never took up arms to fight for his right. He says that 

upon looking around, he found that his only supporters were members of his 

family, so he decided to remain silent in order to keep them from harm’s way. It is 

evident that taking a stand against those individuals who had usurped the reins of 

leadership at that juncture would have been futile, and may have even led to the 

death of many among the Prophet’s pure progeny (N). The verb ‘ḍanintu’ derives 

from ḍinnah meaning niggardliness, tenaciousness, and unwillingness to let go of 

something. Indeed, in numerous instances the Imām is reported to have said that 

if he had enough supporters, he would have stood up for his rights (Z). Al-Ighḍāʾ 

ʿalā al-qadhā refers to closing one’s eyes despite having specks of dust or other 

foreign particles in them, thereby making the process painful and uncomfortable. 



154                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 26 
 

Here it symbolizes the great pain and discomfort the Imām had to endure when 

his right was usurped. Similarly, al-shurb ʿalā al-shajā literally connotes drinking 

water while there is something stuck in the throat, like a bone, which leads to 

choking and great discomfort (T). It also refers to the heightened anguish and 

sorrow that causes one to feel as if something is stuck in his throat (N).  

Despite experiencing such agony, the Imām endured patiently. The term ‘al-

kaẓam’ refers to the windpipe and ‘akhdh al-kaẓam’ can refer to choking (ikhtināq) 

or to a situation where one is so overwhelmed by distress or anger that he finds 

it difficult to breathe (M). Some commentators interpret this phrase to mean 

suppressing overwhelming anger (kaẓm al-ghayẓ) (T). To elucidate the extent of 

his distress, the Imām gives an analogy of the bitter colocynth (‘ʿalqam’, also known 

as ḥanẓal) and says that what he endured was even more bitter. The colocynth, 

which is a viny plant that grows in arid areas, was often used as a symbol of bitterness 

among the Arabs and the Imām compares the bitterness of his experience to the 

literal bitterness of the colocynth (MB). 

3  Here the Imām describes how ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ gave his allegiance to Muʿāwiyah 

only after the latter agreed to make him the ruler of Egypt. Historians note that 

after the Battle of Jamal, Amīr al-Muʾminīn moved to Kūfah and made it the capital 

 AND IN THE SAME SERMON  ا َ ومنه

3 He (ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ) did not pledge 
allegiance [to Muʿāwiyah] until he had 
stipulated what he would take in 
exchange for his allegiance. May the 
hand of the seller never triumph, and 
may the buyer’s contract lead to his 
disgrace! So ready yourselves for war 
and prepare your arms and munitions, 
for its flames have been kindled and its 
blaze burns bright. [And adhere to 
patience, for it is indeed the best 
means to victory.] 

 

 َ ّ َْْ ْ ِ َْ ّ َ َ َأَْ َغ َْْ نَشْ ْْا وغِْ ََ  ْ َْْ ْ َغّ ْ َْْ وَلْ

ِ َ مََنْْْْواَ نَالْ َ ءَْْْْْ َِْْْْ َ،ََ ْ َ ئَََ فِْْْْ فَْْْْ

ونِ َِ َْْ لِّلَالْ ْْْ َْْ ّ ََ،غْْْ َْْ وَْْْ َُ مَْأَ َْْ وَاَِ غْْْ

واَِ َْْ وَ!المّْ ْ ْ َْْ َأّْ  َ هَْ ِِ  ْ َْْ ّ واَلِِحْْ ّْْ َ،فلََْ

لِلا هََو ّْْ وَ ْ َْْ واَلهَْ لِل  ِْْ ََ،وَأَ ْ َْْ ا لِْلَشْ َْْ فقَْ

و َْْ نوََ وَ،لوََو ْ َْْ ئَََْ َْْ ءِّ واَ[َ.وَ ْ ْْْ َْ شَْ وَا

َِلنََالناصْ  اّ َأَْ َ نَ َ].الصا َْ َفإََِ

3َ
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of his caliphate. He then sent Jarīr ibn ʿAbdillāh al-Bajalī to Syria in order to take 

Muʿāwiyah’s pledge of allegiance. Muʿāwiyah was reluctant to give the oath of 

allegiance to the Imām, so he sought counsel from his advisors about this. His 

brother ʿUtbah ibn Abī Sufyān said to him, “In this matter, you should take assistance 

from ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ as he is a very clever individual. You should know, however, 

that he will never submit to you unless you offer him something considerable, such 

that he would be ready to sell his religion to you; …and he will then surely do this 

because he loves wealth and power.” Muʿāwiyah wrote a letter to ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ 

and invited him to Syria. Upon his arrival, he sought his assistance to oppose Imām 

ʿAlī (ʿa). ʿAmr said that ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib was the greatest warrior and the closest to 

the Prophet of Islam. Furthermore, his knowledge of Islam was unmatched. Then 

he asked, “If I were to accept your offer, what would you give me in return?” 

“Anything you want,” replied Muʿāwiyah. So ʿAmr asked to be made the ruler of 

Egypt and though Muʿāwiyah was initially hesitant, he agreed. It is said that ʿAmr 

ibn al-ʿĀṣ specifically asked for Egypt because he had witnessed its beauty and 

riches first hand when he conquered it during the reign of the second caliph and 

was subsequently appointed as the latter’s governor to Egypt, where he remained 

until ʿUthmān removed him from that post (N).  

Some commentators have interpreted the seller (‘al-bāʾi.ʿ’) to be Muʿāwiyah 

and the buyer (‘al-mubtāʿ’) as ʿAmr (I), whereas others say that it is the opposite, 

since ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ sold his religion for the worldly gain granted to him by 

Muʿāwiyah (T). Moreover, the word mubtāʿ also refers to one who accepts the oath 

of allegiance (R). The Imām then imprecates both these individuals, praying for 

their failure and disgrace. Indeed, if one reads about what became of Muʿāwiyah 

and ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ, he would see how their love of this world led to their ruin (Z). 

Some commentators have posited the possibility that these statements were not 

meant as an imprecation but were declarative, in which case the translation would 

read: The hand of the seller will never triumph, and the buyer’s contract will lead to 

his disgrace (N). The word ‘amānah’ is translated as contract and denotes the trust 

that included the land and wealth of the Muslims which was unjustly appropriated 

(M). According to some commentators, the war that Amīr al-Muʾminīn tells the 

people to prepare for is the second battle against Muʿāwiyah (T). This was because 

Muʿāwiyah had himself ignited the flame of war by sending his soldiers to invade 

the cities and towns that were under the Imām’s control. Finally, as advice to his 
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followers, Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) tells them to adhere to patience as that is the best way to 

attain victory.  

The term ‘istashʿirū’ derives from the root sh-ʿa-r and the term shi ʿār, which 

literally refers to the undergarment that is in direct contact with one’s body. This 

is quite apt given that patience needs to be ingrained within a person’s heart and 

soul (N). It is noteworthy that this last statement is not found in some manuscripts 

of Nahj al-Balāghah. 
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27 

URGING THE PEOPLE TO DEFEND THEMSELVES 

 

 THE VIRTUE OF JIHĀD   هاد َ فضل الح 

1 Now then; verily jihād is one of the 
gates of Paradise that Allāh has opened 
for His special friends. It is the attire of 
Godwariness, the protective armour of 
Allāh, and His impenetrable shield. 
Whoever abandons it out of aversion, 
Allāh drapes him with the garment of 
disgrace and he is encompassed with 
affliction. He is rendered submissive 
by abasement and degradation, and 
his heart is obscured by loss of reason. 
The right is sequestered from him by 
[his] forfeiture of jihād, and he is subje-
cted to ignominy and denied justice. 

وَدءَْلِلَّ  اُ َََ،أَ ِِ َ ا ْْْ نَْأَد
َُِْْ  ِ و وَ َدَْْ َالجْهَِْْ إِ ا فَْْ

ْْا َِ ِْْ ََِ،الجَْنْ ِ َأَوْلِ وَنْ ْْا َّللََِوَْ ّ َاه ا َْْ َ،فَ حَْ

َ ه ْْْ وّ َال اقْْْ َْْ َ َلِ ْْْ ّْْ ََ،وَ ْْْ ِ وَِ كْاَّاه ا

ّ َالَْ  ِ قَْْ ََّ،الحَْصِْْ نَ َّ ّْْ ّ ََ،وَدّنا  نَْ ََ هَْْ فمََْْ

لهَ   ْْ َالْ َِ  ْ َْْ ْ َّ ّ َاه ا َْْ ّ َأَلْ أَْ ْْْ ََ نْ َْْ ا َ،كَْْ ْ

مََِِ غوَكََِ،ّ َالْْْْْ ئََ َّوَشَْْْْ فََدوِلصْْْْا وَّ غْْْْه

َُِ وَ  َْْ ِ ََ،وَالقْمَْْ ِْْ نَقَِْ ْْ َْْ ِْْ ََ َِ  ِ ّْْ وَضْْ

َ ِِ هَو ّ َدِ ضَْْْ ِ ِ ََ،دوِخَِْْْْ ْْْ َُِن  ِ وَأِّ غْْلََالحَْْْ

و َِ َ ََ،الجْهَِْْْْ  َ َاللََْأْْْْْ
َ ََ،وََِْْْْ نِْْْْ ُّ وَ

َ.َ َصََناَال

1َ

 EXHORTING THE PEOPLE  اض الناس َ استنه

2 Look! I have called you to fight these 
people night and day, secretly and 
openly, and told you to strike them 
before they overrun you, for by Allāh, 
never have a people been attacked 
inside their own homes but that they 
were disgraced. Yet you kept passing 
over the responsibility to others and 
forsook it until you were attacked 
from all sides and your cities were 
occupied [by the enemy]. 

ولَِ  َْْ نَقِ ْ َْْ َِلْ َ ّْ ّ  ْ َْْ لِْلََ  ْ َْْ َْقْ ََِْْْه َوَ َْ أَ

وكااَ َْْ َوََهَْ َْْ ئْا ْ ِ َلْ َْْ ِ َالقْْ َْ َّ َْْ ااََ، ْ   
ِْْ وََْ

ْْواَ َِْ ئََ ّْْ ََّ،وَ مَّلَ  ْْْ لَََ:وَقِّ ْْْ ّ وّ ْ َقَ  ْْْ اْ

َََ،أَْ َغغَّْ وهّ َْ للّ  ْ   َقَْْ َقَْْ ََ  ِ وَّْْْ ََُْْ
ِ َ اه ا فَْْ

ْْ  ا ََ ل اْ َِ َ ْ ِْْ ِ ََ اكِ  ْْْ َّْ ق ِْْ َ اهَِْ ّْ ََ،ف َْْ فَ 

َ ّّ ْ َْْ نامََْ ِْْ ّْْ نَشْْ ْْا وَ لْ ّْ ََ  ْْ َْْ وَ لََْْ

وَْطَو َََّ،الغْوَكَاّ َ ْْ ِِ مَََْ َِ ْ ّّ َا ُّ َ.وَ

2َ
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CONTEXT 

Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī notes that this sermon was delivered by Amīr al-Muʾminīn 

(ʿa) after he received a report about the sacking of Anbār by the army of Muʿāwiyah, 

without any resistance from the people of that city. In it, he mentions the merits 

of jihād, calls on the people to rise up, affirms his knowledge of warfare, and holds 

people responsible for disobeying him. This is one of the Imām’s more famous 

sermons and has been recorded in numerous early works, such as Abū al-ʿAbbās 

al-Mubarrad’s al-Kāmil, with slight variance (I). Al-Kulaynī has also mentioned it 

in al-Kāfī, and the author of Maṣādir Nahj al-Balāghah notes ten well-known 

sources that recount this sermon before al-Sayyid al-Raḍī (N). When the Imām 

received word about the fall of the border city of Anbār to Muʿāwiyah’s forces, and 

the killing of Ḥassān ibn Ḥassān, he became angry and began walking towards 

Nukhaylah (a military camp near Kūfah) where he delivered this sermon (T). He 

informed the people that Sufyān ibn ʿAwf al-Ghāmidī, whom he referred to in the 

sermon as ‘akhū ghāmid’, had invaded the borderlands of Iraq and executed the 

Imām’s governor in Anbār before looting the residents of the town and laying 

waste to many of their homes; all this while meeting very little resistance from the 

inhabitants of the city.  

Sufyān ibn ʿAwf himself relates that Muʿāwiyah instructed him to attack Anbār 

so that the Iraqis would become frightened and demoralized. He further ordered 

that the army should be allowed to pillage the town and show no mercy. When 

Sufyān arrived with his army, Ḥassān ibn Ḥassān al-Bakrī tried to defend the town 

with a small contingent of about thirty men, but they were overwhelmed by the 

much larger Syrian army and attained martyrdom (N). News of the event caused 

great anguish to the Imām and this can clearly be felt from his sermon. Another 

name for this oration is the Sermon of Jihād, and it was delivered during the final 

days of the Imām’s life (MB). In praising this sermon, Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd says that 

many people have spoken about the importance of jihād, but they have all taken 

inspiration from the words of Amīr al-Muʾminīn in one way or another (I). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Traditions abound with merits of jihād. Here, the Imām describes it as a gate 

in Paradise that is opened for the special friends of Allāh. These are the individuals 
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who are sincere in their love and worship of Allāh, and fight only for the pleasure 

of Allāh and no other reason. When a Muslim leaves his family and embarks on 

jihād knowing that the enemy is out for his blood and would take his family captive 

if they prevailed, yet he still remains steadfast in obedience to Allāh and seeking 

His pleasure, then such a person is truly a special friend of Allāh (MB). The Imām 

subsequently goes on to describe jihād as the attire of Godwariness (‘libās al-

taqwā’), the protective armour of Allāh (‘dir.ʿullāh al-ḥaṣīnah’), and His impenetrable 

shield (‘junnatuhu al-wathīqah’). Just as an attire is a means of preserving one’s 

dignity and adorning oneself, so too does jihād protect one’s honour and that of 

his family and community (N). It is also like armour and a shield because it 

protects a believer from his enemies and from chastisement in the Hereafter (M). 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) then outlines the consequences of abandoning jihād out of 

aversion (‘raghbatan ʿanhu’) and not for any valid reason such as illness, old age, 

and the like. Anyone who does this is draped with the garment of disgrace (‘thawb 

al-dhull’) and is encompassed with affliction (‘shamilahu al-balāʾ’). That is because 

one who does not defend himself and his society from predators and enemies will 

be left as an open target for them, and that will lead to hardships and afflictions 

for him (N).  

Such a person has no choice but to surrender and submit himself to the abase-

ment and degradation meted out by the enemy. As a result, his heart is obscured 

by loss of reason (‘ḍuriba ʿalā qalbihi bil-ishāb’), which is a natural consequence of 

complete and utter helplessness. The word ‘al-ishāb’ also means incessant babble, 

and it is common for a person who is overwhelmed with fear and distress to talk a 

lot without thinking (M). Another consequence of turning away from jihād is the 

loss of one’s right, which gets appropriated by the oppressors. Finally, those who 

do not defend themselves against their enemies are subjected to ignominy (‘sīm al-

khasf’) and denied justice (‘muni ʿa al-naṣaf’). Some have suggested that since ‘al-

khasf’ literally means to sink or disappear, the phrase ‘sīm al-khasf’ may also connote 

taking a step towards one’s own annihilation (N). 

2  The Imām called the people to fight the enemy night and day, just as Prophet 

Nūḥ (ʿa) called his people night and day, but it only made them flee further away 

(Q71:5-6) (T). Similarly, he states that he had called them secretly and openly, to 

emphasize the fact that he exhorted them towards jihād numerous times and in 

many ways (M). He urged them to fight the enemy before they were overrun by 

them, since the invading armies were known for their atrocities and lack of 
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compunction in perpetrating all sorts of crimes against innocent civilians. 

Therefore, it was only sensible for them to prepare themselves and meet the 

enemy on the battlefield before they reached their town (N). Amīr al-Muʾminīn 

then gives them another reason to go out and fight when he says never have a 

people been attacked inside their own homes but that they were disgraced. Some 

commentators suggest that this loss and disgrace is a consequence of certain 

presumptions on the part of the victims who generally think that any enemy who 

would dare to enter the city would have to be very strong and powerful. This 

assumption leads even the bravest people to lose hope in their ability to repel the 

enemy and drive them out of their homes. As a result, they end up becoming weak 

and are unable to defend themselves (M).  

The phrase ‘ʿuqri dārihim’ is rendered inside their own homes where ʿuqr literally 

means cornerstone or origin, and here it refers to the centre of one’s abode. When 

the enemy attacks people in their homes, they destroy everything in their path and 

even the weaker members of the community, including children and the aged, are 

harmed. This is what leads to their disgrace (N). Indeed, there can be no honour 

or dignity left for any community that is unable to defend itself against its enemies, 

as history attests (Z). Despite being aware of this, the people kept shrugging off 

their duty and handing it over to one another (‘tawākaltum’) such that in the end, 

nobody took responsibility for defending the city. When they had all forsaken the 

duty (‘takhādhaltum’), the enemy attacked them from every direction and occupied 

their city. The verb ‘shunnat’ derives from the root sh-n-n which connotes scatter-

ing or pouring forth, and when used in the context of conflict, it means attacking 

from all sides (N).    

3  Here the Imām describes what happened in Anbār as an example of the 

consequence of aversion to jihād. Anbār was a city about 55 km west of Baghdād 

and, as noted above, the man responsible for its sacking was Sufyān ibn ʿAwf of the 

Banū Ghāmid, which was a Yemeni tribe. Muʿāwiyah had given Sufyān command 

over a large contingent and when he returned after ravaging the city, Muʿāwiyah 

was pleased and exclaimed, “You have truly met my expectations and have not 

disappointed me” (Z). Having killed the governor of Anbār, the enemies drove 

away the border guards and sentries from their post.  
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3 Now the cavalry of this Ghāmidī has 
entered Anbār and he has killed Ḥassān 
ibn Ḥassān al-Bakrī and removed your 
sentries from their garrisons. I have 
been informed that one of them would 
enter the home of a Muslim woman, 
and another [woman] under the 
protection of Islam, and snatch away 
her anklet and bracelet, her necklaces 
and her earrings, and she could do 
nothing to stop him except cry out, 
‘Surely to Allāh we belong and to Him we 
will return’ and plead for mercy. Then, 
[having pillaged everything,] they left 
fully laden [with loot]. None of them 
suffered any injury, nor was any of 
their blood spilt. If a Muslim dies of 
grief after [hearing] all this, he cannot 
be blamed; rather, in my view, that is 
what behoves him. 

 َ ّ لِْلَوَكََ ْ َاَ ِّْْْ َْْ َق لِل  ِْْ ّْْ َْوَُ َ اَأَا َْْ وَ 

وَ َ نَََ أْْا ْْْ وَ َد لَََ أْْا َْْ لِْلَقَ  َْْ وكَ،َوَق َْْ  ََْ ْْ ا

نَْ ،َوَأَغَالََاَْْْْْْ َِْ ّْ َ َْْْْْْ اَ  ِ الْ َ ْْْْْْْ

لََ ّْْ دْ َال ا َْأَ ا
ِْْ لِْلَدَِغَنَْ َْْ ولحِِهَو.َوَلقَْ َْْ أْ َُ

نهّْْ َ ِْْ َُْ ُِ ْ أَ َْْ نَالمْْ َْْ لِْلاّلََّ ِْ َْْ وَ َغْ َْْ هْ

َ، ُِ لَِل َ هَالمّْءَو ِْْْْْ اّْْْْْْ ْْ ِمَِِ ،َوَا المّْأْْْْْْ

لَِلَ وَ وَوَقئََنِْْْ وَوَقِّْ هََْْْ ِ اَِّ جِْهََْْْ فَ نَْ َْْْ

َ اْ َِ َ ّ ْْْ ّ َُِنْْْ ِْْ وَ مَْ نَْْْ َْْ و،َُْْْ َْْ وَكَِ و هَْْْ

َ ّْْ ا ْْْ ِْ َ وِ ،َ ْْْ َْْْ ِْ ْْْ ِْ دَواَِوَا دوَِْْْْ

َ َُِْْ ئا ولََكَدّْْ وَََْْ ِ غنَ،ََُْْ
نهّْْ َاَصََْ فّ اَوَافِْْ

 َ ْْْ َ أاََ،هَِ َاُْْْ ْ َأَ ا ْ ََ   ،َفََِْْ َلهَّْْ َِ َأكِّغْْ َْ وَ

وَ َْْ ُ فواَ َْْ َ اَأََ َْْ لِِلَ  ْْْ نَْدءَ
ِْْ وَ َُ َْْ ُ ِمِواَ ْْْ ُّأ
ْْواَ ُ ِّ َُ َ ِ ِْْ وَ َد َْْ لِِلَََ،ه ْْْ ِ َ ِن ِْْ وَ َد َْْ لَْه َْْ د

َدَلِِلغ اا.

3َ

4 How very strange and baffling! By 
Allāh, it makes the heart sink and 
causes deep distress to see the unity of 
these people upon falsehood and your 
dispersal from the truth. So woe be to 
you and may you grieve! You have 
become the target that is shot at. You 
are being plundered and you take 
[back] nothing. You are being attacked 
yet you do not defend yourselves.  

ْْواَ  َ جَ  ْْواَ وََ جَ  َْْ ََِ!فَ  َ ََ،وَاه ا ْْْ ْْمَّالقَِْ غمِّ 

َ ِ َْ َّ واَِ َْْ نََادْ مَِْْ
َُِْْ ّ َالهَْْْ ا وَغجَِِْْْ

وطِِهِِ َْ َْْ نَد َْْ ِ ََ ِ ْ َْْ نََْ،القْ َْْ قِ ّْ َ    َْْ وَ فَ

ْ َوَ ََ  ْْواََ.َ قه ّْْ َْ لَ ّْْ  ِْْ نَََ!فقَّ حْْْواَ

ن َْْ غّْ ُ ْْواَ ْ  ّْ َََْ ض
ِْْ َ،ََ ّْ ْ َْْ وكََّ ِ َْْ غغّ

ّْْ و ََ َ غِّ ْ َْ ّ و َََ،وَ ْْْ َ غَْ َْ َ وَْ َوَ ْْْ َ،وَ غّْ

َّوَ َْ ضَْ  ََ  َ.وَغءّصَْنَاه ا

4َ
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Garrisons translates ‘masāliḥ’ which is the plural of maslaḥah meaning an armed 

guard, particularly at the border or frontier, because that is the place where caches 

of weapons and munitions (asliḥah) are kept and used by soldiers to guard the 

boundaries of a city or country from invaders (N). 

The Imām subsequently recounts one of the atrocities of the invading army 

that he had been informed about. Since the primary objective of the army was to 

instil fear in the hearts of the people, Muʿāwiyah had instructed Sufyān to give his 

soldiers carte blanche to do as they pleased, even encouraging them to loot and 

plunder (T). As a result, they transgressed against the helpless women, snatching 

away their jewellery from their hands, necks, feet, and ears while they could do 

nothing but cry out and plead for mercy. Commentators have interpreted ‘al-

istirjāʿ’ either as a kind of crying and sobbing that is muffled, as though the sound 

is stuck in the throat, or crying out, “Surely to Allāh we belong and to Him we will 

return (innā lillāhi wa innā ilayhi rāji.ʿūn)” (N). The men of the city remained 

cowering and passive as their homes were looted, and the enemies were able to 

take whatever they wanted without any resistance whatsoever. This is evidenced 

by the fact that none of them suffered any injury, nor was any of their blood spilt. 

Having pillaged the city, the soldiers left laden with loot (‘inṣarafū wāfirīn’). By 

saying that it would behove a Muslim to die of grief upon witnessing or hearing 

 Allāh is being disobeyed and you 
consent to it. When I instruct you to 
march against them in the days of 
summer you say, “This [weather] is 
scorching hot. Spare us till the heat 
subsides.” When I order you to march 
in winter you say, “This [weather] is 
freezing cold; give us time until the 
cold spell passes.” All this just to 
escape the heat and the cold! If you 
flee from heat and cold, then you 
would, by Allāh, be even more likely to 
flee from the sword. 

وِ َ  ْْا َْأَغ ِْْ َْْ هِْْ َف َِل ْ  ّ ّْ َدوِلأْْا ِْ َ َْْ إَِ اَأَُ َْْ ف

َْْ هَ ْْْ ّ ََْ،الحْْ ََ:قِّْ َِ ْ  َْْ َُّالقْْ وكا َْْ ِ ِ ََ مْ َْْ ْ 

وَالحَْْْْْ َ  وَغأَّْْْْ اهََْ نْْْْا هِِنَْْْْْ ُْ ََِ اََ،أَ وَ

َْالشْْه وَ َِ َِلَْْ هِْْ َفِْْ ْ  ّ ّْ َدوِلأْْا ِْ َ َ،أََُْْ

َْ ّ ْْْ ِهََِْ:قِّ وَغنَأَْْْ هِِنَْْْ ُْ َأَ َُّالقّْْْ ه ِ ِ َََْْ وَكا َْْ 

َّ  ْ َْْ وَالْ  ََ،َ نْْا نََالحَْْْ ه
ُِْْ َ اكااَ َ اَفِْْ َْْ َ ل  هّْْ

ّْْ هَ إََِ،وَالقْ َْْ َف ّْْ ه َوَالقْ َْْ ه نََالحْ
ِْْ َُ ّْ ْْْ َ اَهنّ

و ََ نََالأا ِْ َأَفَ َ ََ، فَِ  
َُِ ِ َ.فََ َْ ّْ َوَاه ا

َ
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about this, the Imām hoped to awaken their consciences and incite fervour for 

jihād in them (Z). This statement further shows the importance Islam places on 

protecting the honour and dignity of women, as well as defending those minorities 

who live under an Islamic government (N). 

4  The repetition of ‘ʿajaban’ is for emphasis, as is the use of the vocative 

particle ‘yā’ (M). It is a strangeness and oddity that causes the heart to sink (‘yumītu 

al-qalba’ lit. kills the heart) and one’s distress to intensify (MB). That which the 

Imām deemed to be strange was the unity and accord of the enemy upon 

falsehood and the disunity and discord among the believers despite being on the 

right. It was expected that the believers would remain steadfast and united upon 

the truth and stand up in its defence. So when they were seen to scatter and 

disperse, it was surprising and heartbreaking (N). Unlike Muʿāwiyah’s forces who 

were ready to obey any command they were given, the Kūfans would express their 

individual opinions about any instructions the Imām gave them, and this caused 

them to become divided and disunited (T). Woe be to you and may you grieve 

translates ‘qubḥan lakum wa taraḥan’ where qubḥ connotes being distanced from 

goodness (khayr) and tarḥ is the opposite of farḥ, meaning joy, and thus connotes 

sadness and grief (R).  

Their disunity led to their weakness and lack of resolve, which in turn made 

them a target for the enemy’s assaults. These attacks increased when the enemy 

saw no resistance from them. As a result, they were raided and their property 

plundered while they stood helpless (N). They became targets that the enemy shot 

at with arrows or spears when they witnessed the killing of their people and the 

pillaging of their property, which are actions that contravene the commandments 

of Allāh, yet remained quiet. Were it not for their silent acceptance and consent, 

the enemy would never have been able to storm their city in such a manner (MB). 

‘Ḥamārrat al-qayẓ’ is rendered scorching hot and connotes extremely hot weather 

while ‘ṣabārrat al-qurr’ is translated freezing cold as it connotes very cold climate 

(I).  

 The Imām recounts the excuses given by the people when he commanded 

them to march into battle. In the summer, they asked to be excused due to the 

heat and in the winter, they sought reprieve due to the cold. In a narration from 

Farqad al-Bajalī, he reports that Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) said, “If I tell you to march 

against your enemy, you say, ‘the cold is unbearable.’ Do you think your enemy 
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does not feel cold like you? Rather, you are like the group who were commanded 

by the Prophet to go forth and fight in the way of Allāh but their leader said, ‘we 

cannot march in the heat.’ At which point the Almighty told His Prophet: Say, ‘The 

fire of Hell is far hotter,’ should they understand (Q9:81)” (T). The Imām then points 

 HIS DISCONTENT WITH THE PEOPLE  لناس م ب  َ الب 

5 O you who resemble men, but are not 
men! [You possess] the acumen of 
children and the intelligence of cloist-
ered women. I wish I had neither seen 
you nor come to know you. By Allāh, it 
is an acquaintance that has brought 
about regret and resulted in grief. May 
Allāh assail you! You have filled my 
heart with purulence and left my chest 
teeming with rage. You made me 
swallow mouthfuls of grief, one after 
the other. You vitiated my counsel 
through disobedience and desertion, 
so much so that the Quraysh started 
saying, “The son of Abū Ṭālib is surely 
brave but he has no knowledge of [the 
strategies of] warfare.” Good God! Is 
any one of them more experienced in 
the art [of warfare] and a more 
seasoned veteran of it than I am? I first 
rose up [to fight] before I was twenty, 
and [now] here I am, having crossed 
sixty; nevertheless, one who is not 
obeyed has no say. 

 

ولََ  َْْ َكِد َْ ولَِوَ َْْ د ْْْ وََ َال ه وَأَش َْْ ّْْ ّ ََ!غ ِ ّ

ولَِ طَْفَْْْ ْْ ولََِ،ا َْْ وِ َالحِْجْ َ،وَّ قّْْْ لَّكَدْْْا

ِ فْ ّْ َ ْ َأَ ْْْ ْ َوَلَْْ ْ َأَكَهّْْ َْلَْْ لََ ِ ْ ّ َأََهْْ

َْْ اَ ءِْ فْْْ ََُ–ََِ لَِلُواََ-َوَاه ا َْْ ََْْْ ْ َْْ ا َ،دْْْ

لَِلُواَ َْْ مََْْ َْْ ََّ.وَأَْ قَ ْ و ََِ ّّ َاه ا َْْ لِْلََ!قْ َْْ لقَْ

َْقَ حْْْواَ ِْْ ْ َقَِْ  ّْْ لََْ  لِْلكَََِ،َُ حَنْ ّْ َََْْ وَشَْْ

ْْواَ وِ ََ،َْ وْْ َْْ َ َال اهْمْ َْْ ّْْ َََِْغّْ ْ  مّْ وَدَ ا

ْْواَ َََْ،أََفْوََْْ ِْْ َكَأْغْْ اْ َْْ لِْل ّْ ََ ِْْ َْْ وَأَفأْْْ

َِ َْ  ْ ْْْ وَِ َوَاللَِْْْْ لِْلََ،دوِلءْصِْ نَلقََْْْ ْْا ْ  َ

َ َ غشْ  مَْقّْْْ َََِْ:قوَلَْْْ نََأَدِْْْ َادْْْْ ََ ا طَولِْْْ  

جَواَ  ّْْ َشْ ل  ّْْ ّ ََ،كَدْ َْْ َ َلْ ْْْ ِِْ َ َْ نَْ ِْْ وَلَ ْ

َ ِِ ولحَْْ  ِْْ ّْْ ّ  ََْ.د َأَد
ِ نهّْْ ََ!هِ ا َُِْْ لِل  لَْأَ َْْ وَ َْْ

ْْواَ وََُِ اَ َْْ َلهَ لِل  َْْ ْْواََ،أَش قوَُ َُ وَ َْْ  ه
لَِلّ َفِ ْْْ وَأَق

ْ ْْه مََّ؟ُِن ْْْ وَدَِغَ َْْ وَوَُ َْْ  ه
مَّفِ ْْْ لِْلََهََض َْْ لقَ

لِْلََ كاَََ،الءِْشِْ غنََ وََ اَقَْْ وَأَََْْ نَوَ َْْ مََّ َِْْ فْْْ

ََ،الأْْْْْه ه نََ َْ نَْ َلمَِْْْْْ ََ َكَأْ َْ نَْ
وَلَ ِْْْْْ

َ.غطَّوا

5َ
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out that if they are afraid of the heat and cold, then they would be more likely to 

fear the swords of the enemy and flee therefrom (N). 

5  In this final section of the sermon, Imām ʿAlī speaks about his own situation 

and how the behaviour of the people has affected him. He refers to them as those 

who resemble men (‘ashbāh al-rijāl’) in form and outward appearance, but are not 

real men (‘wa lā rijāl’) as they lack courage, magnanimity, and intelligence (MB). 

This phrase describes men who are cowards, lack manliness, and do nothing to 

protect their dignity. True men, according to Amīr al-Muʾminīn (as he described 

elsewhere), are those who remain patient at the loss of a child but could never 

remain patient when their honour is at stake (Z).   

‘Ḥulūm al-aṭfāl’ is rendered the acumen of children since ḥulūm is understood 

as connoting acumen, discernment, or intellect (T). Some commentators, however, 

interpret ḥulūm here to mean aspirations since it derives from the root ḥ-l-m 

which literally refers to seeing a dream or vision, in which case the phrase could 

be translated the aspirations of children (N). By cloistered women (‘rabbāt al-ḥijāl’) 

the Imām is referring to those women who remain in their domiciles and hardly 

ever come out, so they are unaware of what is happening in the world around them 

(R). Also, at that time, it was generally thought that women were not versant with 

the geopolitical situation and had little or no knowledge about government or 

warfare (MB). This state has also been alluded to in the verse: ‘Is it to be one who is 

brought up amid ornaments and cannot present a clear stand in disputes?’ (Q43:18) 

(T). Their behaviour led the Imām to wish that he had never known them, for 

being acquainted with them only brought about regret and resulted in grief (‘jarrat 

nadaman wa aʿqabat sadaman’). The term ‘sadaman’ connotes a mixture of 

sadness, regret, and anger (R).  

Indeed, history attests that the people of Kūfah, and Iraq in general, brought 

nothing but heartache and disappointment to the Imām throughout the period of 

his caliphate, with their betrayal, defiance, and cowardice (N). Small wonder it is, 

then, that the Imām would supplicate against them. The expression may Allāh 

assail you (‘qātalakumullāh’) is deemed to be an imprecation by some commentators, 

since it means that they will get utterly destroyed, as nobody can ever fight the 

Almighty Lord (M). However, some opine that the expression is not a supplication 

against the people; rather, it is only an exclamation that conveys astonishment (R). 

After describing how their defiance and inertness had left him frustrated and 

annoyed, the Imām depicts their continuous betrayal as their forcing him to swallow 
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mouthfuls of grief, one after the other (‘nughab al-tahmāmi anfāsan’). The phrase 

you vitiated my counsel translates ‘afsadtum ʿalayya raʾyī’ but it can also be 

translated you rendered my plans and strategies void (N). The people had done this 

through their disobedience and desertion, yet the Quraysh thought that it was 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn who lacked the skill to strategize for war. This is because usually 

when people see any disorganization or misconduct in a community, they blame 

the leaders and do not consider that in many instances it is primarily the fault of 

the people, not of the leader (MB).  

The idiomatic phrase ‘lillāhi abūhum’ is used as an expression of praise or 

surprise (N). Here it is meant as an expression of amazement, as evinced by the 

question that the Imām subsequently poses. He asks if any of those who assume 

him inept in warfare can match his over forty-year experience in battle, and reminds 

them of how he started fighting while he was still a young man (Z). Though most of 

the narrations mention before I was twenty (‘wa mā balaghtu al-ʿishrīn’), al-Masʿūdi 

reports a narration that reads before I was thirty (‘wa mā balghtu al-thalāthīn’). One 

commentator says that this seems more accurate because the first battle he 

participated in was the Battle of Badr, which was fought in 2 AH. Since the Imām 

was no less than ten years old when the Prophet’s mission began, and the Prophet 

remained in Makkah for thirteen years, Imām ʿAlī would have been about twenty-

five years old during the first battle (T). Finally, the Imām says that despite all his 

expertise and experience, his plans remained ineffectual and futile because the 

people failed to obey him (M). 
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28 

ON THE TRANSIENCE OF THIS WORLD AND SALIENCE OF THE HEREAFTER 

 

 

1 Now then; verily this world has turned 
back and announced its departure, and 
the Hereafter has come forward and 
its approach is visible. Indeed, today is 
the preparation and tomorrow is the 
race. The place to run to is Paradise 
while the end [for the loser] is Hell. Is 
there no penitent one [who seeks 
forgiveness] from his sins before his 
death? Is there no doer [of good deeds] 
before the day of his wretchedness? 
Look, verily you are in the days of hope 
behind which stands death, so who-
ever acts during the days of his hope 
before his death comes, his action will 
benefit him and his death will not 
harm him. But he who fails to act 
during his days of hope, before his 
death comes, his [chance to] act is lost 
and his death will be detrimental to 
him.  

لِلَّ  وَدءَْْْ َ ْ ََ،أَُْْا لِْلَأَْ دَْْْ َْ وََقَْْ َالْْلِل  إِ ا َ،فَْْ

َ َ ااَ  ِْْ مَْدْ َْْ لِْلََ،وَآَ َْ َْْ َقْ َُ  َ ِْْ َاْ اْ َِ ا وَ

مَْ َْْ ئَاَ َ،أَقْ َِْْْ وطه ِْْ َ فمََْدْْْ ْْْ ََ؛وَأَشْْْ َْ أَ

مَوكََ ْْْ ْ َ َالمْضِْْْْ َْْ َالْ ْْْْ َِ ا لِلااََ،وَ َْْ وَْْْْْ

ََِ ّ ََ،وَالأْْْا قََّ َالجَْنْْْا ََّ،الأْْْه وَ وَالغْوَغَْْْ

وكَّ ْْا ََ.الن ِْْ نَْاَطِ ئَ  ِْْ َُ   ِْْ ئََ وَن َْْ لََأَف ْْْ ِ َقَ 

َِ ِْْ نِ ا ْ ْ ِ ََ؟َُ َْْ لََغْ ْْْ ِ َقَ ْ
ِْْ َلنِفَأْْ ل  ِْْ ََ وُْ َْ أَ

َِ ِْْ َْ َْ ّ ََ؟د ل  َْْ وِ َأَُْ ْْا َْأَغْ
ِْْ ْ َفْ ّْْ ََِا ْ َوَ َْ أَ

لَ  ِ َأَدَْْ نَْوَكَانِْْ ُِْْ،ََْ لََفِْْ نََْ مِْْ فمََْْ

لِْلَ َْْ ِ َفقَ ِْْ ّْْ كَِأَدَِ لََّ ض ْْْ ِ َقَ 
ِْْ ِ َُ وِ َأَ ْْا أَغ

َّ ّْْ ّ ََ مَِْ َْْ ّْْ ََّ،َفَءَْ ّ كّْ َأَدَِْ ْْْ ْ َغضَْ َْْ َ،وَلْ

نَْقََ َْْ لََوَُْ ْْْ ِ َقَ ْ
ِْْ ِْ َُ وِ َأَ ْْا َْأَغْ

ِْْ َ َفْ ْْا صْ

َِ ِْْ ّْْ كَِأَدَِْ ّ ََ،ّ ضْ ّْْ َ ََ مَِْ ِْْ لِْلَاَأْ َْْ فقَْ

ّ َأَدَِّ َّ َ.وَضَ ا

1َ

2 Beware, and act in eagerness just as 
you act in fear. Indeed, I have not seen 
anything like Paradise with its seeker 
asleep, nor anything like Hell with its 
fleer in slumber. Look, he whom truth 
does not benefit suffers the harm of 
falsehood,  

 َ َ ّْْ وَ ءَْمَِ َْْ ِ َهمَ َْْ  ْْ َْال ا
ِْْ وْ مَِّ اَف َْْ َف َْ أَ

َِ َْْ   ْ َْال ا
ِْْ ِ ََ؛ف ْْا ْ َأَكََهوَلجَْن َْْ َْل ْْه ََِ َوَ َْ أَ

و َْْ وَ َطَولِ هّ َْْ وَ،َ َْْ وَ ََ وكِدهّ َْْ وكََِ ْْا َهوَلن َْ َ؛وَ

َ ّ َغضَّْْ    ِ َْْ ّ َالحْ ّْْ َغنَفْءَ َْ نَْ َْْ َُ ّ ْْا ََِ َوَ َْ أَ

َََ،الْ وَطِلَّ

2َ



168                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 28 
 

 

 
CONTEXT 

About this sermon, al-Sayyid al-Raḍī comments, “If there was any speech that 

could draw the necks towards abstemiousness in this world, and force people to 

act for the Hereafter, it is this sermon. It is sufficient to sever the entanglements of 

aspirations and to ignite the bright flames of good counsel and deterrence [from 

sin].” In his Kitāb al-Irshād, al-Shaykh al-Mufīd states that this speech of Amīr al-

Muʾminīn was well known among the scholars and many of them recorded it in 

their works (N). While describing this sermon, one commentator says such speech 

cannot flow except from a spring of divine inspiration and grace, and that in itself 

gives us a clear indication of the difference between the speech of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) 

and the orations of others (M). The exact context of this sermon is not clear. Some 

consider it to be part of sermon no. 45 of Nahj al-Balāghah which was delivered by 

the Imām on the day of ʿEid al-Fiṭr (M), or part of sermon no. 25 (N). Some narrators 

have relayed only parts of this sermon and say that it was delivered in Madīnah, 

soon after the people had pledged allegiance to Imām ʿAlī (T). The author of 

Tamām Nahj al-Balāghah states that this speech is part of a longer sermon titled 

‘al-Bālighah’ which the Imām delivered on the first Friday of his caliphate, and the 

entirety of which does not appear anywhere in Nahj al-Balāghah. 

 

 

 

 and he whom guidance does not steer 
aright is drawn towards destruction by 
misguidance. Look, you have been 
ordered to depart and have been shown 
your provisions. Verily that which I 
fear most for you is following vain 
desires and having lengthy aspirations. 
So take provisions for yourselves from 
this world, of that with which you can 
safeguard yourselves tomorrow. 

 َ ِ ِْْ َد   ّْْ لَِلهَغجَ ّْْ ِ َالهْ ِْْ ْْْ قَِ ّ َد َغأَ َْ نَْ َْْ وَُ

َ ه ْْ ا نَال َْْ َِل ئَلَّ لِْلََ؛الضْْا َْْ ْ َق ّْْ ََِا  َوَ َْ أَ

ا َِ نَالْْ ا ءْنَِوَّ لِِْْْ ّْ ََ َِْْ ولوا ْ  ّْ َدِْْ َ.أُِّْْ

وفََّ َِْْ ْ ّ َْ وَأَاَْْ َ فَََُْْ َأَاْْْ َِ ا واَّ:َوَ ا ه َْْ

لَِ َْْ َُ ْْ ّْْ لَّا َ هَوَط َْْ ََْ،الهْ ِْْ ّ واَف َ وا َْْ فَ 

َ ِ ّ غّوَ َدِْْْ وَ حَْْْْ َْ وَََُْْْ نََالْْْلِل 
َْ وََُِْْْ الْْْلِل 

َ.أََفْأَّ ّْ َْلَِلااَ

َ
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COMMENTARY 

1  This world has turned back (‘adbarat’.) and announced its departure since 

everything in this world is temporary and will soon come to an end, including 

one’s youth, strength, status, and wealth, for that is the nature of the world (M). In 

contrast, the Hereafter has come forward (‘aqbalat’.) and its approach is visible since 

death, which is the first step to the afterlife, is continually taking people from this 

world, one after another, and this is something evident for all to witness (N). 

Indeed, from the day he is born, every breath he takes brings the human being one 

step closer to the Hereafter and takes him one step away from this world (T). Today 

is the preparation translates ‘al-yawm al-miḍmār’ where the term miḍmār literally 

refers to the time or place where horses are prepared for racing by feeding them 

until they fatten before exercising them until they become lean and strong (taḍmīr 

al-faras) (N). The word today refers to a person’s life in this world, and it is a 

preparation in that the human being has only this time to prepare himself for the 

Hereafter through God-consciousness and righteous deeds (MB). The Qurʾān also 

states: Race towards forgiveness from your Lord and a paradise whose breadth is as 

wide as the heavens and earth, prepared for those who believe in Allāh and His 

Messengers (Q57:21) (T).  

Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī says, “The most amazing words of this sermon are: Indeed, 

today is the preparation and tomorrow is the race. The place to run to is Paradise 

while the end [for the loser] is Hell, since besides sublime words, profound meaning, 

apposite analogy, and factual illustration, they contain a wonderful secret and a 

nuanced connotation. This is seen in his statement the place to run to is Paradise 

while the end [for the loser] is Hell where he juxtaposes two contrary words that 

convey two different meanings. He did not say, ‘the place to run [from] is Hell’ (al-

sabaqatu al-nār) but rather said the place to run to is Paradise (‘al-sabaqatu al-

jannah’) because one only races towards that which he likes and to something he 

seeks, and that is a quality of Paradise and cannot be applied to Hell – we seek 

refuge with Allāh from it! Hence it was not appropriate to say, ‘the place to run 

[from] is Hell’; rather, he said the end [for the loser] is Hell (‘al-ghāyah al-nār’) since 

the end is something that one may or may not be pleased to arrive at, and it can 

thus be used for both matters together. In this case, it is akin to the terms 

destination (al-maṣīr) and return (al-maʾāl). Allāh, the Most High, says: Say, ‘Enjoy 

[for a while], for indeed your destination is hellfire!’ (Q14:30). It is not appropriate in 

this instance to say: ‘…for indeed your race is [from] hellfire’ so ponder over that. 
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How wondrous is the inner meaning and how profound the depth [of his words], 

as is the case with most of his (ʿa) speech.”  

The rhetorical question is there no penitent [who seeks forgiveness] from his sins 

before his death? alludes to the verses of the Qurʾān regarding repentance and how 

it is only valid before the time of death (see: Q4:17-18) (T). Indeed, proper repentance 

is the precondition for a pious life of virtue (M). A famous tradition beautifully 

states, “He who repents from sin is like one who has no sin,” and the Noble Prophet 

(ṣ) is reported to have said, “Only one who considers himself to be a sinner is 

virtuous” (Z). In the same vein, the second question is there no doer [of good deeds] 

before the day of his wretchedness? seeks to awaken the conscience of the people 

to act before it is too late (N). Indeed, one who does not perform righteous acts 

in the world will end up wretched in the Hereafter (MB). Amīr al-Muʾminīn 

subsequently describes the life of this world as days of hope and says that those 

who work during their days of hope will benefit from their good deeds and will not 

be harmed by death. The expression days of hope is interesting because it indicates 

that hope is available throughout a person’s life in this world, until the time of his 

death, so one can always repent, reform himself, and work to build his Hereafter 

(N). However, those who fail to do this are losers, since they squandered the only 

opportunity they had in the world. Hence, death brings with it loss, harm, and 

destruction for them as they are taken back to their Lord like the runaway slave 

brought back to his master (MB). 

2  Imām ʿAlī then tells the people to act in eagerness (‘al-raghbah’) just as they 

act in fear (‘al-rahbah’), meaning that they should not be like most people who 

forget Allāh in times of joy and abundance, and only remember Him when they 

are afraid due to calamity or tribulation (M). It is quite natural for one to 

remember the Almighty and turn sincerely to Him when struck by a painful 

ailment, attacked by a powerful enemy, or on the verge of drowning. However, the 

Imām instructs the people to turn to Allāh with the same kind of sincerity even in 

times of prosperity and ease (I). As such, some commentators say the term ‘al-

raghbah’ here connotes comfort and ease while ‘al-rahbah’ connotes hardship (Z). 

Imām ʿAlī then expresses amazement at how those who seek Paradise or want to 

flee from Hell are asleep in their negligence. When a person has to travel for some 

important work, it is common to find that he spends sleepless nights in 

anticipation of his journey, just as a person would lose sleep over an impending 

hardship or calamity that he is threatened by – so it is quite surprising that when 
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it comes to the ultimate reward and punishment, people remain neglectful and 

heedless (N). One who does not derive benefit from truth by following it ends up 

suffering the harm of falsehood, which drives him towards perdition. Similarly, 

one who is not steered aright by guidance is drawn towards destruction by 

misguidance, because the former takes one towards the light while the latter leads 

to darkness and ignorance (MB).  

Since truth and guidance automatically bring benefit while falsehood and 

misguidance cause harm, the Imām is actually advising the people to pursue that 

which is beneficial for themselves and eschew that which would harm them (M). 

The statement you have been ordered to depart and have been shown your provisions 

alludes to the inescapable reality of death and is a reminder to the audience to 

prepare their provisions for the Hereafter. The provisions that have been shown to 

the people consist of faith, virtuous actions, and Godwariness, as clearly mentioned 

in the Glorious Qurʾān (N). Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) then mentions two things that 

he fears most for the people, namely following vain desires (‘ittibāʿ al-hawā’) and 

having lengthy aspirations (‘ṭūl al-amal’). The Imām mentions these two qualities 

specifically because they are the main reasons why people are turned away from 

thinking about the Hereafter and neglect to prepare what they will require in the 

afterlife (M). Imām ʿAlī himself states why these two qualities are detrimental for 

the believers in sermon no. 42, where he says that following vain desires hinders 

people from the truth and lengthy aspirations make them forget the Hereafter (N). 

Finally, the Imām once again urges the people to gather the provisions that would 

help them safeguard themselves in the next world. These provisions can only be 

acquired through knowledge and action, both of which depend on the physical 

body in this earthly realm, hence the use of the phrase ‘fa tazawwadū fī al-dunyā 

min al-dunyā’, which literally means ‘so take in this world from this world’ (MB). 
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29 

CENSURING THE LANGUID APATHY AMONG HIS FOLLOWERS 

 

 

1 O people, you are together physically 
yet you desire different things. Your 
[impassioned] talk can shatter even 
the hardest rocks, yet your action fills 
your enemy with avidity concerning 
you! In your sittings you make [huge] 
claims that you would do this and that, 
but when the time to fight comes, you 
[flee and] shout “Turn thee away!” The 
one who calls you [to fight] is left 
without a response, and the heart of 
one who endures you has no solace. 
The excuses [your make] are illogical, 
and you ask me for an extension like a 
debtor who delays repayment.  

وّ َ  ْْا وَالنْ َْْ لَِلاَهّّ ََْ،أَغ هْ ْْْ ّ َأَدْ َْْ ءْ
َ،المّْجْ مَِ

َ اّ ّ  َْ ْْْ ّ َأَ  َْْ ّْْ  ََِْ،المّْلَْ َِفِ ْ َغ ّْْ  ُّ هئََ

ََِ ئَ ْْه َالصْ ْْ  ا ّ ََ،الصْ ِْْ ْ َغطّْمْ ّْْ وَفِءِّْ ْ

لَِلا ََ ْْْْْْ َ ْْ ََْ قَّ لّْْْْْ  َََ!فِْْْْْ  ّّ َا فِْْْْْ

َ ِِ ِ ول َْْ مَََ:المَْج ْْْ مََوَهَ  ْْْ وَ ََ،هَ  َْْ إَِ اَد َْْ ف

َْ ّ ْْْ ولَّقِّ و ََِ:القِْ َْْ ْ ََ!ِ  ْْلِِلَََ  َْْ وَ َْْ ا َُْْ

وهّ َْ نََْ  َْْ ََُُّْْ  َ ْْْ  َ،ََ ّ ْْْ َاَْْْ ََ اَ َقَِ َْ وَ

وهّ َْ نَْقوَََْْْْ ولِ لَََ،َُْْْْ َ،أََ ولِ ْْْْلَّدَِ ضَْْْْ

ْْلََ َ لْ مّّ ََِْال اطِْ غْْ َْْ واََِ َََ،وََْْ َْْ ِ فْْ

غنَِْالمَْطّ ل َ.اللِلا

1َ

2 Those who lack courage cannot ward 
off injustice, and one’s right cannot 
be acquired except through struggle! 
Which other house besides your own 
home would you defend? And under 
which other leader besides me would 
you fight? By Allāh, beguiled is he 
whom you have deceived. Whoever 
wins you [and your support] has won 
the losing arrow, and whoever uses 
you to attack [the enemy] has shot a 
broken arrow [at them].  

لِ لَّ  ْْ ا ْْا َْ َالْْْْ ّ َالضْْْْ َْْ َغمَْنْْْْ َْ،ََ َْ وَ

لِلهَ ِْْ َدوِلجْْْ اْ َِ َ  ِ َْْ لِْلكَّ َالحْْْ ّْْ ََ!غْْ ََ اك  اَ أَ

ْ َ مَْنءَّْْْْ  ََ لَِلََ اكِهّْْْْ ََ؟دءَْْْْْ هَ َ َأَ وََُْْْْ

و ِِّ  ََ لِِلََ قَّْْْْ َدءَْْْْْ و   ّ وكََّ؟ََُِْْْْ المَْغْْْْْ

َّ  ّْْ نَََْْ كْ مّْْ َْْ َُْْ
ِ وغَََ،وَاه ا َْْ نَْفْْ َْْ وَُْْ

َ ِ َْْ اَْ ْ ْْ هِْ َا ْْا وغََدوِلأْ َْْ لِْلَفْ َْْ ْ َفقَْ ّْْ َ،دِ ْ

لِلَْ َْْ ْ َفقَ ّْْ نَدِ  َْْ نَْكَُ َْْ ََوَُ َِ َ فَْ  ِْْ نَد َْْ كَُ

َِلَ  ََ.َوَ

2َ



Sermon: 29          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 173 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This sermon was delivered by Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) after Muʿāwiyah’s cohort 

al-Ḍaḥḥāk ibn Qays raided a Ḥajj caravan subsequent to the arbitration that 

followed the Battle of Ṣiffīn. In it the Imām urges his companions to rise up and 

counter the activities of the enemy in their vicinity. Some scholars consider this 

oration to be part of sermon no. 27 since both sermons address the languid reaction 

of the Kūfans when they learnt about the attacks by Muʿāwiyah’s henchmen (MB). 

Disappointed by their indifference, the Imām attempted to rouse them out of their 

slumber and heedlessness so as to make them understand the seriousness of the 

threat they were facing (N). After the ruse of arbitration, Amīr al-Muʾminīn once 

again began preparing to fight against Muʿāwiyah, but when the latter received 

news of this he was terrified. In order to instil fear into the hearts of Imām ʿAlī’s 

subjects, he sent some people to carry out raids, giving them orders to kill and loot 

without any compunction. One of the people he sent was al-Ḍaḥḥāk ibn Qays, 

instructing him to march towards Kūfah and attack any followers of ʿAlī (ʿa) he 

encountered on the way. Al-Ḍaḥḥāk led a contingent of about four thousand 

soldiers and marched towards Kūfah, looting and pillaging all those who had 

pledged allegiance to Imām ʿAlī on the way, and killing many. He did not even 

spare the pilgrims of a Ḥajj caravan whom he encountered. He was also responsible 

for killing ʿAmr ibn ʿUmays, the cousin of the famous companion ʿAbdullāh ibn 

Masʿūd.  

When news of this reached Amīr al-Muʾminīn, he called on the people to rise 

up and face the invading enemy, but when he found them hesitant and unwilling 

3 By Allāh! I now neither believe your 
words nor expect your support, nor 
would I challenge the enemy with you. 
What is your problem? What is your 
remedy? What is your cure? These 
people are also men like you. Is it [for 
you] mere talk without knowledge, 
negligence with no piety, and yearning 
without merit?! 

ْ لَ ّ َْ  َقَْْْْ ِّ لِله َأََّْْْْ َْ َ
ِ َ،أََْْْْْ حَْمَّوَاه ا

ِ هّ َْ ََْصَْْْْ
ّ َفِْْْ َأَطْمَْْْ َْ لِّلََ،وَ َأّو ِْْْ َْ وَ

ْ ؟َ وََ وَاّ هّْْ ولّ ّْ ؟ََُْْ وَدَْْ ََُْْ. ْ َدِ ّْْ لِّلوا الءَْْْ

ولّ ّْ .َ اَْْ ُْ ول َأَ ْ ّ َكِدَْْ    ّْ ؟َالقَْْْ
وَطِْْ َُْْ

 َ ِِْْْ َ ِ َدغَِ ْْْ اْ  ْ ِ ََ،أَقَْْ نََْْ ْْْ
َُِْْ وَْفَِْْْ ا

قََِ،وَكَاَ  فََِْْ ِْ ََ  َ!؟وَطَمَءواَ

3َ
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to take up arms, he delivered this sermon (I). It is noteworthy, however, that some 

commentators have questioned this context and suggested that it is possible the 

sermon was delivered at a different juncture, since many of the other early sources 

that mention this sermon do not say that it was delivered after the raid by al-

Ḍaḥḥāk (T). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The fact that they were together physically (‘al-mujtami ʿatu abdānuhum’) yet 

desire different things (‘al-mukhtalifatu ahwāʾuhum’) accounted for their weakness 

in defending themselves against the enemy (N). Their words were discordant with 

their actions because if one were to hear them speak, their impassioned speech 

would lead him to believe that they are great champions in battle. Their talk would 

inspire even those with the hardest of hearts, represented symbolically here by 

hard rocks (‘al-ṣumm al-ṣilāb’) which are shattered thereby (‘yūhī’ lit. weakens), 

but in reality they lack substance (M). Because of this behaviour, the enemy is 

filled with avidity (‘yuṭmi ʿu’) and cannot wait to attack them, being aware that they 

are all talk and have no real courage to face them, and will thus be easy to defeat 

and plunder (N). While alone in their gatherings, they make gargantuan claims 

that they will do this and that (‘kayta wa kayt’), but when the time to fight comes, 

they flee shouting, “turn thee away!” (‘ḥīdī ḥayād’). The phrase ‘ḥīdī ḥayād’, like fīḥī 

fayāḥ, is an imperative that means “turn away from me” and was usually uttered 

by those who fled from battle (R). Because of their cowardice, the one who calls 

them to fight is left without a response (‘mā ʿazzat’ lit. not empowered) and sees no 

nobility or courage from them.  

The heart of one who endures you has no solace translates ‘lā istarāḥa qalbu man 

qāsākum’, however some commentators have interpreted ‘qāsākum’ as referring to 

force or coercion, in which case the translation would be the heart of one who 

compels you [to fight] has no solace. This is because he knows that they might flee 

or turn against him at any moment; and that was why the Imām tried to convince 

them to rise up rather than forcing them to fight (Z). Amīr al-Muʾminīn then 

describes their excuses for avoiding battle as lame and illogical, and compares 

them to the debtor who delays repayment of a loan without good reason. The 

phrase and you ask me for an extension (‘wa saʾaltumūnī al-taṭwīl’) is not present in 

some manuscripts of Nahj al-Balāghah (T). 
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2  Those who lack honour and courage cannot ward off injustice, and it has 

always been the wont of the tyrants and despots of the world to trample upon the 

timid and weak, without any compassion. Hence, the only way to get justice and 

acquire one’s rights is through struggle (‘al-jidd’). Rights must be demanded and 

taken by force if necessary. This is because the nature of this world is such that all 

kinds of impediments are placed between a person and his goal, so if one lacks 

determination and makes no effort, he will never achieve his goal (N). The rhetorical 

question which other house besides your own home would you defend? either means 

they would be in no position to defend the frontiers of Islam (dār al-islām) if they 

cannot even defend their lands in Iraq (MB), or that if they cannot bring themselves 

to defend their own lands, where they have respect and independence as a 

blessing from the Almighty, then no other kind of defence could be expected from 

them (M). Similarly, the question under which other leader besides me would you 

fight? is rhetorical since they would not fight under any other leader because they 

do not wish to fight at all. They prefer ease and comfort instead (Z). The way the 

Kūfans had treated Amīr al-Muʾminīn was recorded in history and even decades 

later, when ʿAdī ibn Arṭāh wrote to the Umayyad caliph ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz 

complaining of the disobedience of the people of Kūfah, the latter replied, “Do not 

expect the obedience of those who abandoned ʿAlī (ʿa) while he was an accepted 

Imām” (T).  

One who is deceived by them is surely beguiled (‘al-maghrūr’) since they are 

not true to their word and they look for any excuse to flee from battle. After all the 

covenants and pledges they had broken, anyone who relied upon them had truly 

been deceived (M). Their example is like that of the losing arrow (‘al-sahm al-

akhyab’) among the gaming arrows that were used as a form of gambling and 

divination by the Arabs. If anyone picked the losing arrow, it meant that they lost 

the chance of getting a share of the reward and ended up losing any amount they 

had invested. The analogy of the losing arrow is meant to depict how any 

expectation of victory through the support of such individuals is bound to lead to 

disappointment and failure (N). The paradoxical phrase ‘won the losing arrow’ is 

similar to the Qurʾānic verse: So give them glad tidings of a painful punishment 

(Q84:24) (T). ‘Afwaqa nāṣilin’ is translated broken arrow since it refers to an arrow 

with a broken tip (afwaq) such that it has no arrowhead, as well as a broken 

fletching (nāṣil), thereby rendering it entirely useless (R). 
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3  Addressing the people, Amīr al-Muʾminīn expresses his disappointment 

directly saying, I now neither believe your words nor expect your support, nor would 

I challenge the enemy with you. This was after he saw how these people had 

repeatedly failed to act (T). It is naturally understandable for anyone to mistrust 

people who always break their word, as the Arabs say “inna al-khadhūba lā yaṣduq 

(the pathological liar can never be trusted)” (M). As such, the Imām could not rely 

on them so their support was futile, and depending on them to fight the enemy 

would have been unwise since they were cowards who could easily be thwarted 

(Z). The three questions what is your problem? what is your remedy? and what is 

your cure? are meant to upbraid and reproach the people for their problematic 

behaviour which was caused by some kind of ailment that needed to be remedied 

(M). The Imām then reminded them that the enemy’s ranks are comprised of men 

like you (‘rijālun amthālukum’) who bleed like them and who suffer pain as they 

do. In the past, it was common for the defeated armies to portray their enemies as 

being something superior to regular human beings in order to justify their defeat 

(T). The Imām dismisses this notion by saying that the enemy is only human, with 

the difference being that they are disciplined and obedient to their commander, 

unlike his cowardly, disobedient subjects (N).  

Is it [for you] mere talk without knowledge translates ‘aqawlan bighayri ʿ ilm’ and 

refers to their talk about how bravely they would fight against the enemy while 

they actually never intended to fight (MB). Alternatively, it could be a general 

reference to their speech, which was based on ignorance rather than knowledge 

and understanding (N). Some commentators say that ‘ʿilm’ here refers to action 

(ʿamal). Accordingly, the translation would be is it [for you] mere talk without 

action? (Z). This reading is based on other narrations and seems to be more 

appropriate given the context (MB). They suffered from negligence with no piety 

since they had abandoned the path of Godwariness (taqwā) and fallen into the 

abyss of worldliness, which made them heedless and negligent (N). For this reason, 

they became greedy and desired that which they were unworthy of and that which 

was not their right. This could mean that they sought a greater share from the 

public treasury (bayt al-māl) in order to fight, just as Muʿāwiyah had given his 

soldiers money as an incentive (M). Some commentators interpret the last phrase 

as their yearning for victory or being counted among the ranks of the triumphant 

without being worthy of it, as they had done nothing that was required to merit 

such a status (N). 
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30 

ON THE ASSASSINATION OF ʿUTHMĀN 

 

 
 

CONTEXT 

This is a sermon in which Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) elucidates the event of 

ʿUthmān’s assassination (‘fī maʿnā qatl ʿUthmān’), and presents his assessment of 

the actions of ʿUthmān and of the people, before dissociating himself from those 

who killed him. It is evident that during the final days of his reign, people had 

become fed up with ʿUthmān’s nepotism and extravagance, and rose up in protest. 

Seeing this, none of his supporters were ready to stand by him and they remained 

silent as mobs descended on his residence and killed him. However, after his 

assassination, a group of people began claiming that he should not have been 

killed. Rather, he should have been given an opportunity to repent and make up 

for his past mistakes. At most, he could have been removed from power as killing 

him in such a manner would set a bad precedent. Furthermore, killing him opened 

a door for the hypocrites to foment dissent and division among the Muslims. A 

1 Had I enjoined it, I would have been a 
killer, but if I forbade it, I would be 
considered a supporter. Yet he who 
supported him cannot now say, ‘I am 
better than the one who deserted him,’ 
and he who deserted him cannot now 
say, ‘He who supported him is better 
than me.’ So let me summarize his case 
for you. He appropriated [wealth and 
power] and did so inequitably, you 
revolted [against him] and did so 
inordinately. With Allāh lies the final 
judgment between the appropriator 
and the revolter. 

مَّ  ْْْ ِ َلَ نّ ِْْ ْ ّ َد ْ َأََُْْ َْْ َل و ئِا َْْ مََّ،ق أَوََْهََ ْْْ

مََّوََِْْ ااَ ْْْ َ ّ َََ،َ نّْ َلَ نّ نََْصََْْ ََُْْ َ َأَ ا ْْْ  َْ

ّْْ لََ ْْْ طَِ ّ َأَْ َغقَ َغأَ وََ:َْ َْْ نَْأََ َْْ َُ ّ َْْ اََ ل

َّ ْْْ َُِن   ْْْ ْْْ طَِ ّ َأَْ ََ،اَ  َغأَ َْ َ ّ َْْ نَْاََ ل َْْ وَُ

ََْ:غقَّ لََ َُِنهْْ َ َاَ ْْْ   نَْ ّْْ ََُْْ ّ َ وَََ.َصََْْ وَأَََْْ

َّ  َ ْْْ ْ َأَُْ ّْْ َلَ ْ   
وُِ َْْ ََ:دْ َْْ ْ َْ وَ َْا َْْ  ْ ََ َفََ َْ

ََُ  َ َْْ َ ْْ ََ،ا َْوَدَِ  ْْْ ّْْ ْ ََ َ اََْ ّْ َفََ  َ،ّ َالجَْْْ

َ َّ  ْْْْْ  َوَاقِْْْْ ِ َْوَهِ ا َْالمّْأْ َْْْْ َفِْْْْ   َْ ِِ ْ 

َ.وَالجَْوغِاَِ

1َ
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third group of individuals, who had little knowledge about the reality of the 

situation, considered the third caliph to be an oppressed martyr and absolved him 

of any and all wrongdoing. In this sermon, the Imām clarifies the correct position 

among these three and succinctly explains what transpired (N).  

Some scholars consider this sermon to be part of a letter which the Imām 

wrote in order that it may be read to the people when he was asked about his view 

of the earlier caliphs, after Muʿāwiyah had conquered Egypt and Muḥammad ibn 

Abī Bakr had been killed (T). Others opine that these words were spoken by the 

Imām in response to the accusation made by Muʿāwiyah against him, claiming that 

he was responsible for the caliph’s assassination (M). It is also possible that the 

Imām spoke these words and then wrote them down as part of a longer letter that 

would be read out to the people (N).  

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  By saying had I enjoined it, I would have been a killer, but if I forbade it, I would 

be considered a supporter, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) clarifies that he neither enjoined 

the assassination of ʿUthmān nor forbade it; rather, he played no role whatsoever 

in the events that unfolded and eventually resulted in the caliph’s murder. If he 

had enjoined the assassination of ʿUthmān, he would have become party to his 

killing and hence would be considered one of those who had a hand in his murder, 

albeit indirectly. On the other hand, if he forbade it, he would have been counted 

as one of his abettors and supporters. By disassociating himself from third caliph’s 

assassination, the Imām was denying the malicious accusation levelled against 

him by the likes of Muʿāwiyah that he was responsible for ordering the killing of 

ʿUthmān (MB). In fact, some historians have recorded that once the angry mobs 

had already gathered around the caliph’s home, Imām ʿAlī attempted to stop the 

people from harming him. He even sent his two sons al-Ḥasan and al-Ḥusayn (ʿa) 

to stand guard so that nobody would enter ʿUthmān’s house. When the people cut 

off the water supply, Imām ʿAlī arranged for water to be sent to him. So when the 

Imām says that he did not forbid the killing of ʿUthmān, some commentators 

conclude that he meant that he did not unsheathe his sword to fight off ʿUthmān’s 

killers while at the same time doing nothing to encourage or facilitate his murder 

(N).  
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Others suggest that the Imām meant he was neither pleased by ʿUthmān’s 

murder nor angered by it (T). Alternatively, some commentators posit the presence 

of an elided phrase which states: ‘But I forbade the mobs…’ before the statement if 

I forbade it, I would be considered a supporter, thereby giving the impression that 

the Imām had supported him (M). However, this opinion does not seem correct 

since the Imām clearly states that ʿUthmān had erred in the way he appropriated 

the wealth of the Muslims. The reason why one who supported ʿUthmān could not 

say ‘I am better than the one who deserted him’ is because there were many great 

companions of the Prophet present in Madīnah when ʿUthmān was killed, and 

they all abandoned him. As for those who supported him, they were his viziers and 

family members who had wrongfully been given a greater share from the public 

treasury. Hence it could not be said of any such person, ‘he who supported him is 

better than me’ (Z). The Imām then proceeds to summarize the case of ʿUthmān’s 

murder for the people, noting that both the caliph and his killers were wrong. The 

phrase ‘istaʾthara fa asāʾa ‘l-atharah’ has been translated as he appropriated [wealth 

and power] and did so inequitably since the verb ‘istaʾthara’ literally means according 

preferential treatment and taking arbitrary decisions in one’s own interests.  

When it comes to leadership, it refers to an autocratic ruler who makes 

decisions without consultation or considering the interests of all his subjects (N). 

This kind of leadership led to misappropriation of the wealth of the Muslims, 

nepotism, and corruption, all of which resulted in discontent among the people, 

and this gradually boiled over, turning into an all-out revolt. That was clearly 

ʿUthmān’s own fault. However, the Imām then says you revolted and did so 

inordinately because they exceeded the limits in the way that they treated ʿUthmān. 

They deprived him of water while he was alive and prevented his proper burial 

after he was killed (T). Some commentators say that their revolt was carried out 

inordinately because they became unruly and killed him while they ought to have 

ousted him or imprisoned him instead of assassinating him (I). In the end, the 

Imām says that the final judgment between the people and ʿUthmān rests with 

Allāh, since both had transgressed the limits (N). 
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31 

A MESSAGE TO AL-ZUBAYR THROUGH ʿABDULLĀH IBN ʿABBĀS 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This is not technically a sermon; rather, it is part of a statement made by the 

Imām addressing ʿAbdullāh ibn ʿAbbās when he sent him to al-Zubayr ibn al-

ʿAwwām, inviting the latter to return to his pledge of loyalty and obedience before 

the Battle of Jamal (N). A number of early scholars have mentioned this statement, 

albeit with slight differences, in their works. Before al-Sayyid al-Raḍī, individuals 

such as al-Zubayr ibn Bakkār (d. 256 AH), Ibn Qutaybah (d. 276 AH), and Ibn ʿAbd 

Rabbih (d. 328 AH) have all reported it in their respective works. Interestingly, 

even Ibn Khallikān (d. 681 AH), who was famous for raising doubts about the 

authenticity of Nahj al-Balāghah, has narrated this statement in his work Wafayāt 

al-Aʿyān, and has testified to its authenticity (N). The Imām was al-Zubayr’s cousin 

since the latter’s mother was Ṣafiyyah bint ʿAbd al-Muṭṭalib, the sister of Abū Ṭālib 

(R). Ibn Bakkār says that when Ibn ʿAbbās delivered the Imām’s message to al-

Zubayr, his son ʿAbdullāh was seated by his side and upon hearing the message he 

retorted, “Tell him the blood of the caliph lies between us and him…” (T). This is, 

in all likelihood, why Amīr al-Muʾminīn is reported to have said that al-Zubayr was 

part of the Ahl al-Bayt until his evil son came of age and misguided his father. It is 

1 Do not by any means meet Ṭalḥah, for 
if you meet him you will find him like 
a bull with its horns bent. He rides a 
wild beast saying it has been tamed. 
Rather, meet al-Zubayr, for he is of a 
softer disposition, and tell him, “Your 
maternal cousin says to you, ‘You 
recognized me [as your leader] in Ḥijāz 
yet rejected me in Iraq? What changed 
between then and now?’” 

َطَِحَْْْْْ ََ  َ َِقَْْْْْ نَا َْ،ََ ّ َِْ َ َِقَْْْْْ َ َ فإََِْْْْا

َّ َْْ قَْ َ ْْواَ ولااْ كََِ وقصِ َْْ لِْلّ َه ِْْ ّ ََ، جَ َْْ غَْ ه

ّْْ لَّ ءَْ َوَغقَ لّ لَّ:َالصْْا ْْ ا َ َال ّْْ نََِ.  ِْْ وَلَ 

ََ ْْْ دَ  َال   َِ ْْْ َْْ اََ،ال ْْْ نَََّ ِ غ  ّ َأَل ْْا لََْ،فإََِ ّْْ فقَ

َّ َْْ ِْْ َََ:ل نَّاَول ْْْ َ َاد َْْ ّْْ لَّل ََْ:غقَ ِْْ َ َ فْ نَ

َْ ول ِْْ َْدْ ِْْ وغَِوَأََْ َْ  نَْ َْْ َِِدوِلحِْجْ وََ؟ءَِ ا َْْ فمَْ

وَدلََِلا َ؟َ لَِلاَُِما

1َ
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further reported that on the day of the battle, the Imām spoke to al-Zubayr alone 

and reminded him that the Prophet (ṣ) had said to him, “You will surely fight 

against ʿAlī while being an oppressor against him!” Upon hearing these words, al-

Zubayr realized his mistake and left the battlefield. However, he was followed by 

one of the enemy soldiers and killed at Wādī al-Sibāʿ, about five miles from Baṣrah. 

Ṭalḥah, on the other hand, was one of the instigators in the revolt against ʿUthmān 

and he was killed in the Battle of Jamal by Marwān ibn al-Ḥakam, who was a 

soldier in his own army. Marwān gave the excuse that he was avenging the blood 

of ʿUthmān by killing Ṭalḥah. In this way, both al-Zubayr and Ṭalḥah ironically met 

their doom at the hands of the very same people they brought to fight against Amīr 

al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) (Z). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  This statement is one example of how the Imām tried his best to exhaust all 

means of peaceful resolution before fighting against those who had rebelled and 

broken their pledge of allegiance to him (N). When he told Ibn ʿAbbās to avoid 

Ṭalḥah, it was because of a specific reason that was known only to him. However, 

he did say that it was generally because there was no hope that Ṭalḥah would 

realize his mistake and change his stance. This is because he was like a bull with its 

horns bent (‘kal-thawri ʿāqiṣan qarnahu’), which literally describes a bull that has 

prepared to attack by lowering its head so that its horns are curved towards its 

enemy. The horns symbolize bravery, but the fact that they are bent shows that 

Ṭalḥah was ready to fight the Imām and his obduracy would prevent him from 

being swayed by admonition (M). It should be noted that it was quite common for 

people to compare others to certain kinds of animals due to their particular 

character traits, many of which are symbolized by specific animals. For example, 

a donkey is known for its foolishness and obstinacy, so in many cultures a person 

who behaves foolishly or stubbornly is called a donkey. The Qurʾān also uses the 

example of animals to describe certain kinds of people (J). Some commentators 

have interpreted the phrase he rides a wild beast saying it has been tamed (‘yarkabu 

al-ṣaʿba wa yaqūlu huwa al-dhalūl’) to mean that he would regularly embark on a 

difficult and problematic task claiming that it was easy or unimportant (J). This 

behaviour reflects the quality of arrogance and conceit which Ṭalḥah was known 

for.  
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Some reports suggest that he developed this trait after acquiring booty from 

the Battle of Uḥud, which led to his becoming affluent (I). Before the battle, Imām 

ʿAlī had attempted to dissuade both Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr from fighting, but while 

Ṭalḥah responded harshly, al-Zubayr displayed some hesitation (T). It is probably 

for this reason that the Imām sent Ibn ʿAbbās to al-Zubayr only. When he asked 

Ibn ʿAbbās to tell al-Zubayr your maternal cousin says to you… the Imām was 

actually reminding al-Zubayr about their relationship, just like Hārūn said to Mūsā 

when he saw the signs of anger on his face, ‘O son of my mother! Do not hold my 

beard or my head!’ (Q20:94), thereby reminding him of their fraternal bond (I). 

About the final phrase ‘mā ʿadā mimmā badā’, al-Sayyid al-Raḍī states that he 

heard this expression for the first time from Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa). We have 

translated it as what changed between then and now? and since ‘ʿadā’ here means 

‘to turn away’ (ṣarafa), the meaning of the question being posed is: what has 

come about to prevent you from remaining loyal to your allegiance to me? (M). 

Interestingly, al-Shaykh al-Mufīd narrates that Amīr al-Muʾminīn had sent Ibn 

ʿAbbās to ʿĀʾishah with a message containing the exact same expression: “You used 

to be the most vocal opponent of ʿUthmān, so what changed between then and 

now (‘fa mā ʿadā mimmā badā’)?” (T). 
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32 

CONDEMNING THE PEOPLE OF HIS TIME 

 

 

 
CONTEXT 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn gave this sermon in the masjid of Kūfah in the year 37 AH. 

However, some have claimed that this was actually Muʿāwiyah’s speech and they 

misattributed it to him just as they misattributed many other saying and sermons 

of Imām ʿAlī to others. Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī notes, “Some ignorant individuals have 

attributed this sermon to Muʿāwiyah, but it is undoubtedly the speech of Amīr 

al-Muʾminīn ʿAlī (ʿa). What comparison can there be between gold and clay, or 

between sweet and bitter water! This has been pointed out by the proficient guide 

and expert critic ʿAmr ibn Baḥr al-Jāḥiẓ, as he has mentioned this sermon in his 

book al-Bayān wa al-Tabyīn, and has also mentioned those who attributed it to 

Muʿāwiyah. Then he offers an analysis of its meaning saying, ‘This sermon more 

closely resembles the speech of ʿAlī (ʿa) and accords better with his way of 

categorizing the people and describing their states, such as subjugation, disgrace, 

apprehension, and fear.’ He also poses the question, ‘When have we ever found 

Muʿāwiyah, in any given situation, speaking of the path of ascetics or the way of 

the worshippers?!’” Al-Rāwandī says that the reason for the misattribution of this 

sermon and others like it was that Muʿāwiyah would send some of his people from 

 THE IMPLICATION OF AN UNJUST ERA  معبه جور الزمان َ

1 O people, we are now in an era of 
deviation and a period of ingratitude, 
wherein the virtuous is deemed vicious 
and the oppressor keeps getting incre-
asingly defiant [and ruthless]. We do 
not benefit from what we have learnt, 
we do not seek to discover what we are 
ignorant about, and we do not fear 
calamity until it befalls us. 

وّ َ  وَالنْْْا ََْ،أَغ هَْْْ لِْلَأََْْْْ حَْنوََفِْْْ وَقَْْْ ََِْْْا

 َ  ّْْ ََ نْ   ْْْ نَ َ،َ  ْ َْْ ّْْ  َ َوَغَُْ ََ،هنَْ لِل  َْْ غءّْ

ُّأِْْْْ ئواَ نَّ
ْ َ اّ ََ،فِ ِْْْْ َالمّْحْأِْْْْ وَغَْْْْ

ااَ   ّْْْ  َّ ِْْْ 
ولِّ َفِ وََ؛الوْْْا ّ َدمَِْْْ

ََنَْ فَِْْْ َْ

و َْْ وَ،َ ِمِْنْ َْْ وَدَهِِنْْ ْْا َ لََّ مْ ْْْ ََأَْ َْ ََ،وَ َْ وَ

َدنِوَْلَََْ َََََْ ََ  انَ حَّلا فَّقوَكَِ  ا  . ا

1 
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Syria to Kūfah in order to listen and record the Friday sermons of Imām ʿAlī. Then, 

he would deliver the exact same sermon himself on the following Friday, or at a 

later time, so that is what led to the confusion. In this oration, the Imām describes 

his time as an era of injustice, divides people into five categories, and then speaks 

about the importance of abstemiousness in the world. The sermon begins with a 

kind of admonition and ends with the same; and out of the five types of people 

mentioned, only one group is considered successful whereas the remaining four 

are misguided (R).  

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The phrase an era of deviation and a period of ingratitude translates ‘dahrin 

ʿanūd wa zamanin kanūd’ where ‘ʿanūd’ refers to one who deviates from the path 

of truth (R), or is unjust (I). Some commentators say that since an era is a specific 

duration of time, it cannot be described with the qualities of sentient beings, so in 

reality this is a description of the people of that time (R). The term ‘kanūd’ means 

ingrate and one who is unthankful for blessings, and it also appears in the verse of 

the Qurʾān: Indeed man is ungrateful to his Lord (Q100:6). In some manuscripts of 

Nahj al-Balāghah the word ‘shadīd’ appears in place of ‘kanūd’ and it has been 

suggested that ‘shadīd’ here connotes avarice, since this is what it means in the 

verse: he is indeed avid in the love of wealth (Q100:8). As such, the phrase ‘zamanin 

shadīd’ would be rendered period of avarice (I). The distinguishing features of this 

era are that in it the virtuous is deemed vicious and the oppressor keeps getting 

increasingly defiant. This points to a reversal or an obverse transvaluation of values 

where good is considered evil and evil as good. An example of this is seen in the 

story of Prophet Lūṭ where the people of his time wanted to expel him and his 

followers for being ‘too pure’ (see Q27:56) (N). Such a thing happens when most of 

the people are evildoers and evil becomes the norm, while good is uncommon 

(MB). Alternatively, some commentators suggest that when evil people do not 

perform good deeds due to laziness or indifference, they claim that those who do 

these virtuous acts are only trying to show off or have some other ulterior motive. 

As such they portray the good people as evil (M). When the evildoers outnumber 

the virtuous, injustice and oppression becomes rampant.  
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 CATEGORIES OF WRONGDOERS   ه َ أصناف المسيئي 

2 People are of four types: Among them 
is one who is only prevented from 
mischief on earth by his weak disposi-
tion, the dullness of his blade, and the 
paucity of his wealth. Then there is 
one who has drawn his sword and 
openly commits mischief, having 
rallied his cavalry and infantry. He has 
prepared himself [for it] and has 
ruined his faith in order to acquire 
some fragments [of this world], or gain 
command over a few troops, or sit on 
an elevated pulpit. Evil is the trans-
action where you consider this world 
a [fair] price for your soul in lieu of 
what there is with Allāh for you! And 
among them is he who seeks this 
world through actions [meant] for the 
Hereafter, and does not seek the 
Hereafter through the actions of this 
world. He presents himself as humble, 
takes small steps, tucks up his clothes, 
embellishes himself as trustworthy, 
and takes the veil of Allāh as an 
avenue to sin. Then there is the one 
who is held back from seeking power 
by his lowliness and lack of means. 
His state restricts him to his position 
so he bedecks himself with the facade 
of contentment and adorns himself 
with the attire of the ascetics, though 

نوَفَ   ْْْ ِ َأََْْ َْْ نَأَكْدءَْْ َْْ وّ ََ ِْْ ْْا َ:وَالنْْ

َْ ِْْ وَ َفْ َْْ ّ َالفْأَْ ّْْ َغمَْنءَْ َْ نَْ َْْ نهّْْ َُْ
ِْْ ُْ

َِ ِْْ ّ ََفَأْْْ َْْ هَوَْْ َُ َ اْ َِ كَِْ َ ْْ ّ ََ،ا َْْ وَهئََلْْ

لِله َِ َْْ ْْ ،ََِ  ِ ْْْ ِْْ ّ َوَفْْ نهّْْ ََ.وََضَْْ ِْْ وَُْْ

ِمَِّ ْْْ َْْ فِْ ََِالمّْصْ َْْ ه ََِ،لأِْ نَّدشِْ
ِْْ َ،وَالمّْءِْْ

َِ ِْْ ِ َوَكَدِِْْ ِْْ ّ َدلََِ ِْْْ ِْْ لِْلََ،وَالمّْجِْْْ َْْ قْْ

َ َ ََفَأَْْْ َّ ََ،أَشْْْ َِ َوَأَوْدَْْ و   ّ َلحِّطَْْ ِ غنَْْ

َّ  ّ ِْْ ّْْ ّ  ََّ،غنَْ هَْ َغقَْ   َْْ ََ،أَوَُِْقنْْ   َْْ نْ ْ
أَوَُِْ

َّ ّْْ َ هََ؛غفََْ  ْ َْْ ّ َأَْ َ ْ َْْ َالمَْ جْْ َِ ْ ئ ِْْ وَلَ ْ

ْْواَ َ َ مََنْ ِْْ َْ وََلنِفَأْْ ْْلِل  َ ََ،الْ َْْ وَلْ ْْا وَُِمْ

ْْواَ َ َِ ضْْْ ِ لَِلَاه ا ْْْ نََْ! ِنْْْ َْْ نهّْْ َُْْْ
ِْْ وَُْْْ

َُِ  َ ِْْ لَِاْ اْ َْْ َْ وََدءَِمْ ْْلِل  ّ َالْ ّْْ ََ،غطَِْْ َْ وَ

َّ ّْْ َْ وَغطَِْْ ْْلِل  لَِالْ َْْ َدءَِمْ َُ  َ
ِْْ لِْلََ،َاْ اْ َْْ قْ

َِ ِْْ نَْشَلَصْْ ِْْ نََُْ َُ و َْْ نََْ،طْ ِْْ َُْ َِ وكَ َْْ وَقْ

َِ  ِ نَْ َْ دِْْْْْ ََِ،اَطْْْْْْ َُِْْْْْ َ ما َ،وَشَْْْْْ

وََْْْْْ َِ َُ ِ َللََِْ
نََْفَأِْْْْْ َ فََُِْْْْ َ،وَغَاْْْْْ

نَ َْْ َِلْْْ َ َْْ ا ََ كِغءْْْ ِ ِْْ َْ َاه ا ََْْْ َ َْْ وَا الَْْْ

َِ َ ِْْ نَْأَََ.المَْءصْْ َْْ نهّْْ َُْ
ِْْ نَْقَْوَُْ َْْ لَِلّ َ ْ َْْ ءْ

ِ َالمِّْْْْْْْ َِ ئّ لَّ ََفَأِْْْْْْ َِطََِْْْْْ َ،َضّْْْْْ

واَََّْْْْ َ ِ َِ ولََّ،وَاَقِْطَْْْْ َ  ّْ َالحَْْْْْ فقَصََْْْْ

نََ ولِْْْْْ َِ َْْ ِْْْ َ،ََ ِ نَدوَِْْْْْْ فَ حََِْْْْْا

2َ



Sermon: 32          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 187 

 

Clearly, oppressors get increasingly defiant and ruthless when they attain power 

or gain authority, thereby bringing wealth and armies under their control enabling 

them to do as they please (Z). 

Subsequently, the Imām highlights some of the qualities of the people of his 

era saying, we do not benefit from what we have learnt and we do not seek to discover 

what we are ignorant about. Not benefitting from knowledge means not acting 

upon it, and traditions tell us that a learned person who does not act upon his 

knowledge is like an ignorant individual steeped in the heedlessness of his 

ignorance (T). Some opine that in this particular context, the Imām is referring to 

those who know the wrongdoers and have learnt about their vile actions, yet do 

nothing to prevent them from causing mischief and corruption (Z). Not seeking to 

learn about what one does not know is equally reprehensible given the great value 

of knowledge. A tradition attributed to Imām Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq (ʿa) states, “Verily 

people are only destroyed because they don’t ask questions [to learn about what 

they know not]” (MB). Finally, the third quality Imām ʿAlī mentions is we do not 

fear calamity until it befalls us meaning that people pay no heed to the warnings 

that they are given until it is too late, and this is because they lack foresight and 

understanding (M). It should be noted that the Imām changed the mode of address 

to the first person plural (‘we’) in these last sentences in order to avoid evoking a 

refractory response from the people. It is but obvious that the infallible Imām 

himself possessed none of these negative qualities (N). 

2  Amīr al-Muʾminīn then divides the seekers of this world into four groups. 

This quadripartite division is not limited to any particular period in history; rather, 

it applies to all ages (N). The first category of people described by the Imām 

comprises those individuals who are only prevented from committing mischief 

and corruption on earth by their weak disposition, lowly status, lack of proper 

weapons, and paucity of wealth. The phrase dullness of his blade translates ‘kalālatu 

ḥaddihi’ and literally refers to a weapon which is ineffective, and this generally 

represents lack of strength and power. The paucity of his wealth translates ‘naḍīḍu 

he has never had any inclination 
towards these qualities, neither during 
the day nor at night. 

لََِ،القْنَوَ َْْْْْ َِ وِ َأَ ْْْْْْ َ غانََدِِِ َْْْْْ وَ َْْْْْ

َُِ وَ  َْْ ََْ،ال ا ْ ِْْ َ َفْ ِْْ نََْ لْ ِْْ َُْ َِ ْ  َْْ وَلْ

ه غلِْلا َُ َ َْ وَ َ ا َ  َُ.َ
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wafrihi’ since the term ‘naḍīḍ’ connotes something very little and is used to 

describe the few remaining drops of water that trickle down when the flow ends 

(N). Most of the people belong to this category since it is in their nature to 

perpetrate corruption and mischief in the land, but they are held back only due to 

lack of means. The moment they attain power and wealth, their true evil nature 

rears its ugly head (T). The second category comprises those who, unlike the first 

group, do not keep their evil intentions hidden. They openly perpetrate injustices 

and cause corruption in order to acquire some worldly gain. With swords drawn 

and troops rallied, they ready themselves to fight for what they seek at the expense 

of their faith.  

Prepared himself translates ‘ashraṭa nafsahu’ since the verb ‘ashraṭa’ literally 

means marking something, and here it refers to marking oneself as a sign of 

readiness (N). The phrase rallied his cavalry and infantry is similar to what is 

mentioned in the verse of the Qurʾān where the Almighty challenges Shayṭān: 

Instigate whomever of them you can with your voice; and rally against them your 

cavalry and your infantry… (Q17:64), and implies expending maximum effort and 

employing all means at one’s disposal (T). What is sought by these people is 

material benefit, which the Imām aptly describes as fragments (‘ḥuṭām’) or debris 

with no real value, because just like withered plants are worthless in comparison 

to fresh green foliage, so too is worldly gain valueless in contrast to the virtuous 

deeds that bring everlasting reward in the Hereafter (M). The word ‘minqab’, 

rendered as a few troops, is used to refer to between thirty and forty horsemen (T). 

Commanding such a contingent actually represents a form of power and authority 

over the people by which one can gain ascendency and dominate them (Z). For 

such individuals, sitting on an elevated pulpit is a means of using religion to attain 

worldly objectives. Many a poet has described how pulpits weep when those who 

are unworthy sit on them. It is reported that when Saʿīd ibn al-ʿĀṣ became the 

governor of Kūfah after al-Walīd ibn ʿUqbah – who became infamous for having 

led the people in the dawn prayer while intoxicated and ended up reciting four 

rakʿahs instead of two – he refused to sit on the pulpit until it was washed saying, 

“al-Walīd was indeed filthy and impure!” (T).  

By their actions, those belonging to this second group have sold their souls for 

the transient triflings of this world and have thus made a loss, as the Qurʾān states: 

They are the ones who bought error for guidance, so their trade did not profit them, 

nor were they guided (Q2:16). The third category comprises those who seek this 
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world through actions [meant] for the Hereafter instead of seeking the Hereafter 

through the actions of this world, meaning they outwardly behave as though they 

are pious and devoted believers, but they only do this in order to acquire what they 

desire of this world (M). In reality, the goal of the second group and that of this 

third group is the same. The only difference is that the former group use force and 

coercion to get what they want, while this group uses deception and subterfuge 

(N). They portray themselves as humble, dignified, and noble. 

The phrase ‘ṭāmana min shakhṣihi’ connotes a false display of humility, whereas 

taking small steps is a way of ostensibly exhibiting piety. They tuck up their clothes 

to show the importance they place on purity, and they embellish themselves in 

such a manner that it would appear they are completely trustworthy and upright 

(Z). These people, who represent themselves as righteous, commit evil actions in 

private, taking the veil of Allāh (‘sitrallāh’) as a way to sin without people knowing, 

since they know that Allāh is al-Sattār and veils the sins of His creatures from 

others (M). The fourth category consists of those who are only prevented from 

seeking power by their lowliness and lack of means. The phrase ‘ḍuʾūlatu nafsih’ 

connotes lowliness, weakness, and inferiority. This group of individuals are 

constrained to their position so they adorn themselves with the facade of content-

ment and the attire of asceticism, even though they have never truly inclined 

towards these qualities. The terms ‘marāḥ’ and ‘maghdā’ refer to a place or time of 

travelling by night and by day, or the place where animals are kept at night and 

during the day time respectively (N). Alternatively, some suggest that the two 

terms refer to youth and old age respectively (R). When negated together, as seen 

here in the phrase ‘laysa fī dhālika min marāḥin wa lā maghdā’, it means that 

though they act content and abstemious, they have nothing even remotely close 

to these two qualities in them (T). The difference between this fourth category 

and the first category is that while both are held back by their weakness, the first 

group does not turn their weakness into a pretentious show of piety like this last 

group (N). 
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 THOSE WHO YEARN FOR ALLĀH   
ّ
  الل
َ الراغبون فه

3 Then there remain the [few] people 
whose gazes are lowered in rememb-
rance of their return [to Allāh], and 
who are moved to tears by fear of the 
resurrection. They comprise the rele-
gated loner, the fearfully subdued, the 
muzzled mute, the sincere supplicant, 
and the anguished sufferer, who have 
been obscured by fright and encom-
passed by disgrace. They are thus 
[plunged] in the sea of bitterness, their 
mouths shut and their hearts wounded. 
They exhorted [the people] until they 
got weary, they were subjugated until 
they became meek, and they were 
killed until their numbers diminished. 

وكَّ ْ َ  َْْ َأَدصْْْ َْْ ا ول َْْْ َْْ َكِدْْ َْ
ِْْ وَدقَْْ

ّ َالمَْْ دِْْْْ َِ َّ ُّْْْْ َ هّْ ََ،ِ هْْْْْ َِ وَأَكَا

ْ فَّالمَْحْشَْْْ َِ ََ،اَْْْ ِ غلِل  ْ َدَْْْ نََْشَْْْ فهَّْْْ

و قَ َْْ ّْْ اَ َ،َْ قمْْ َُ َ
ونِ   َْْ ََ،وَاْ وهمِ  َْْ وََْ

 َ  ّْْ َِ َ،َُ ءْْْ ِْْ ُّلَِْْْ ئََ ََ،وََ اا َ ْْْ وَ َ ْْ

لِْلَأَاْمََِْْْْ هّّْ َال اقِ ْْْْا ََّ،ُّ دَْْْْ َ  َ،قَْْْْ

ْْا َّ لْ مَِِ هّّْ َال ه َْْ ََ،وَشْ   ْْْ َْدحَْ ِْْ ْ َفْ ّْْ فهَْ

ول َ َْْ َ اّ هّْ ََ،أدّْْْْْ ْْْ َُ أَفْْْْْ وَُِ  َْْ َ،ضْْْْْ

نََ،وَقِّّْْ دهّّْ َقَِ  َْْْ َ  لِْلَوََ وّْْْ اََ  ْْْا قَْْ

ْْ  ا ِْ ْْ  اَ،َُ نََ لْ ْْا ّ واََ  ْ ِْْ ّْْ اََ،وَقهّْ وَقّ ِِْ

َ.َ  انَقَِ  ا

3َ

 BEING ABSTEMIOUS IN THIS WORLD   الدنيا  
هيد فه ه َ البر

4 Let the world be less important in your 
eyes than dry tanning leaves and the 
tiny tufts of wool that fall off from a 
pair of shears. Take admonition from 
[the fate of] those who preceded you, 
before those who follow you take 
admonition from [what happens to] 
you. Reject its lowliness, for indeed it 
has rejected those who were more 
attached to it than you. 

غََ َ  ْْْ نِ ّْ َأََْ ّْْ َْأَْ  ْ ِْْ َْ وََفْ ْْْ َ نَِّالْْْلِل  فَِْ

َِ  َ َْْ ِ َالقْْْْ َْْ نَّْ اوَلْْْ ِْْ ُْْْ،ََ ِ َْْ وَقَّ اضْْْ

َِ َْْ وَ ََ،الجَِْْْْ َْْ نَْهْْْ َْْ ّْْ اَدمِْْْ وَا اءِوْْْ

نَْ َْْ َُْ ْ ّْْ َدِ ْ ََ
َْْ اءِ لََأَْ َغْ ْْْ َْْ َِْ ّْ َقَ ْ قْ

لَِلهّ َْ ْْْ َْْ اََ،دءَْْْْ ّْْ َ وََ ُِ مْْْْ َ،وَاكْفضّْْْْ

وَ َ َْْ نَْهْْ َْْ مَُْْْ َْْ لِْلَكَفضَْْ َْْ وَقْْ َْْ فإََِاهْْ

َ.أَشْغََ َدهَِوَُِنْ ّ 

4َ
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3  The individuals described here are not part of the blameworthy lot as they 

have not fallen prey to the evils of their time. Rather, they recognize the majesty 

of Allāh and know that this world is fleeting (T). The term ‘al-marji.ʿ’ is interpreted 

by some to mean the grave (Z), while most commentators consider it to be a 

general reference to the return to Allāh after death. The first quality of this group 

of pious and righteous individuals is that their gazes are lowered in remembrance, 

meaning they do not look at what is forbidden or that which distracts them from 

Allāh (MB). Their second quality is that the fear of resurrection causes them to 

weep as they worry about leaving this world before securing their place in the 

Hereafter (M). The Imām then lists the five types of individuals who belong to this 

category. The relegated loner translates ‘sharīdin nād’ where ‘sharīd’ means one 

who has been expelled or has escaped (ṭarīd), and ‘nād’ refers to the one who is 

alone and separated from others (T). They are banished from society due to the 

dread felt by worldly people in their presence. ‘Khāʾifin maqmūʿ’ is rendered the 

fearfully subdued since ‘maqmūʿ’ means subjugated, defeated, and subdued. Those 

who desire this world are not satisfied by threatening them and constantly strive 

to harm them or get rid of them, that is why they always live in fear (N). ‘Sākitin 

makʿūm’ is translated as the muzzled mute because ‘makʿūm’ refers to one whose 

mouth is gagged such that he cannot speak (R).  

Some commentators suggest that the sincere supplicant (‘dāʿin mukhliṣ’) 

refers to one who earnestly prays for deliverance from the evil of tyrants (T). The 

anguished sufferer is in distress either because of the hardships he has to endure 

due to his faith or because of the oppression of tyrants (MB). All these individuals 

face a common fate as they are obscured by fright (‘akhmalathum al-taqiyyah’) and 

encompassed by disgrace (‘shamilathum al-dhillah’). Fearing the evil of tyrants, 

they have to conceal their true position and beliefs from the people, and as a result 

they end up being forced to remain on the sidelines. At the same time, they are 

encompassed by disgrace because every individual who is honourable in the sight 

of Allāh is deemed lowly in the eyes of His enemies (Z). As such, they are [plunged] 

in the sea of bitterness, their mouths shut and their hearts wounded. Some 

commentators suggest that the salty sea is a metaphor for this world since just as 

sea water cannot quench a person’s thirst, likewise the comforts of this world do 

not benefit one in the Hereafter (M). ‘Afwāhuhum ḍāmizah’ is rendered their 

mouths shut since ḍamaza means remaining quiet and not talking (T). Their hearts 

are wounded because of all the evil and corruption they witness around them 
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which they are unable to prevent (N). Whenever they try to advise the people and 

admonish them, they receive no response and people are unwilling to listen to 

them, until they get tired of trying (‘waʿaẓū ḥattā mallū’) (M). They are subjugated 

and put under so much duress that they become weak and debilitated, either 

through imprisonment, torture, or other forms of cruelty. Some of them end up 

being killed and dying as martyrs, leading to a diminishing of their numbers 

(‘qutilū ḥattā qallū’) (N). 

4  Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) then advises the people not to give undue importance 

to the transient abode of this world saying, let the world be less important in your 

eyes than dry tanning leaves and the tiny tufts of wool that fall off from a pair of 

shears. These analogies are extremely profound and thought-provoking. ‘Ḥuthālat 

al-qaraẓ’ refers to the offal of acacia leaves that are used for tanning animal hide 

and in the process become malodorous and fetid. ‘Qurāḍat al-jalam’ refers to the 

tiny tufts of wool that fall off the clippers when one shears sheep, getting scattered 

on the ground, and are of no use to anyone. The first analogy evokes a sense of 

disgust and derision, while the second exemplifies complete lack of value. The 

Imām is thus trying to tell the people to consider this temporary world as less 

important even when compared to such things (N). The advice to take admonition 

from those who preceded you before those who follow you take admonition from what 

happens to you is aimed at making people heedful of the fact that nothing of this 

world lasts. Many who lived in the past were blessed with tremendous wealth and 

prosperity but when their time came, they had to leave everything behind, and the 

same will happen to everyone (M). The Glorious Qurʾān has repeatedly called for 

people to take a lesson from those who preceded them. For instance, regarding the 

pharaohs of Egypt it states: How many gardens and springs did they leave behind! 

And fields and splendid places, and the bounties wherein they rejoiced! So it was; and 

We bequeathed them to another people. So neither the sky wept for them, nor the 

earth; nor were they granted any respite. (Q44:25-29).  

In the final statement of this sermon, the Imām urges the people to shun this 

world and reject its lowliness (‘urfuḍūhā dhamīmah’), since the world has rejected 

those who were more attached to it than them. If it could last for anyone, this 

world would remain for those who love it the most, but it is the nature of this world 

to reject all those who love it. Hence, any intelligent person who realizes this 

would never get attached to it. In an interesting tradition, Prophet ʿĪsā is reported 

to have said that he once saw this world in the form of an old woman, wearing all 
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forms of jewellery. He asked her, “Have you married?” She replied, “To so many 

that I have lost count!” “Have they all died or did they divorce you?” She said, 

“Rather, I killed them all!” Hearing this, ʿĪsā (ʿa) said, “Woe be to those who remain 

[enthralled by you], how can they not take a lesson from your previous husbands 

and how you destroyed each and every one of them!” (MB). Clearly, what the Imām 

means by ‘the world’ in these admonitions pertains to the material aspect of this 

world which is sought out by people who desire comfort and power, and not the 

worldly means through which people may attain a lofty station in the Hereafter 

(N). 
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33 

WHEN HE CAME OUT TO FIGHT AGAINST THE PEOPLE OF BAṢRAH 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) spoke these words on his way to fight the people of 

Baṣrah who has rebelled. Ibn ʿAbbās says that he came to the Imām at Dhū Qār, 

which was a place near Baṣrah. It is said that this was also the location of a battle 

between the Arabs and Persians, in which the former came out victorious (MB). In 

his al-Irshād, al-Shaykh al-Mufīd gives a different account. He says that Imām ʿAlī 

1 ʿAbdullāh ibn ʿAbbās said: I came to 
Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) at Dhū Qār while 
he was mending his sandal, so he asked 
me, “What is the price of this sandal?” 
I said, “It has no value!” He (ʿa) said, 
“By Allāh, it is indeed dearer to me 
than sovereignty over you, except in 
order that I may establish a right or 
prevent an injustice.” Then he came 
out and addressed the people saying: 

َدنََّْ  اوِ َ 
ِ َ اَِمََّْ ِنََأَُِ ِ َ:ََقوَلَََ  لِّْلَاه ا

ُِنِ نََ َْ ّ ََََالمّْ َوَّ َ َغلََصِْْْ دِِ ََقوَك 

لََِْ،َءََِْْ َّ ولََ لَََِ:فقََْ الناءْْ َ اَ َْ َ ّ  مَْ
قِ وَ ََ؟َُْ

مَّ ْْ وََ:فقَِّ لهََْ َ َ  مَْ
قِ َ َْ!ََََ ولَ ََََ:فقََْ ِ وَاه ا

َْ ّ ِ  َ ُْ َِ نَْ
َُِ اْ َِلَ َ َأََ    َْ َأَْ َأقِّ َ ََََ،لهَِ اْ َِ

َ وطِئا دَْ أَْ فََ َ أَوَْ واَ َ ََََ.َ قْ  َاََ لََفلَََطَْ  ّ ا

َ:الناوَ َفقَوَل

1َ

 WHY THE PROPHET WAS SENT   النب   حكمة بعثة َ

2 Verily, Allāh sent Muḥammad (ṣ) [at a 
time] when none among the Arabs 
recited a book or claimed prophet-
hood. He guided the people until he 
had settled them in their [proper] 
place and conveyed them to their 
salvation. So their state became upright 
and their society became stable. 

ّْْ حَْوََ َّ  ََْ َ َاه ا لِلااَََِ ا ْْا ُّحَمْ فََ َْْ َدءَْ

ْْواَ َ أَّهِ وَد ْْْ َغقَ ِِ  َ َْْ نََالءْ َُِْْ لِل  َأَ َْْ َِ ْ  َْْ َ،وَل

اَُ ّْْ ا لِلا ََِّْ  َْْ َغ َْ نََ،وَ ْْا وَ ََ   ْْا َالن َِ و َْْ فأَ

حَِْْا هَّ َْ َُ أَّ ْ َ و هَّ ََْ،دَْْ ا نجَْْْ َُ َ ْ اغهَّْْ َ،وَدَِ

و هّّ َْ َْْ مَْقنَْْْ َُ ْْْ قَوَ مََْ،فوََْْْ ْْا وَاطْمََ َْْْ

فوَ هّّ  ََ.َ

2َ
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delivered this sermon in al-Rabadhah, where a group of pilgrims had gathered and 

requested that he address them. It was here, he says, that Ibn ʿAbbās came to the 

Imām and found him mending his sandals. He informed the Imām that the 

pilgrims were waiting to hear from him. Imām ʿAlī finished mending his sandals 

then he came out and delivered this sermon (T). This oration discusses the wisdom 

behind sending Prophets as well as the Imām’s own merits. In it he also censures 

the rebels who rose up against him. Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī relates this sermon twice in 

Nahj al-Balāghah, the other instance being in sermon no. 103. He notes that this 

was done because he found two separate narrations with slight differences. Some 

scholars have said that this shows how careful al-Sayyid al-Raḍī was when quoting 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn, since he would not amalgamate two narrations that were 

similar. That was his methodology, as can be seen in a number of other instances 

as well (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The comparison of political authority to a worn-out shoe is extraordinary 

and unique. Human beings have always sought to gain dominance over others, 

even if it is over a single person. It is thus inconceivable to most people that a 

person would consider such authority to have so little value. Those who aspire to 

power usually have personal motives and seek to fulfil their own whims and 

caprice. They would go to great lengths and do absolutely anything to secure 

political leadership and authority. For Amīr al-Muʾminīn, however, such worldly 

ambition held no meaning and he only accepted the task of managing the affairs 

of the community in order to ensure that justice was upheld (J). Some commentators 

interpret the statement of the Imām regarding the caliphate being of less value in 

his eyes than his old shoe as demonstrative of his deep gnosis and closeness to 

Allāh (N). Traditions tell us that the Noble Prophet himself would also mend his 

shoes and in one report, he (ṣ) said that in the near future, Allāh would appoint 

someone whose heart is full of faith. When different companions asked about the 

identity of that individual, the Prophet said that he is the ‘mender of the sandal’ 

(khāṣif al-naʿl), and at that very moment Imām ʿAlī was seen mending a sandal for 

the Prophet (T). Ibn ʿAbbās says that he met the Imām at Dhū Qār, which was a 

place near Baṣrah that either got its name from a spring of water with a colour that 

resembled tar (‘qīr’) (MB), or from the battle fought by the tribe of Banū Shaybān 
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who owned the land (R). Given the context of this sermon, it has been suggested 

that when the Imām said he wished to establish a right or prevent an injustice, he 

was referring to his purpose in fighting the rebels in the Battle of Jamal (MB). 

2  His statement that the Holy Prophet was sent at a time when none among 

the Arabs recited a book or claimed prophethood, was in reference to a heavenly 

book. Some commentators opine that this means the Arabs did not read any 

revealed scripture, because the Torah and Gospel that the Jews and Christians had 

with them were distorted and not the same scriptures that had been revealed by 

the Almighty (MB). Others say it means that most of the Arabs did not read or 

follow any of the revealed books, since they were polytheists (N). Yet others 

interpret the phrase as a reference to the general illiteracy which was prevalent 

among the Arabs at that time, as the Qurʾān says: It is He who sent to the unlettered 

[people] a messenger from among themselves… (Q62:2). Although they had not 

claimed prophethood, some of them were aware that earlier scriptures had 

foretold the coming of a Prophet. Umayyah ibn Abī al-Ṣalt was one such individual 

and when the Holy Prophet (ṣ) proclaimed his mission, Umayyah disbelieved in 

him out of jealousy because he was expecting to be appointed as the Prophet 

himself (T).  

The Noble Prophet (ṣ) guided the people until he had settled them in their 

[proper] place and conveyed them to their salvation by rescuing them from their 

deviant beliefs and corrupt practices. He did this by awakening their intellects and 

enlightening their minds, thereby elevating their station, as well as propelling 

them towards virtue and righteousness (M). Their state became upright translates 

‘fastaqāmat qanātuhum’, where qanāt literally means spear, and represents 

strength and authority. As such, the literal translation of this phrase would be their 

spears were straightened, but some commentators say that this is a metaphor 

which connotes the transformation of their state to one of uprightness and 

strength (MB). Others suggest that it means they became calmer and more 

confident, since soldiers would embed their spears in the ground when they were 

no longer threatened by the enemy (N). ‘Iṭmaʾannat ṣafātuhum’ is rendered their 

society became stable since ṣafāt refers to a large, smooth rock which is shaky and 

unstable. The phrase is therefore figurative and describes how the Arab society, 

which was previously unstable and volatile, became peaceful and stable after the 

Prophet (ṣ) came to guide them (M). 
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3  Here, the Imām describes his valour in battle against the unbelievers during 

the time of the Prophet. The phrase I would indeed charge after them until they had 

all fled explains how the Imām fought fiercely and fearlessly against the enemy (T). 

 THE MERITS OF ʿALĪ    فضل عل َ

3 By Allāh, I would indeed charge after 
them until they had all fled. I neither 
showed weakness nor cowardice. This 
march of mine will also be the same. I 
shall surely split open falsehood until 
truth comes out of its side. 

نَ  ْْا وقَ هَِوََ   َْْ ََْ ِْْ مَّلفَ ْْْ َِْ َهنّ َ
ِ وَوَاه ا َْْ أَُ

َ افِ ِ َ و مَْدحَِْْْ ََ، ََ لْْْا َْ ْ ّ َوَ وََ جَْْْ َُْْْ

مَّ ْْْ وَ،دَ نّْ َْْ َ اَلمِِاِْهِْ َْْ ْ ََ ِ ِْْ أْ َُ َ َِ ا َ،وَ

َ  ِ َْْ ّ لََالحْ ْْْ نَغلََ ْْا لَََ   ِْْ َالْ وَط ّْْ نَا فلَََََقْ

 .ُِنَْدَنْ ِ 

3َ

 REBUKING THE REBELS  ه عليه ارجي  َ توبيخ الحه

4 What have I to do with the Quraysh! By 
Allāh, I fought them as unbelievers 
and I shall fight them as dissenters. I 
stood facing them yesterday just as I 
do today! [By Allāh, the Quraysh are 
only vindictive against us because 
Allāh chose us over them, and when 
we allowed them into our domain, 
they became as the erstwhile [poet] 
said: 

By my life, you continued drinking fresh 
milk every morning, 

And eating to your fill fine pitted dates 
with butter; 

Yet we gave you the nobility which you 
did not possess before, 

And surrounded you with thoroughbred 
horses and spears.] 

َ غشَْ   ّْْ َْوَلقِْْْ ِْْ وَلْْْ َْْ لِْلََ!ُْْْ َْْ َلقَْْْ ِ وَاه ا

وفِِ غنََ و َِْ هّّْ َهَْْْْْ و ِِنَاهّْ ََ،قَْْْْْ قَّْْْْْ َْ وَ

فْ ّْْْْْْ َِ نََ وِ  هّّْ ََ،َُ َْلصََْْْْْْْ ََِْْْْْْْه وَ

ََ  ْ وِ  هّّّ َالْ َْْْ وَََْْْ وَأَََْْْ َهمََْْْ
ِِ
ُْ َ ْْ و َ!دِْْْ

]َ َأَ ا اْ َِ َ َ غشْ  وَقّْْْ نقِّْ َُِنْْْا وَ َْْْ ََُْْْ
ِ وَاه ا

وّ ْ َ َْْ َْْ هِْْ َفََ ْ اَِنْْْْ وََ ِْْْ َْْ َااْ وَكََْْْ َ اه ا

ََ َْ ِْْ وفْْ َْْ ولَََ، هِ َْْ َْْ وَقْْ َْْ وَّ اَهمَْْ َْْ فَ ْْ

لَّ وَا ْْ َ:ا

ُْمََلءََمِْ ََشّْ دََ َالمَْحَْ ودحِأََ  ََ َ ََََََََََََََ واَ

َََِْْ َدوِلْوَأَهَْ د َّْقََْلِِلَالمَّْْ   َالْ  َُ  َ َ اْْجَْْشا  

َْْوََحََْ ََّْْنوََ َالءََْْنَّوََ   نََََََََََََََْْْئََ َوَلَْ َ َ 

وَّ طْنوَََ َ]مَْ اْْ َ َوَالأَ َْ ْ لََ َالجََّْ ِِ  واَ

4َ



198                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 33 
 

Since the term ‘sāqah’ is used to refer to one who is positioned at the rearguard of 

the army in order to urge the soldiers forward and prevent them from retreating, 

some commentators interpret this phrase to mean that the Prophet had given 

Imām ʿAlī the responsibility to propel the Muslim army and push them forward in 

the fight against the disbelievers (N). Another possible meaning, based on the root 

s-w-q, is driving the people towards guidance and salvation, and since the purpose 

of all the battles was to strengthen the true religion by fighting the enemies and 

defeating them, that is precisely what the Imām achieved (M). He neither showed 

weakness (‘mā ʿajaztu’ or ‘mā ḍaʿuftu’ in some versions) in driving the army forward, 

nor cowardice in attacking them until they fled. Indeed, the heroism of Amīr al-

Muʾminīn is legendary in the history of Islam. He killed ʿAmr ibn ʿAbd Wudd in 

single combat in the Battle of Khandaq and unhinged the gate of Khaybar when 

no one else could.  

Having reminded the people about his gallantry, the Imām said that his march 

against the rebels will be just like his battles for Islam during the time of the 

Prophet. The only difference was that the earlier encounters against the unbelievers 

were for the establishment of the revelation (tanzīl), while these battles against 

the hypocrites would be for the establishment of its interpretation (taʾwīl) (T). By 

the statement I shall surely split open falsehood until  truth comes out of its side, the 

Imām was issuing a threat to the enemy (M). Some commentators say that this 

statement shows how the hypocrites had obfuscated the truth to such an extent 

that it was as though the truth had been completely swallowed by falsehood, so it 

needed to be cut out from the belly of falsehood (T). A deeper reading of this could 

be that the cornerstone of creation is truth, so inside everything in existence truth 

can be found. Therefore, when falsehood covers it up, the truth can still be extracted 

by rending asunder the veils of falsehood (N). 

4  The rhetorical question what have I to do with the Quraysh has been interpreted 

in various ways. Some consider it a reference to the enmity that the Quraysh had 

for Amīr al-Muʾminīn and how they kept trying to look for excuses to fight against 

him (M). Others take it to mean that just as Quraysh had fought against the 

Prophet in the early days of Islam, they were the ones who were stoking the flames 

of rebellion against the Imām in the Battle of Jamal (N). The Imām then warns that 

he would fight them now as dissenters (‘maftūnīn’) just as he had fought them 

earlier when they were unbelievers. The term ‘maftūnīn’, which also means those 

who had strayed from the right path (Z), applied to them because they had rebelled 
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against the rightful leader and were causing corruption and dissent (I). By saying 

that he is standing against them today as he stood against them yesterday, the 

Imām was asserting the constancy of his position while at the same time threat-

ening the enemy that he is the same brave lion from whom they had fled in the 

past battles (MB). The subsequent section is included in parenthesis because it is 

not considered part of the Imām’s sermon by some commentators as it is not 

found in certain manuscripts (T).  

The vindictiveness of the Quraysh against him, the Imām explains, was 

because Allāh chose the Banū Hāshim over the rest of them. Some commentators 

say that the phrase allowed them into our domain means that the Banū Hāshim 

kept their ties of kinship with Quraysh, but they in turn tried to sever the ties out 

of jealousy (Z). The erstwhile [poet] translates ‘al-awwal’ and refers to one of the 

earliest known poets or, some commentators posit, the word may actually read ‘al-

Uwal’ which is the name of one of the lesser known poets, though this is less likely 

(N). The term ‘al-maḥḍ’ means pure milk while ‘al-muqashsharah’ refers to pitted 

dates. ‘Al-jurd’ is the plural of al-ajrad which refers to a horse with a fine, short 

mane and this was considered a praise. The term ‘al-sumr’ is the plural of al-asmar 

which means spear (MB). Alternatively, it could refer to night sentries and guards 

who keep vigil to protect the people. In any case, the meaning of this poem is that 

the Quraysh were treated with kindness by the Banū Hāshim, through whom they 

received respect and protection. However, instead of showing gratitude, they took 

up arms and rallied the people against the Banū Hāshim (N). 
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34 

MOBILIZING THE PEOPLE AGAINST THE SYRIANS 

1 Fie on you! I have grown weary of 
censuring you! Do you prefer this 
worldly life in place of the Hereafter? 
And disgrace in lieu of dignity? When 
I call you to fight your enemy, your 
eyes roll as though you are in the 
stupor of death or a daze of intoxica-
tion. My speech is not heard by you, so 
you remain perplexed. It is as though 
you have lost your minds and do not 
understand. To me, you are no longer 
reliable, henceforth and for all time. 
Neither are you a support that can be 
depended upon, nor a mighty host 
that is sought. 

َلَ ّ َْ  ئمِْمَّ ِ وَدَ ّ ََََْ!أّفق ََ أَكَضِ  ّْ ََََ!لقَلَِْلَ

َ َِ ضواَ ُِ َْ وَُِنََاْ اَِ  َاللِل  ُِ ََ؟دوِلحَْ و له وَدوِل  

اَِفَواَ َ الءِْ ه دهَِوِ ََََ؟ُِنََ َِلنََ َ ّْ ّ  ْ َ َ ََِ اَ

أَْ  َّْ ََ هّْ ََ اكَْ َ ُِنَََْهََََ، ّ َْْنَّْلِّلوه َ َا ّْ َ

َُ ْْْ ِ َفَََِْْْالمََْ  لَِفََِْْنََال   َّْوََََُِ،مَْ 
 َُ ،ََغّْ  َّ ََ َِ ْ ّْ ََ َ اكََِفَ ءَْمَهّ  ََََ؛ََ َْ 

 َ ََ َُ ْلّ  َقِّّ دَ ّْ َ َ ءَْقِِّ  ََََ،وَهََ  ا َْ ََ.فََ َْ ّْ َ

َالِا وَلِْ َِ جِ  ََ َ
وَأََْ ّْ َلَِْداِقَِ   وَأََْ ّْ ََََ،َُ َُ وَ

دِ ّ َْ غمَّولَّ َ غفّْ قََّ ََََ،دِّ هنْ  َ غَوَافِّ َ ِ ق َ َْ وَ

 َ.َِلَ ْ ّ 

1 

2 You are only like camels whose herders 
have wandered off, so whenever they 
are gathered on one side, they disperse 
on the other. By Allāh, you are the 
worst lot when faced with the flames 
of war. You are the target of plots and 
do not scheme [against the enemy]. 
Even when attacked from all sides, you 
do not retaliate with fury. You are 
under constant watch [by a wakeful 
enemy] yet you are unmindful and 
heedless. By Allāh, defeated are those 
who abandon one another. By Allāh, I 
am certain that if the battle rages and 

و  َْْ َكَّ و هّْ لا َْْ َضْ ل  ِْْ َهإَِدْ اْ َِ َ ّْ ْْْ وَأََْ َْْ ُْ،َ

وَدَّ َْْ ام َ ْ َفَ ِّ َْْ َاَْ شَ   ِْْ نَْدَوَ ِْْ مَُْ َْْ مِء

ََ َْْ نَْآا ِْْ ََ؛ُ َِ ْ ئ ِْْ ََِ-لَ  ّ َاه ا ْْْ ءّْ ََ-َلءََم ّْْ َ

َْ ّ ْْْ َأََْْ ِِ  ْ َْْ وكَِالحْْْ َْْ َْْ.ََ َْ وّ وَ َوَ َْْ ْْ ّ 

ْْلِّلو ََ ئَََ، َِ  ْ َْْ َ افّ ّْ َفْ ْْْ َأَطْ ِّ ْْْ قََ وَ نّْ

ََ  ّْْ ََْ؛ مَْ ءَضِ ِْْ ْْْ ّْ َف نْ ّْ َوَأََ َْْ وّ َ  َْْ َغنّ َْ

وّ   ََ َْْ ََْْْْْ  َْْ ََ،ْفَِْْْْْْ ِ َ َوَاه ا ِْْ ِّْْْْْْ

وِ لّ  ََ َْْ ََ!المّْ لََْ ن  ّْْ ْ َ َْ َْ ْْه ََِْ َ ِ ّ َاه ا ْْْ وَاغْ

َ ْنَ ْْْ َال َِ
ِْْ ْ ََ م َْْ ْ َأَْ َل ّْْ ََ،دِ  وَاَْْْ حََ ا

2َ
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CONTEXT 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) gave this sermon in order to urge and inspire the people 

to prepare for a second encounter with the Syrians after having defeated the 

khawārij at Nahrawān. In it, he expresses his disappointment at their negligence 

and lack of determination in countering the enemy. He also gives them advice and 

guidance on how to attain success. Though evidently Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd believes 

this sermon was delivered in Nahrawān, it has been reported that the Imām gave 

this oration after he returned to Kūfah when he saw signs of lassitude in his 

soldiers (N). Other commentators explain that after the victory at Nahrawān, the 

Imām insisted that the army should prepare to march against the Syrians without 

delay. That was because he knew that if they returned to Kūfah and took off their 

armour, it would be very difficult to motivate them to prepare for another battle. 

However, the soldiers began giving excuses such as the harshness of the weather, 

the presence of many wounded soldiers, and lack of sufficient weapons to fight the 

enemy, forcing the Imām to let them return to Kūfah. Upon their return, the Imām 

emphasized the importance of regrouping and preparing to fight the main enemy, 

but just as predicted, they procrastinated. It was at that juncture that the Imām 

delivered this sermon and expressed his disappointment (M). This oration has also 

been reported by earlier scholars such as al-Ṭabarī in his Tārīkh and Ibn Qutaybah 

in al-Imāmah wal-Siyāsah. Some scholars who mention this sermon say that the 

Imām initially tried to encourage the army to march towards Shām by quoting the 

verse: O my people, enter the Holy Land which Allāh has ordained for you, and do not 

turn your backs or you will become losers (Q5:21). However, they began complaining 

that the weather was too cold. The Imām then reminded them that the enemy 

would also suffer from the cold as they did, but they remained obstinate and were 

unresponsive. It is then that the Imām delivered this sermon (T). 

 

 

death hovers above, you will separate 
from the son of Abū Ṭālib in the same 
way that a head is separated [from the 
body]. 

َ ّ ْ َْْ ََْ،المْ ِْْ نَِأَد ْْْ نَِاد َْْ َ دْ ّْ َ  َْْ لِِلَاَفْ َْْ ق

أِْ َ َاَفَِْ الََال ا َ.طَولِ  
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COMMENTARY 

1  The exasperation is palpable in the prefatory expressions of this sermon. 

This is because of the obvious threat that the enemies posed which was misunder-

stood and trivialized by the people. By these harsh words, the Imām sought to 

rouse them from their apathy (N). Despite having grown weary of censuring them, 

the Imām continued to do so because the enemy was actively raiding and 

attacking different towns at that time, and the Kūfan army was hesitant to go out 

and fight them. He could not remain silent when he was continually receiving 

word of the sacking of different cities by the Syrians (Z). In questioning whether 

they prefer this worldly life instead of the Hereafter and disgrace instead of dignity, 

the Imām was actually trying to revive their spirit of jihād, since struggling in the 

way of Allāh leads to reward in the afterlife and honour in this world (M). The 

description of how their eyes rolled when they were called to fight is reflected in 

the verse: So when there is panic, you see them observing you, their eyes rolling, like 

one swooning upon [the throes of] death (Q33:19). The stupor of death or a daze of 

intoxication is the state of one who loses his senses on the verge of death (MB), or 

having become inebriated. My speech is not heard by you translates ‘yurtaju 

ʿalaykum ḥawārī’, but given that the verb ‘yurtaju’ means being closed off, the 

phrase could also be translated your speech is impeded and you cannot respond to 

me (N). ‘Qulūbakum ma.ʾlūsah’ is rendered you have lost your minds since a person 

is described as ma.ʾlūs when he loses his sanity and becomes insane (T). The Imām 

tells them that he does not consider them reliable henceforth and for all time. ‘Sajīs 

al-layālī’ is an Arabic expression that means forever (R). He further says that they 

are neither a support that can be depended upon, nor a mighty host that is sought 

because of their constant betrayal, dishonesty, and poor etiquette (M). 

2  Amīr al-Muʾminīn compares them to camels whose herders have wandered 

off since they lack organization and unity, and cannot distinguish between what is 

beneficial and what is harmful, thereby making them easy prey for the enemy (N). 

He also considered them the worst lot when faced with the flames of war because 

they were not prepared to fight fire with fire when the enemy kept invading their 

lands. Some commentators suggest that the analogy of fire has been employed 

here as a reference to the hardship endured in battle (M). They were the worst lot 

for battle because of their attitude, which resulted in them becoming the targets 

of enemy plots while themselves being unable to scheme and plot against the 

enemy. Even when they were attacked from all sides, and their towns were sacked 



Sermon: 34          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 203 

and pillaged, they showed no anger and did not retaliate with fury (‘lā tamtaʿiḍūn’) 

(MB). 

Despite being under constant watch by an enemy that does not sleep (‘lā yunāmu 

ʿankum’), they remained unmindful and heedless. It is evident that one who remains 

oblivious to the actions of his enemy will face complete destruction and ruin. A 

leader with vision and insight who recognizes the danger would obviously try to 

warn his people and urge them to rise up against such a foe. One can only imagine 

how difficult and painful it was for Amīr al-Muʾminīn to deal with those who 

behaved with such apathy and indifference (N). The only outcome in store for 

those who abandon their brothers and turn a blind eye to the oppression of their 

enemies is defeat and humiliation. And this is something we also witness today as 

the Muslims suffer at the hand of their enemies despite their large numbers (Z). 

The Imām subsequently expresses his lack of confidence in the Kūfan army by 

saying that he is sure that if they faced difficulty in battle and sensed that death is 

near, they would abandon him and flee. The phrase ‘infirāj al-ra.ʾs’ has been 

rendered the same way that a head is separated [from the body] and signifies a 

complete separation after which no reattachment or return can be expected (T). 

Some scholars have given details about the possible origins of this idiomatic 

expression, but they are all in agreement that it connotes a total separation (MB). 

3  The vivid description of how the Kūfans had given their adversary an 

opportunity to overpower them clearly depicts their weakness, which had led the 

enemy to become ever more daring in their incursions and raids. Indeed, the 

bloodthirsty nature of the Syrian army led them to show no mercy whatsoever to 

the people of Iraq. They killed innocent civilians, including the aged, women, and 

children as they pillaged the cities, looting everything they could lay their hands 

on and destroying what they could not carry (N). To tear off his flesh translates 

‘yaʿruqu laḥmahu’ which literally means eating away all the flesh, right until the 

bone. ‘Yahshimu ʿaẓmahu’ is rendered crush his bones since the verb yahshimu 

means to smash (T). The actions of the enemy described here are analogous to 

those of a butcher who slaughters an animal, skins it, separates its flesh, and chops 

its bones on the chopping block (N). 
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The Imām says that anyone who would allow his enemy to do this to him is truly 

helpless and weak, for history has shown that people would rather give up their 

own lives than have their enemies oppress them in such a way (Z). Some 

3 By Allāh, he who gives his adversary 
the opportunity to overpower him, to 
tear off his flesh, crush his bones and 
flay his skin, is truly helpless, and his 
heart, which is encaged within his 
chest, is weak. You may be this way if 
you wish, but as for me, by Allāh, 
before I allow that [opportunity to my 
enemy], I shall strike him with the 
mashrafī sword in such a way that his 
skull shatters and his arms and feet are 
dismembered. Thereafter, Allāh will 
do whatever He wills. 

نََْ  َُِْْ ّ لِّلوا نَّ َْْ َ أاَغمَّ هْْ ُْ َا َِ ا َ
ِ َ،َفَأِْْْ َِوَاه ا

َلحَْمَْْ َّ ِّ ّ ََ وْمَْْ َََّ،غءَّْ 
ِ ََََ،وَغهَْشِْْ وَغفَْْْ

لَِل َّ ّ  ََّ،دِِْْْ وََ،لءََوِْْ   ََ جْْْ ََُْْْ    
ءِ ضَْْ

لِْلكِ َِ َََْْ َّ
ِ َ اَ ِ َدَْْ مََْ َِ ْْْ ما مَََ.ضّْْ أََْْْ

ئمََْ ِْْ َِْ َش نََْ اَ َ ّْْ ََ،فَ  ِ َ اه ا َْْ وَف َْْ وَأََ ْْا فََ ُ

َ  ِ  ْ َ َضَْْْْْْ ََ لِْْْْْ َْ
ّ وَ َأَْ َأّْ طِْْْْْ

َ فِ اِ َ طََِ َ اّ َدوِلمَْشْْْْ ّ َفَْْْ و َِ ّْْْ َُِنْْْْ َ،الهَْْْْ

لَِلا َّ قَْْْ ْْ َ ا ِلِّلَوَا َالأْْا َّ لََّ،وَ طَِْْ  وَغفَءَْْْ

َدءَْلَِلََ لَِ َُوَغشَََ ّ َ.و َّاه ا

3َ

 THE PATH TO SUCCESS  يق السداد َ طر

4 O people! I have a right over you and 
you have a right over me. As for your 
right over me, it is to sincerely counsel 
you, to expend your share of the public 
treasury for you, to teach you so that 
you do not remain ignorant, and to 
educate you so that you may know 
[how to act]. As for my right over you, 
it is loyalty in your allegiance, being 
well-wishers in [both my] presence 
and absence, responding when I call 
you, and obeying when I command 
you. 

وّ َ  وَالنْْْا واََ!أَغ هَْْْ ََْ َِْْْ ْ ّْ ََ قْْْ  َلِْْْ َ،َِ ا

اَْ َْْ ِ ََ ْ وَِوَلَ ّْْ اََْ.َ َْْ َْْ ِ ََ ْ وََ ق  ّْْ َ:فََ ُْْا

ئِ ّْ ََ،فوَلناصِْْْْ حَّ َلَ ّْْْْ َْ  ّ َفَ ْْْْْ
ْ فِ وَ َْْْْ

َْ ّ ْ َْْ ّْْ اَ،َ ِْ َْْ ئََْ جَْهَِْ ِْْ مّ ّْ َهْ َ،وَ ءَِْْ

ّْْ ا وَ ءَِْمَ َْْ َْْ ِْ غ ّ ّْ َهَ مْ ََْ.وَ  ْْه وََ ق ْْا وَأَُ

وّ َدوِلْ َ ءَْْْْ ََِ:َ َِْْْ ْ ّ َْ وَالناصِْْْ حَّ ََ،فوَلَْ فَْْْ

َ ِْْ هَلِِلَوَالمَْغِ ْ ْْْ َْالمَْشْ ِْْ ّ ََ،فْ َْْ وَاخِْدَودْ

ّْْ هّ َْ ِْْ نََأَْ  ْْ ِْْ نَََ، ْْ ْْ َ ّ َْْ و ْْ وَالطا

ّ هّ  ُّ َ.آ

4َ
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commentators note that the statement you may be this way if you wish was 

reportedly addressed to Ashʿath ibn Qays, but it is also likely that the Imām was 

talking generally to all those who would allow their enemies to overpower them 

in the manner he describes (MB). Amīr al-Muʾminīn swears that he, on the other 

hand, would never allow the enemy to subdue him in such a manner and would 

strike him with the mashrafī sword (‘ḍarbun bil-mashrafiyyah’) before that happens.  

The mashrafiyyah were swords that had been fashioned by the expert sword-

smiths at Mashārif, which was one of the Arab villages in Yemen (R). The Imām 

says that he would strike the enemy with such force that his skull shatters and his 

arms and feet are dismembered because that is the ferociousness with which such 

bloodthirsty enemies must be fought. After trying his best to fight the enemy, the 

outcome of the struggle rests with Allāh, and Allāh will do whatever He wills. By 

saying this, the Imām was trying to inspirit those few individuals in the army who 

had some courage, and bring those who were hesitant among them to his side. 

And indeed, history attests to the effectiveness of these words and how they 

breathed new life into the people, motivating them to face the enemy (N).  

4  Just as leaders have a right over their subjects, the subjects also have rights 

over their leaders. This is natural and has also been emphasized in religion, since 

the Lawgiver is also the Creator (Z). The Imām begins by mentioning the rights of 

the people over their leader because aside from having a positive psychological 

effect on the listeners, it demonstrates the importance of the masses in an Islamic 

government. This is unlike tyrannical monarchies where the rulers feel that they 

are entitled to rule over the people whom they deem their servants (N). Furthermore, 

by mentioning these mutual rights, the Imām was informing the people that he 

had done his duty and fulfilled their rights, but they had not reciprocated in kind 

(M). In fact, Imām ʿAlī would go beyond what was required of him in fulfilling the 

rights of his subjects while they fell short in fulfilling his rights (T). The first right 

that people have over the Imām is that he should sincerely counsel them to do 

what is right and encourage them to espouse virtuous traits and perform good 

deeds (MB). The term ‘al-naṣīḥah’ connotes sincerity and wishing someone well, 

which is why it is also used to describe good and sincere advice. Some commentators 

suggest that it could, in this instance, refer to planning a comprehensive system 

for the material and spiritual prosperity of the people, since the first step in 

actualizing the positive and sincere wishes a leader has for his people is to 

undertake such planning (N).  
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The second right people have over the Imām is that their share of the public 

treasury is fairly and correctly spent for their own benefit and comfort, not for 

anything else. The third right is teaching the people so that they do not remain 

ignorant. Notably, the Imām did not say that it is to teach them so that they 

become knowledgeable; rather, it is so that they come out of their ignorance. This 

is perhaps because the favour of saving someone from ignorance is greater and 

more salient than imparting knowledge to him. We can clearly evince this from 

how a person would feel if he was called ignorant in comparison to being told he 

was not learned (M). To educate you so that you may know [how to act] translates 

‘ta.ʾdībukum kaymā taʿlamū’ where the word ta.ʾdīb connotes disciplining, refining, 

and educating. Some commentators opine that here, the word ta.ʾdīb refers to 

disciplining the people through carrying out the punishments prescribed in religious 

law (ḥudūd) (Z). Others say that it refers to the general education, discipline, and 

training that leads to acquisition of better character (N). The Imām then lists his 

rights upon the people, the first one being unwavering loyalty. This is the most 

important right because it is only when people remain faithful to their pledge of 

allegiance and obedience that the government can function (MB). Secondly, just 

as the Imām sincerely wishes them well, they too must be his well-wishers, both 

in his presence and absence. That entails not permitting anyone to speak ill of the 

Imām and not acting as hypocrites who pretend to be loyal companions only to 

turn against the Imām at the first opportunity (N).  

Finally, they must respond immediately when he calls them and obey when 

he commands them. It is evident that there can be no order in any society if the 

directives of the ruler are not followed. Though the Imām mentions these as his 

rights, it is clear that they are in reality beneficial for the people themselves (M). 
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35 

AFTER THE ARBITRATION 

 PRAISE DURING TRIALS   الحمد عل البلاء َ

1 All praise belongs to Allāh, even though 
time has brought with it an onerous 
encumbrance and a grievous calamity. 
I bear witness that there is no god but 
Allāh, the One, with no partner and no 
other god besides Him, and that 
Muḥammad is His servant and His 
Messenger (may the blessings of Allāh 
be upon him and his progeny). 

 َ ّ ْ نَالْْْْْْلِلا َِْ َأَ َْْْْْْ َوَ ِ لِّلَهِ ا الحَْمْْْْْْْ

وِ  َِ ِ َالفَْْْْْْْ لَِلِ ََ،دوِللََْطْْْْْْْ وَالحَْْْْْْْ

ََ،الجَِِْ ْْْْلَِ َِلْْْْا َ َْ هَلِّلَأَْ َ ْْْ َّوَأَشْْ َاه ا اْ َِ َ َ

لَِل َّ ْْْ َْْ ََّوَ ْ ِ غَ َلْ َْْ َشْ َْ،ََْ  َْْ ّ َلْ َْْ ءْ َُ َ َِ
َ ْْا ّ  ََِّلْْ ْْْ لِلااَ،َ  ََْ ْْ ْْا ُّحَمْْ َ لِّلّ َوَأَ ا ْْْ ْْ  َ

َّ لّ َّ َ.وَكَ

1َ

 THE CAUSE OF CALAMITY  سبب البلوى َ

2 Now then; verily disobeying the caring 
well-wisher who is knowledgeable and 
experienced brings about regret and 
results in remorse. I had instructed 
you what to do in this arbitration and 
sincerely shared with you my personal 
opinion; if only Qaṣīr’s directions were 
followed! But you turned against me 
like defiant dissidents and rebellious 
mutineers, until the well-wisher began 
to doubt his counsel and the flint 
withheld its spark. Consequently, my 
position in relation to you became as 
the poet of Hawāzin said: 

I gave you my instructions at 
 Munʿaraj al-Liwā, 

لِلَّ  وَدءَْْْ اُ َََ،أَ ِِ فِ  ََِالشْْا ءصِْْْ ََ َالناوَِْْ َُ َ إِ ا فَْْ

ََُ  َ ْْْ ّْْ كِّ َالحَْأْ ْ َ ِِ َْْ ه ولِِ َالمّْجْ َْْ َ،الءْْ

ّ َالنالَِلاَُْْ ََ
ْ  ّ ّْ ََ،وَ ءّْقِْْ مَّأََُْْ ْْْ لِْلَهنّ وَقَْْ

َ ِ ْْْ ِ َأَُ َْْ ِ ِ َالحّْ ّ ُ َْْ  َْ
ِْْ مَّ،َف ْْْ وََلَََِ

ْ ِْْ ّ وَ َكَأْغ لَْْْ َُ َ ْ ّْْ واََّ،لَ  َْْ وَ َغطّ ْ َهَْْ َْْ ل

َ َأَُْْْْْ    
وَ ََ! َ لقِصَِْْْْ َِدَْْْْ َ اْ َ دَ ْ ّْ ََ َِْْْْ فَْْْْ

َُِ و ولفِِ نََالجّْفَْْْْْ ِ غنَََ،المّْلََْْْْْ وَالمّْنوَدِْْْْْ

َُِ و َْْ ََ،الءْصّْْ َّ ِْْ َالناوَْْ َِ و َْْ نَاكْ ْْ ْْا ْْ  َ

حِ َِ لِّلَدقِلَِْل ِْْ ََِ،دنِصّْْْ ْْْ َ َال ا نا مََّ،وَضَْْ ْْْ فَ نّ

َِغاوهّْ َهمََوَقوَلََأَاّ ََ َ اغِ ََ َ:أََوََوَ

2َ
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CONTEXT 

This is part of a sermon given by Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) after news of what 

transpired at the arbitration reached him. It contains praise of Allāh during trials 

followed by an explanation about the cause of tribulations. During the arbitration, 

which took place in a city known as Dūmat al-Jandal, ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ had used 

cunning and guile to deceive the naive Abū Mūsā al-Ashʿarī, thereby trying to strip 

the caliphate from Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) and hand it to Muʿāwiyah. When the Imām, who 

was back in Kūfah, heard about this, he was greatly disturbed. He stood on the 

pulpit and addressed the people of Kūfah, reminding them that he was against 

the arbitration in the first place and wanted his followers to fight until they 

attained the victory that was close at hand. However, they had insisted upon 

cessation of the fighting and participation in an arbitration. The situation they 

found themselves in was the result of their disobedience to him (N). Some reports 

state that after the debacle, Abū Mūsā al-Ashʿarī fled to Makkah and did not return 

to Kūfah. The other early sources that mention this sermon, albeit with slight 

variance, include al-Masʿūdī’s Murūj al-Dhahab, Ibn Athīr’s al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, al-

Balādhurī’s Ansāb al-Ashrāf, al-Ṭabarī’s al-Tārīkh, and Ibn Qutaybah’s al-Imāmah 

wal-Siyāsah (T). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The Imām begins by praising Allāh, even though time has brought with it an 

onerous encumbrance (‘al-khaṭb al-fādiḥ’) and a grievous calamity (‘al-ḥadath al-

jalīl’). When he says that time has brought this difficulty, it is not to say that time 

is to be blamed for it; rather, it is only a means of expressing praise for the Almighty 

both in times of ease and hardship (M). Indeed, the Infallibles taught us to praise 

Allāh in all circumstances. Whenever something pleasing happened, Imām Jaʿfar 

al-Ṣādiq (ʿa) would say, “Praise be to Allāh for this blessing,” and if something 

distressing occurred, he would say, “Praise be to Allāh in every circumstance,” as 

narrated in al-Kāfī (T). Hence we see that Amīr al-Muʾminīn begins this sermon, 

but you did not see the wisdom of my 
counsel until noon of the next day. 

ََُ َّْأَ   َُْْْ َ هََََََََََََََََْْ لَِالِهَْنءََِْْ ََدمَِّْ ّْ َأَ

َضّحَنَالغَْلِلَِ اْ َِ َ ََ ََ.فََِْ َ أَْ َ ِ نّ اَالن صْ
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like all his other sermons, by praising Allāh. The term ‘khaṭb’ connotes an 

important and significant matter that takes place between two individuals or 

parties. The word ‘fādiḥ’ refers to a heavy burden. These expressions describe the 

failed arbitration between the followers of Muʿāwiyah and Amīr al-Muʾminīn, 

which resulted in a heavy burden and grave difficulty for the Imām (N). Some 

commentators state that the phrase the One, with no partner (‘waḥdahu lā sharīka 

lah’) has been interpolated into the sermon and was not originally part of it (T). 

The Imām recited the testimony of faith to emphasize the importance of tawḥīd 

and reiterate it (MB), but it may also be an allusion to the fact that the situation 

had become dire because people had turned away from true belief in Allāh and 

had stopped following the Sunnah of the Prophet (ṣ), pursuing their vain desires 

instead (N). 

2  Regret and remorse are the consequences of disobedience to one who has 

the four distinct qualities of being a well-wisher (‘al-nāṣiḥ’), caring (‘al-shafīq’), 

knowledgeable (‘al-ʿālim’), and experienced (‘al-mujarrib’), because such an 

individual’s opinion is most likely to be correct (MB). Since all the mentioned 

qualities were possessed by the Imām, yet they still did not obey him in the matter 

of the arbitration, they would now have to face the consequences which would 

bring nothing but regret and remorse for them. This was after he had offered them 

his sincere and weighed opinion. The term ‘nakhala’ means to sift and filter, 

thereby removing impurities and unwanted elements. Its usage here signifies a 

strong and well-thought-out opinion (M). Part of what the Imām had advised them 

was concerning Muʿāwiyah and ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ, and how they were not proponents 

of the religion or the Qurʾān, but were only out to trick the people and deceive 

them (T). The phrase if only Qaṣīr’s directions were followed is a proverb used for 

one who opposes the view of a wise person. It is said that Qaṣīr was a slave of the 

Arab king Judhīmah al-Abrash, and was known for his cleverness and sound 

opinions. Judhīmah had killed the father of al-Zabbāʾ, the queen of al-Jazīrah, and 

after some time, al-Zabbāʾ sent a marriage proposal to Judhīmah, so he accepted. 

Qaṣīr warned him against doing this, but he ignored his advice and went ahead 

with the marriage. Later, she betrayed him and had him killed. That is when Qaṣīr 

uttered the words: if only Qaṣīr’s directions were followed, and this then became a 

proverb (Z). Instead of following the Imām’s advice, they turned against him in 

obstinate disobedience, not because they thought he was wrong, but because they 

were stubborn in their defiance of him (N). 
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His statement, until the well-wisher began to doubt his counsel and the flint 

withheld its spark is a reference to himself, as if to say: you opposed me with such 

unity and fervour that I began to doubt my own advice to you, since even when 

one has the right opinion, if he is opposed by a substantial number of people, he 

would begin to question his own opinion (I). Alternatively, it means that since the 

result of his giving them advice was that they began to accuse him due to it (R), he 

doubted whether he should have advised them in the first place. ‘Zand’, translated 

as flint, refers to a stick which is used to produce a fire by holding it vertically over 

another stick or piece of wood and twisting it rapidly, thereby producing a fire. 

The flint withheld its spark is a proverb used to refer to one who is deprived of 

benefit due to his own negligence and unwillingness, and here it refers to their 

depriving themselves of the beneficial and prudent advice of the Imām due to 

their rebelliousness and unwillingness to listen to him (N). The line of poetry 

attributed by the Imām to one of the Hawāzin was recited by Durayd ibn al-

Ṣimmah. Durayd’s brother ʿAbdullāh had fought a group from the Banī Bakr and 

took spoils from his battle with them. He also raided their camels and took some 

of them for himself. When he arrived at a place known as Munʿaraj al-Liwā, he 

stopped there and made a vow that he would not continue onwards until he had 

slaughtered some of the captured camels, and consumed their meat, before the rest 

were divided as booty.  

Durayd warned his brother not to do this saying that the Banī Bakr were still 

in pursuit and were looking for them. ʿAbdullāh did not listen to his brother and 

remained there, slaughtering the camels. Early the next morning, the Banū Bakr 

caught up with them and launched a ferocious attack. As a result, ʿAbdullāh was 

killed and Durayd was injured. That is when he recited some poetry that contained 

the verse: I gave you my instructions at Munʿaraj al-Liwā, but you did not see the 

wisdom of my counsel until noon of the next day. The mention of this verse by the 

Imām here signifies that those who acted against his advice will likewise regret 

their decision when they later see the consequences, but by then it will be too 

late (M). 
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36 

WARNING THE PEOPLE OF AL-NAHRAWĀN 

 

 
CONTEXT 

In this sermon, the Imām threatens the Khawārij and frightens them in order 

to warn them. He gave the sermon just before the Battle of Nahrawān, which was 

fought at the end of the year 37 AH (N). Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd mentions a number of 

traditions in which the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ) foretold the rise and destruction 

of the Khawārij. It is further reported that before his statement, Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) 

reminded the people of his status, and that of the Ahl al-Bayt, in the sight of Allāh 

and His Prophet (ṣ) (MB). Nahrawān actually consisted of three areas in a vast 

district between Baghdād and Wāsiṭ, towards the East. It encompassed within it 

many towns such as Iskāf, al-Ṣāfiyah, and others (T). It is noteworthy that this 

1 I am a warner unto you, lest you end 
up slain around the banks of this river 
and upon the hollows of this sunken 
land, while you neither have manifest 
proof from your Lord nor possess a 
clear authority. You have been expelled 
as vagrants and caught in fate’s deadly 
snare. I had forbidden you from this 
arbitration but you rejected [my 
instructions] in the manner of defiant 
adversaries, until I was forced to 
capitulate to your wishes. You are a 
group of dullards and foolish imbeciles. 
I have not brought any  calamity – may 
you be deprived of fathers – nor have I 
wished you harm. 

ْ َ نَ  َْْ ْْْ حِّ اََ ْ َأَْ َ صّ ّْْ َلَ  ِ غ   َْْ وََ َْْ فََ َ

َِ َْْ َ اَالناهْ َْْ وِ َ ْ َْْ َ اََ،دَِ  نْْ َْْ وِ َ ْ َْْ وَدَِ ْ ضْ

ونلِلَِّ َْْ ّْْ ََْ،الغْ نَْكَده 
ِْْ َُ   َْْ ِ َدَ هن ْْْ نََْ  َْْ ِ َ،َ

َْ ّْْ ءَ ْْ َُ َ ِْْ ن  ْْ ُّ َ
ِطَْو   ّْْ ََْْ َْ لِْلََ،وَ قَْْْْ

اكَّ ّ َالْْْلِلا مَْدِ ّْْْ وَاْ  َْْْ ََِ ّّ ََ،طَ ا َْْْ

لَِلاكَّ نََْ،المِْقْْْْ مََّهََ ْْْْ ّ ّْ َ َْْْ لِْلَهنّْْْْ وَقَْْْ

وَ َ َْْ َِدْ َ اْ َْْ َ دَ ْ ّْ ََ ِْ َْْ ِ َفْ َْْ ِ ِ َالحّْ ّ ُْ َْْ ْ 

ولفِِ نََ َْْ ِ غنَََالمّْلَ ِْْ ََ،المّْنوَد ْْا َ فمََّْ   َْْ نََ

َ اهّ َْ نَ َْْْ َِلَْْْ َْ ّ ََ،كَأْغِْْْ ءَوشِْْْ َُ وَأََْْْْ ّْ َ

و َِ َْْ وّ َالهْ ْْا ئَ ََِ،أَاِف ْْْ  َ ْْ فهََوّ َا ّْْ َ،ََ ْ َْْ وَل

وَلَ ّْْْْْ ََْ-َآ َِ َأَدَْْْْْ ََ،دجّْْْْْْ ااََ–ََْ َْ وَ

ااَ َ.أَكَْ ّ َلَ ّْ َضّ  

1َ
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sermon has been titled, “In frightening (takhwīf) the people of Nahrawān,” and it 

was a means by which they were warned about their deviant position before the 

fighting began. Therefore, it could be seen as a final conclusive argument (itmām 

al-ḥujjah) after which they would have no excuse for continuing their stance, other 

than open and outright defiance. It was the practice of the Imām to leave battle 

only as a last resort, and that is why even on the battlefield, he would give sermons 

addressing the enemy thereby giving them a last opportunity to turn back. And 

indeed, some historians report that after hearing the words of Amīr al-Muʾminīn, 

a number of the Khawārij laid down their weapons and returned to Kūfah, while 

some even came and joined the Imām (Z). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  By warning them lest you end up slain around the banks of this river and upon 

the hollows of this sunken land, the Imām was actually foretelling the outcome of 

the battle (N). ‘Ahḍām’, which is the plural of ‘haḍm’, refers to a sunken area, while 

‘ghāʾiṭ’ refers to a low or depressed ground, and this was the description of the 

place where they would be slain (Z). It is interesting how the Imām chose the word 

‘sulṭān’ to refer to proof, which seems like a double entendre of sorts given that the 

same word is also used to mean authority and dominion (M). Indeed, the Khawārij 

had no valid reason for defying and opposing the Imām. If they considered the 

arbitration to have been an error, then rebelling against the Imām was a more 

grievous mistake (Z). Expelled as vagrants translates ‘ṭawwaḥat bikum al-dār’, 

which literally means being thrown out into confusion and destruction. ‘Al-dār’, 

meaning the abode, has been interpreted here to mean this world (N). Their being 

caught in fate’s deadly snare was due to their own misdeeds that were based on 

their incorrect reasoning and deviation from the truth. Some commentators have 

construed ‘al-miqdār’ to mean divine decree (MB), while others have understood 

it as a reference to their own incorrect thoughts and conclusions (Z).  

Indeed, the Imām was always averse to the idea of arbitration but at that 

moment, these were the people who forced him to accept it. Only later, when its 

detrimental consequences became known, did they distance themselves from it 

and even lay blame for it on the Imām (N). Hence, they are duly called a group of 

dullards (‘akhiffāʾ al-hām’) and foolish imbeciles (‘sufahāʾ al-aḥlām’). The first of 

these two phrases literally means ‘light in the head’, and refers to individuals who 
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have weak intellects and are thus easily swayed. The second phrase denotes their 

inability to reason and understand. Together, these two phrases emphasize their 

overall lack of acumen and discernment (N). Finally, the Imām again reiterated 

that he has never caused any calamity (‘bujr’) to come upon them, nor did he ever 

intend them harm. Rather, whatever befell them was the outcome of their own 

incompetence and foolishness (MB). If one asks: how could the Imām have used 

words like may you be deprived of fathers? Then it should be understood that such 

phrases were commonly spoken among the Arabs of those times, and it was not 

considered a slur or a form of swearing (M). 
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37 

STATEMENT AFTER THE BATTLE OF AL-NAHRAWĀN 

 

1 So I discharged the duty when others 
were remiss, I came forward when 
they were hesitant, and I spoke [clearly] 
when they stuttered. I proceeded with 
the light of Allāh when others lingered. 
I was the most soft-spoken among 
them but the foremost in action. I flew 
swiftly, holding its reins, and I alone 
attained its reward. 

ِّ ا  ِ َ ِْْ نََفشَِْْ ُْ َ ْْ و ِْْ مَّد مََّ،فقَمّْْْ وَ طََِاءْْْ

ّْْ ا ِْْ نََ قََ اء مََّ،  ْْْ ّْْ اَوََطََق ِْْ نََ ءَْ ءَ  ،َ

ّْْ ا َ ِْْْْ نََوَقفَْْ ِ َُضَْْْْ مَّْدنِّْْْْ كَِاه ا َ.وَ

ْ  واَ هّْ َََْْ مَّأَاْفضََْْ ْ ََ،وَهنّْْْ وَأَْ ئَ ّْْ

ْْواَ وَ؛فَْ  ْ َْْ ْ ّ َدءِِنوََهِْ ِْْ ْْْ َ لَِْلْ ّ ََ،فطَْ وَاَْ

َََ.دِِ َ وَهَِو

1َ

2 [I was] like the mountain, which is 
neither moved by raging winds nor 
dislodged by stormy gales. No one 
could find any fault in me nor was 
there, for any speaker, in me any ill to 
speak of. To me, the abased is worthy 
of honour until I secure [his] right for 
him, and the strong is powerless until 
I take the right [of others] from him.  

 َ ّ ِْْ ّ َالقََْ اَْ ّْْ هْ َ حَّ ه َْ لَِ َْْ ََ،هوَلجَْ ْ َْ وَ

َ ّ َََ. ِّ غِّّ َالءََْ اَِْْ اْ
َفِْْ لِل  َْْ َ ِْ نَْ ْ َغَ ّْْ لَْْ

 َ َْْ هْم َُ،َ َ َْْ غمْ َُ َ اْ
ِْْ َف ل  ِْْ َلقِوَن َْ لِ لََّ.وَ ْْ ا ال

َّ َْْ َل اِ َْْ َ َالحْ ّْْ نَآا ْْا   ََ   ْْ لِِلَََ ِ غ ْْْ َ، ِن

َ َ ّْْ نَآا ْْا   ََ ءِ    لِِلََضَْْ ْْْ َ ِن  َ  ِ َْْ وَالقْ

َُِنْ َّ اِ َََ.الحَْ

2َ

3 We are satisfied with the decree of 
Allāh and submit to His command. Do 
you see me lying about the Prophet of 
Allāh (ṣ)? By Allāh, I was indeed the 
first to believe in him, so I would never 
be the first to ascribe lies to him.  

وَ  َّ  َْْ َقضَْ ِ نَِاه ا َْْ ِْْ نوََ ْ ََ،كَضْ ِ ِامْنوََهِ ا َْْ وََْ

َّ  َ ْْْ نَكََّْْ لَِ.َأَُ َْْ ِ ََ ِّ  ِ ْْْ َْأَه
ِْْ أَ ََ اَ

َِ قَّ ََ؟ اه ا لِلا َْْ نََْْ َْْ لَُّْ وَأَوا َْْ ََْ َْ َ
ِ وَاه ا

َِ ْ َِ ََ َِ نَْهََ  َُ لََ َََ.فئَََأَهّ ّ َأَوا

3َ

4 I observed my affair and found that my 
obedience takes precedence over my 
allegiance and the pledge pertaining 
to others [still] rests on my shoulders. 

 َ ِ َْأَُْْْ
ِْْ ْ ّ َف َْْ لِْلََ،فنَوَ َْْ وَ  َِْق إَِ اَطَْْ َْْ ف

ْ ََْ،ََْْْ قَمََْدَ ءَْ ِْْْ َفِْْْ ِّ و ََِ اَالمِْ اَْْْ وَ

َ.ّ نقَِّْلغَِ ِْ َ

4َ
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CONTEXT 

This oration comprises of certain statements of the Imām that may be 

considered something akin to a sermon (‘yajrī majra al-khuṭbah’), and it is said to 

have been spoken by him after the Battle of Nahrawān (N). In the first part of this 

speech, Amīr al-Muʾminīn recalls his efforts to enjoin good and forbid evil during 

the events that transpired with ʿUthmān, when everyone else among the Muhājirīn 

were silent. The second part pertains to his state during his caliphate, and the third 

was in response to the accusation and mistrust he perceived from the people when 

he informed them of what the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ) had predicted about future 

trials and events. The last part of the oration is where he mentions his condition 

just after the demise of the Noble Messenger, and how he had promised that he 

would not fight the people for the matter of his right to the caliphate (T). 

According to some commentators, the first part of this sermon is in reference to 

the time when the Noble Prophet (ṣ) had just started teaching people about Islam, 

during the beginning of his mission, and this seems more likely given the details 

mentioned by the Imām. It was during those times that he was at the forefront and 

remained steadfast like a mountain (N). It has been noted that this sermon is 

actually only a small part of a much longer oration given by the Imām (I). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  ‘Fashilū’ means they were cowardly, weak, and remiss. The phrase ‘taṭallaʿtu 

ḥīna taqabbāʿū’ is missing in some manuscripts, and it means that he (the Imām) 

came out openly at a time when others hid themselves and stayed back. This was 

either due to their fear of persecution by the enemies (M), or because unlike them, 

he valued what the Prophet (ṣ) had to say and hence followed him everywhere in 

order to ensure that he does not miss out on anything that the Noble Messenger 

taught through his words and deeds (Z). He spoke up clearly while the rest of the 

people stuttered (‘taʿtaʿū’), meaning that while the others could not articulate 

themselves due to their lack of knowledge, the Imām clearly explained to the 

people what they sought to know, including matters pertaining to complex legal 

rulings (MB), or was able to give answers to questions that left others speechless 

(N). The light of Allāh with which he proceeded forward refers to the light of faith 

and certitude, or the light of revelation and the Qurʾān (N). He was the most soft-
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spoken in the presence of the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ) out of respect and etiquette, 

and some have said that this was a sign of his heightened emotional intelligence 

(Z). Nevertheless, when it came to action, he was at the forefront. ‘Aʿlāhum fawtan’ 

is rendered as the foremost in action and literally means one who never misses 

anything good and is the first in attaining it (T). This phrase is also used to refer to 

one who overtakes others and leaves them lagging behind as he rushes ahead of 

them. He flew swiftly, holding its reins, like one who races on his horse while tightly 

holding on to its bridle, and he alone attained its reward by being the victor of that 

race. Some commentators say that its reins refers to the virtue and merit which he 

held on to in order to get ahead and attain divine reward (M). 

2  When he took over the affairs of the caliphate, he was unshakable like the 

mountain in his steadfastness, and was neither moved by raging winds nor dislodged 

by stormy gales of tribulations. He always remained on the path of truth and justice, 

and nothing was able to cause him to waver from it (I). The term ‘mahmaz’ refers 

to a flaw or a fault which becomes the cause of reproachment or censure. ‘Maghmaz’ 

means a reason to slander or speak ill of someone. Indeed, even the enemies of the 

Imām saw his merits and bore witness to them, and to this day none among the 

Muslims dares to reject any of his known merits and virtues, whether he is a follower 

of the Imām or not (Z). He then states that to him, the abased and belittled people 

are worthy of honour and assistance until he has secured their rights for them from 

those who oppress them. Conversely, the strong are considered powerless until 

the rights of others are recovered from them. This sums up the purpose and 

objective of the Imām’s rule and caliphate, namely to re-establish a just order 

after years of injustice (N). Whenever the command of Allāh is neglected, power 

always gravitates towards the strong, and the weak are oppressed. This is the case 

everywhere in the world throughout history. It is only when we submit to the 

rulings of Allāh, as prescribed in His religion, that the weak can attain their rights 

and the strong are held in check (Z). 

3  In this part of the sermon, the Imām begins by expressing his satisfaction 

with the decree of Allāh and submission to His command. While this statement is 

taken by most commentators to be a preamble to what follows in this section, 

some consider it as the last part of the previous section of the sermon and take it 

to mean that the Imām was satisfied with whatever difficulties came his way as he 

carried out the command of Allāh to support the weak, oppressed people against 

the strong oppressors (N). As part of this section, however, these words of the Imām 
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express his submission to the decree of Allāh after the people had voiced their 

doubt about the information he gave them of the unseen (ghayb). Instead of 

accepting what he said, they belied him and accused him of fabrication. His 

reaction to this was firstly to declare his submissiveness to the will and command 

of Allāh, and then to argue against them stating that he was the first to believe in 

the Noble Prophet (ṣ), so he would never be among those who ascribe lies to him 

(MB). Indeed, a person usually lies for one of two possible reasons: either due to 

fear or because of greed. Yet the Imām feared none but Allāh, and desired nothing 

but the pleasure of Allāh, so how could he ever have thought of ascribing lies to 

the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ)? That was impossible (Z). Despite this, the people were 

not ready to take the knowledge he had, even though the Prophet had personally 

taught him many secrets. In one occasion when the Imām said, “Ask me before 

you lose me…” a man stood up and asked him how many strands of hair he had on 

his head and beard! As part of his response, Amīr al-Muʾminīn informed the man 

that in his house was a child who would kill the son of the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ), 

and indeed his son, Sinān ibn Anas al-Nakhaʿī, was the killer of Imām al-Ḥusayn in 

Karbalāʾ (I). 

4  This last section of the sermon is considered by some commentators to be 

the Imām’s response to the question: ‘If you were indeed the rightful and most 

worthy candidate for the caliphate, why did you remain silent while this right was 

usurped by others?’ (N). Indeed, we have been told of how the Messenger of Allāh 

(ṣ) had instructed him to remain patient regarding this matter, so Imām ʿAlī 

promised him that he would not dispute with them over it (MB). That is why, when 

the Noble Prophet (ṣ) left this world and the caliphate was usurped, he observed 

his affair, meaning the matter of the caliphate which was his right, and found that 

his obedience to the Prophet took precedence over everything else, including his 

having to pledge allegiance to others before him (Z). Therefore, before pledging 

his allegiance, he had thought of and recalled the instructions of the Messenger of 

Allāh regarding this matter (N). As for the pledge pertaining to others, it is a reference 

to the same promise he gave to the Prophet that he would not cause a rift within 

the community (MB). Some commentators, however, suggest different possible 

meanings for this entire section, saying that it may refer to the pledge of allegiance 

that the people offered to the Imām himself. In that case, the meaning would be: 

‘I observed the affair and found that my obedience to the Messenger of Allāh takes 

precedence over my taking the pledge of allegiance from the people, and the pledge 
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pertaining to others [still] rests on my shoulders.’ Alternatively, it could be in 

reference to the obedience and allegiance of the people themselves, in which case 

the meaning of this section would be: ‘I observed my affair and found that the 

obedience of the people to me preceded their allegiance to me, and thus I had to 

accept the caliphate and let the pledge of others rest on my shoulders.’ (M). 
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38 

THE NAMING OF ‘DOUBT’ 

 

 

 
CONTEXT 

A cursory look at this sermon suffices to show that it has been extracted from 

a much longer and detailed oration. It is for this reason that we can see two 

different sections in this sermon that are clearly unrelated in terms of the subject 

being discussed. The first section pertains to the reason for doubt being named 

‘shubhah’, and the means by which one could be saved from doubts. The second 

section talks about death and the state of human beings in relation to it (N). It is 

clear that al-Sayyid al-Raḍī took these two sections from different parts of a longer 

oration, or from two different orations of the Imām. In any case, this sermon was 

given by the Imām after Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr broke their oaths and joined up with 

ʿĀʾishah, as they proceeded to Baṣrah in order to kindle the flames of an uprising 

against the Imām (S). Indeed, the issue of doubt was raised by the Imām because 

during the Battle of Jamal, a group of people were beset by doubt since they 

seemed unable to tell which side to join, with Amīr al-Muʾminīn on one side and 

the likes of ʿĀʾishah, Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr on the other. They doubted if it was 

1 Dubiety is called ‘doubt’ because it 
resembles the truth. As for the friends 
of Allāh, their illumination in it is 
conviction, and their guide directs 
them towards the right path. But for 
the enemies of Allāh, their invitation 
in it is [to] misguidance, and their 
guide is blindness.  

مه مََِ  وََّْْْ ََِامَْْْ وَوَ اهَْْْ ََ ِْ َ الشْْْ  هَّْ َشّْْْ هَْ ا

اَِ َْْ ْْْ ِّ َالحْْْْ ََ، شّْْْ ِ وّ َاه ا َْْ وَأَوْلِ ْْْ ْْا فََ ُْْْ

ِْْ ِهّّْ َ وَالْ قَِْْْْ نَّوََ لْْ فضَِْْْْ وَّ ّ ْ َفِ هَْْْْ

لَِله مْمَّالهّْْْْْ ََْْْْ،ََ ِ لَِلاّ َاه ا وَأَ ْْْْْ وَأَُْْْْا

ئَلَّ ْْا وَالضْ َْْ لِّلَ وّ ّ ْ َفِ هْ َْْ ِْْ ِهّّّ ََ،فْ وََ لْ

ََ.الءَْمَن

1َ

2 He who fears death cannot escape it, 
nor is eternal life granted to one who 
desires it. 

نَْاَوفَْْ َّ  ََُْْ ِ ْ نََالمَْْْ
َََ،فمََوَغنَجّْْْ َُِْْ َْ وَ

نَْأََ  ا َّ َُ َ.غءّْطَنَالْ قَوََ َ

2 
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right to fight the ‘mother of believers’ and those who were raising the seemingly 

righteous banner of seeking revenge for the murder of ʿUthmān (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Amīr al-Muʾminīn explains why doubt has been called ‘shubhah’ – because 

it resembles the truth (‘tushbihu al-ḥaqq’), even though in reality it is falsehood. 

That is why some people get confused by it and get deceived into thinking that it 

is the truth (N). Interestingly, some Muslim theologians call the proof adduced by 

the people of truth and righteousness ‘dalīl’, while they term the argument 

presented by the people of falsehood ‘shubhah’ (I). In the story where Prophet 

Mūsā asked the Banī Isrāʾīl to slaughter a cow, one of the lame excuses they made 

in order to justify their delay in complying with his instruction was: Verily all cows 

look alike (‘tashābaha’) to us (Q2:70) (MB). Sometimes falsehood can take on the 

outer form of truth, or it can resemble truth, thereby confusing those who lack the 

ability to properly distinguish truth from falsehood. For example, one may say that 

human beings are just driven along like puppets, and have no real volition, since 

Allāh knows right from the beginning what kind of person one will be, and He 

knows exactly what one will do, and it is impossible for a person to act contrary to 

what is known by Allāh. As such, humans do not have any free will of their own. 

However, this argument is false even if it may seem true, because it is not possible 

for Allāh to hold human beings to account for their actions if they have no volition 

or free will. While it is true that Allāh knows everything as stated, that does not 

mean He controls the decisions of humankind to undertake the actions that they 

do. Such kind of thinking is an example of a ‘shubhah’ (Z). Generally, people are 

either friends of Allāh, or enemies of Allāh. The lives of the friends of Allāh are 

illuminated by the light of certitude which enables them to follow the right path 

through the darkness of doubt.  

On the other hand, the enemies of Allāh are steeped in doubt and invite only 

towards misguidance, and indeed one for whom Allāh has not placed any light has 

no light (Q24:40) (M). This can have two possible meanings: first, because the 

friends of Allāh possess certitude that is based on revelation, they turn to the 

Qurʾān and the teachings of divinely appointed guides, and using this light they 

are able to counter the darkness of doubts and find the right way. The second 

possible meaning is that certitude here, and the guidance that results therefrom, 
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refers to rational certitude which is based on universal principles and truths. These 

truths cannot be doubted by anyone with a sound mind. When such kind of 

certitude is employed, without being clouded by vain desires and personal biases, 

it enables one to distinguish between truth and falsehood, and avoid all misleading 

doubt (N). The enemies of Allāh are people whose hearts are already perverted, so 

they lack certitude (in both meanings mentioned above), and thus they are astray 

and can only mislead others towards the path of darkness and blindness (MB). The 

phrase their guide is blindness could also be a reference to their blind following, 

without any evidence or certitude (Z). 

2  Though many commentators say that this section was taken from another 

oration and placed here, even though it is not related to what precedes it, some 

say that there might be a connection to the previous statement since it is a way of 

frightening the enemies of Allāh and warning them that they will surely be held 

accountable for their actions and will face punishment after death (Z). The 

message here is clear: even those who fear death can find no escape from it, and 

those who yearn to remain in this world cannot have everlasting life in it. Indeed, 

Allāh tells us in the Qurʾān: Verily the death from which you flee will surely meet you… 

(Q62:8); and: Wherever you are, death will overtake you, even if you were in fortified 

towers (Q4:78). Amīr al-Muʾminīn said this in order to remind the people about the 

evanescence of this world, and to make them realize that attachment to it is futile 

since they will have to leave it one day, whether they like it or not (M).  

Fear of death is of two types: praiseworthy fear and blameworthy fear. The 

former is what prevents a believer from undertaking any action that he knows to 

be sinful, since he fears its consequences after death. Furthermore, it helps one 

prepare for the Hereafter and perform righteous actions in order to secure a 

place in the proximity of the virtuous. The latter kind of fear, which is considered 

blameworthy, is fearing death because of one’s continuous misdeeds and the 

attachment one has to this world and its pleasures. This is the kind of fear of death 

that is experienced by disbelievers and hypocrites. Yet this fear does nothing to 

save one from death; rather, it may even be one of the means of hastening it (N). 

The quest for eternal life is as old as history itself, and in every era those who attain 

some semblance of power seek to prolong their stay in this world indefinitely. 

Some who have great wealth think that they might be able to use their money to 

prolong their lives forever: He reckons that his wealth will make him immortal! 

(Q104:3). However, death is an inescapable reality, and nobody lives forever. As 
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such, there is no real reason to fear death, and no possible benefit in hoping for 

immortality (N). 
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39 

REPROACHING HIS FOLLOWERS 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

According to some commentators, this was part of Amīr al-Muʾminīn’s 

sermon when Egypt was conquered and Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr was killed (T). 

However, most of the commentaries state that this sermon was given by the Imām 

1 I am troubled by those who do not 
obey when I command and do not 
respond when I call. May you be 
deprived of fathers! What are you 
waiting for before you rise in the way 
of your Lord? Are you not joined 
together by faith or roused by a sense 
of zeal? I stand among you shouting 
and call out to you for help, yet you 
neither listen to my words nor obey 
my orders, until [your] behaviour 
manifests its evil consequences. Then 
no blood can be avenged with you, and 
no goal can be achieved. 

 َ َْ ْ ّ َوَ ََِ اَأََُْْْ َغطِّ ّْْْ َ َْ نَْ نِ ْْْمَّدمَِْْْ ُّ
َ ّ ْ َْْ ََِ اََ   َ ّْْ وَ،غجِّ  َْْ َأَد َََْْ ّْْ وََ!لَ  َْْ ُ

َْ ّْْ ِ هّْ َكَدا  ْْْ ّ وَ َدنِصَ
ِْْ ََ؟ نَْ وَ ْْن  وَِ غ َْْ أَُ

َْ ّْْ ّْْ ّ ََْ،غجَْمَءّ ْ َ َ حّْمِشْ ْْا ََ مِ ْ َْ َ؟!وَ

وِ غ ّْ َ َْْ وَأَّْ ِ اواَ ْْْ أْ صَْ ُّ َ ّْ  
ِْْ ّْْ ّ َفْ أَقْ

ْْواَ ََ،ُّ غََ ه  اْ  ْ َْْ َْق ِْْ مَءّ َ َل ْْْ ئََ أَ َْْ ََ،ف َْ وَ

َْأَُْْْْ ااَ
َ ََ، طِّ ءّْْْ َ َلِْْْ نَ َ شَْْْا َ  ْْْا

نََْ  ََ ُّّْْ كَّ َْْ ْْ َُِا وَ  ِ َالمَْأَْْ
وََ،اقِْْ فمََْْ

َ ا َ ََ،غلِّْلكَّ َدِ ّْ َ وَكَ  َُ َغّ ِْتََّدِ ّْ َ َْ ََ.وَ

1َ

2 I called you to help your brethren but 
you growled like the camel suffering 
pain in its navel, and slackened like the 
emaciated camel with an injured back. 
Then a small, wavering and weak 
contingent came to me from amongst 
you, as if they were being driven towards 
death as they looked on (Q8:6). 

َ اَِ ّْ َ  ْْْ َِاْْ َ ِ ْْْ نََصَْْ َْْ َِلْْ َ ّْ ّ  ْ َْْ ْْ  َ

َََْْ هَ ْْ لَِا َالجَْمَْْ َُ  َ ْ  ّْ َدَْ دَْْ َ،فجََْ دَْْ

وقَِْ ّْ َ اَََ َْ دَْْْ َِوَ اََْْْ ْْ ِ َا لََالنهضْْْْ ََ،وقّْْْ  ّْْْ ا

َ َ انِ   َْْ ْ ُّ َ لِل  ْْْ نْ ّْ َدّنَ ْ
ِْْ َُْ اْ َْْ َِلْ َ لََ َْْ اْ

َ ءِ    ْ ِ َ»ضَْْ نَالمَْْْ َِلَْْ هََ َامْْوَغأّْْوقّ َ َ

َ«.وَّ ْ َغنَوّّْ و ََ

2 
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when he learned about the assault of Muʿāwiyah’s henchman al-Nuʿmān ibn Bashīr 

on the Northern Iraqi town of ʿAyn al-Tamr (N). It is reported that prior to the 

attack, al-Nuʿmān had been sent by Muʿāwiyah to Imām ʿAlī, along with Abū 

Hurayrah, in order to ask that he hand over the killers of ʿUthmān to them, so that 

perhaps it would avert the impending battle and quell the people. Of course, this 

was a ploy on the part of Muʿāwiyah for he knew that Imām ʿAlī would not hand 

over the killers to him, and he wanted these two individuals to bear witness to that 

before the people of Shām. When they entered in the presence of Amīr al-Muʾminīn 

(ʿa), Abū Hurayrah spoke first and tried to convince him to hand over the killers to 

them. He tried to act as peacemaker, saying that if the Imām fulfilled this request, 

it might prevent war and bloodshed. Then al-Nuʿmān said something similar, but 

Imām ʿAlī responded by asking him whether he had pledged his allegiance to him 

like most of his tribe, and al-Nuʿmān replied affirmatively. To show his loyalty to 

the Imām, he said he would remain behind as Abū Hurayrah returned to Shām. 

However, a few days later he fled but was caught by Mālik ibn Kaʿb when he arrived 

at ʿAyn al-Tamr.  

Al-Nuʿmān claimed that he was only a messenger, but Mālik insisted that he 

would write to the Imām before letting him go. However, the scribe was a relative 

of al-Nuʿmān and pleaded with Mālik to let him be on his way, and after much back 

and forth, he agreed on the condition that if he ever saw al-Nuʿmān again, he would 

strike his neck. Al-Nuʿmān made his way back to Muʿāwiyah and told him what 

had transpired. It just so happened that Muʿāwiyah had already made preparations 

to attack Iraq, having sent al-Ḍaḥḥāk ibn Qays with a contingent. Al-Nuʿmān 

convinced Muʿāwiyah to send him as well, saying that he had a bone to pick with 

the people there and was keen to fight. So Muʿāwiyah sent him with a sizeable 

contingent of soldiers (numbering about two thousand according to some reports), 

and al-Nuʿmān marched to ʿAyn al-Tamr. When he arrived there, Mālik ibn Kaʿb 

had only a hundred or so men with him to fight them, so he wrote to Imām ʿAlī 

telling him about the impending attack of al-Nuʿmān’s forces and asking for 

assistance. When his letter reached Amīr al-Muʾminīn, he ascended the pulpit and 

told the people to rise up and go to help their brother Mālik ibn Kaʿb. However, 

they did not mobilize as he instructed, and only around three hundred men got 

ready to march. That is when the Imām rose up and gave this sermon (MB).  
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COMMENTARY 

1  Imām ʿAlī’s disappointment is quite evident from what he says in this section 

of the oration. The intensity of the tone used by him was perhaps what was 

required to shake the people out of their slumber and lassitude, and get them to 

rise up (N). When he says that he is troubled by those who do not obey when he 

commands and do not respond when he calls, it is clear that the problem he faced 

was the unwillingness of his forces, and their betrayal through disobedience, 

which prevented him from being able to send assistance to his followers at ʿAyn 

al-Tamr (M). He appealed to their faith by asking what prevents them from helping 

their Lord, for indeed by serving the cause of truth they are assisting the cause of 

Allāh. He also reminded them of their bond of brotherhood because of their faith 

in Islam, which is something they should zealously defend and protect (Z). Indeed, 

even the greatest of warriors and bravest of champions gets held back by lack of 

supporters, so when Amīr al-Muʾminīn called out to them to rise up and they 

turned their backs on him, neither listening to his words nor obeying his orders, 

he could do nothing, until their behaviour manifested its evil consequences, namely 

the defeat of their brothers at the hands of their enemies (N). Indeed, with soldiers 

such as these, no blood can be avenged and no goal can be achieved, because when 

it is time to act, they procrastinate, and when they see the outcome of their 

disobedience, they express regret, but by then it is too late to do anything (Z). 

2  Their reaction when called upon for the noble cause of helping their 

brothers is described by the Imām as growling like the camel suffering pain in its 

navel, and slackening like the emaciated camel with an injured back. The term ‘al-

asarr’ refers to a specific disease that affects the area near a camel’s navel, or 

according to others, a pain that affects the chest of a camel (N). Just as a diseased 

camel is hesitant to move, and a tired camel, which is weak and emaciated, cannot 

proceed with a heavy burden on its injured back, that is how those who were called 

to mobilize in order to fight acted – as if it was a heavy burden that they were 

unable or unwilling to carry. So they grumbled in discontent and refused to move 

as ordered (Z). Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī comments, “The term ‘mutadhāʾib’ means agitated 

or hesitant, from tadhāʾabat al-rīḥ which connotes the scattering and agitation of 

dusts particles. And thus the wolf was named dhi.ʾb, because of the nervous way in 

which it walks.” This is the term used to describe those few individuals who did 

step forward and show their readiness, albeit hesitantly, thereby making up a 

small and weak contingent – too weak to counter such a large enemy. The final 
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line of the sermon is taken from Q8:6 which states: They disputed with you about 

the truth after it had been made clear, as if they were being driven towards death as 

they looked on. This verse was revealed about a group of weak and cowardly 

believers during the time of the Prophet (ṣ).  

These were individuals who always looked for excuses to avoid participating 

in battles and would argue with the Prophet about it. They were hesitant to fight 

in the Battle of Badr but only later, when the Muslims attained victory, did they 

realize how wrong they were. Surprisingly, it was this same group who later 

quarrelled over the spoils of the battle! By mentioning this part of the verse, 

perhaps the Imām was alluding to the fact that even if such a small group had been 

firmly determined and steadfast, they could have defeated the much larger enemy, 

but unfortunately they lacked the resolve and steadfastness (N). One lesson we 

can learn from this sermon pertains to the importance of obeying the Imām, and 

indeed any divinely appointed leader, without question – even if it means having 

to go above and beyond, and push ourselves to the maximum. Because not doing 

so can only lead to negative consequences that we will later regret. On the other 

hand, by obeying these divine guides, we can live a balanced life, which some 

commentators have termed a ‘rational life’ (ḥayāt maʿqūl) (J). 
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40 

ON THE SLOGAN OF THE KHAWĀRIJ 

 

 

 

1 He (ʿa) said: A true statement uttered 
with false intent! Yes, judgment belongs 
only to Allāh, but these people are 
saying that there is no governance 
[except by Allāh]. Yet people cannot 
do without a ruler, be he virtuous or 
wicked, so that in his rule the believer 
may [carry on his righteous] work as 
the unbeliever enjoys [worldly] benefits. 
In it, Allāh conveys everything to its 
fixed term, spoils are collected, the 
enemy is fought, highways are secured, 
and the right of the weak is taken from 
the mighty, until the virtuous enjoys 
peace and people are safe from the 
wicked. 

ولََ  َْْ ّ َقْ َْْ وَ:َهَِمِْ َْْ َ اّ َدهِْ ّْْ َغْ قِ َْْ ْ 

لَ  ََِ!دوَطِْْْْ َهِ ا اْ َِ َ َ ْْْْْ  َّ َْ َ ّ ََِْْْْا َ ْ َ،َءََْْْْ

ِ َغقَّ لّْْْ  ََ َْ َّ َْْْ َ نا َََُ:وَلَ ِْْْ  َ َُِْْْْ َ َْ.َ

َأَوَْ َْْ ق َد   ْْ  
نَْأَُِ ِْْ وِ َُ ْْا َلِِن لِلا ّْْ َد َْ َ ّ ْْا ََِ وَ

ودِ َ  ُِنََّ،فَْْْ َْ ِ َالمّْْْْ
ِْْْ  َ ُْ َِ َْ

لَّفِْْْ َ،غءَْمَْْْ

وفِ َّ َْْ وَالْ ْ َْْ ْْْ مَْ ِّ َفِ هْ ََّ،وَغأَْ تَّاه ا ْْه وَغّ َِْ

لََ َْْ دَْ ْْ وَا َْْ ََْْ،فِ هْ َْْ ِ َالفْْ ِْْ ّ َدْ َْْ َ، َّوَغجّْمْ

لِّلوَ  َْْ ِ َالءْْْ ِْْ لَّدْْ َْْ ِ ََ،وَغقّوَ ْْ ِْْ نَّدْْ َُ ْ َْْ وَ ْْ

نَََ،الأْْْ  لَّّ ءِ ِ َُِْْْ ِ َلِِضْْْا ّ َدِْْْ اَْْْ َْ ّ وَغ

هََ  ِ َْْ َْْ وََ،القْْْْ َدْْْ ََ ْْْ َِ غ نَغأَْْْ ْْا ْْْ  َ،َ

َ.وَغأّْ ََ اَ َُِنَْفوَدِ َ 

1َ

2 In another narration [we read that] 
when he (ʿa) heard their slogan, he 
said, “I await the judgment of Allāh 
regarding you.” And he said: As for 
virtuous governance, the pious one 
continues his righteous work in it 
while in the governance of the wicked, 
and the wretched one takes enjoyment 
until his time comes to an end and 
death overtakes him. 

 َ ّ ْْا َ هَأََْْ ْْْ َأاّْْ   َْْ َْكِوَاغْْ
ِْْ َوَفْْ

ولََ َْْ ِْْ مَهّْ َقْ مَِ َ حَْ ْ َْْ وََْ ْْا َ ََ:لمَْ ْْْ ْ  ّ

َْ ّ  ِْْ ّ َفْْْ ِْْ َأََْ وَْْْ ِ ولَََ.اه ا َْْ وََ:وَقْْْ ْْا أَُْْْ

 َْ
ِْْ وَال اقْ َْْ لَّفِ هْ َْْ َُّفَ ءَْمْ َْْ ا َُّالْ ْ  َ ْْْ ُْ

َ،اخِْ

وَ َْْ ّ َفِ هْ ْْا َُّفَ َ مََ ْ ودَِ  َُّالفَْْْْ  َ ْْْ وَاخُِْْ وَأَُْْْا

 َْ قِ ْْا ّ ََ،الشْْ ّْْ ُّلِلا ْْ َ َ
ِْْ نَأَْ َ نَقْطَْْ َْْ َِلْْ

نِ ا ّ َّ َُ َ.وَ لِّْلكِهَّ َ

2 
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CONTEXT 

This oration was given by the Imām when he heard the slogan of the Khawārij, 

after the Battle of Ṣiffīn (N). The ‘taḥkīm’ of the Khawārij was not the arbitration 

that took place between the two sides at Ṣiffīn; rather, it was their statement, “Lā 

ḥukma illā lillāh” (lit. ‘There is no rule except that of Allāh’). The first individual to 

utter these words, which later became their slogan, was al-Ḥajjāj ibn ʿAbdillāh who 

was one of the leaders of the Khawārij (R). Their slogan is based on the phrase 

mentioned in three verses of the Qurʾān that states: Judgment belongs to none but 

Allāh (Q6:57 & 12:40,67). The Khawārij used their slogan to continually express 

their disapproval of the Imām for accepting the arbitration which had been forced 

on him at Ṣiffīn, though he had not agreed to it willingly and knew that it was only 

a ruse. Nevertheless, out of their obstinacy, the Khawārij sought to blame him and 

used the slogan to try and insist that he was culpable for what happened. When he 

heard them shouting this slogan, the Imām came out and gave this sermon in 

which he mentioned four important points.  

Firstly, the slogan is fallacious and though its words are true, the way it is being 

employed is false. Secondly, human beings are always in need of a ruler to govern 

them. Thirdly, a just ruler has certain responsibilities, and the Imām mentions 

seven important duties. Finally, the consequence of having a just ruler is briefly 

mentioned by the Imām (N). Interestingly, the Muʿtazilī scholar Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd 

says that this sermon is a clear statement on the necessity of Imāmah, though the 

theologians have differed on the subject (I). Some of the same Khawārij who were 

now blaming the Imām had initially forced the Imām to accept the idea of 

arbitration, after the enemies raised the text of the Qurʾān on spears at Ṣiffīn, even 

though the Imām had warned them that this action was just a means of deception. 

They reportedly said, “We were wrong to do that, and we fell into disbelief (kufr) 

by doing so, but we have now repented, so you too repent for what you did and we 

will once again accept you as our leader, otherwise our swords will be drawn 

against you!” But the Imām rejected their argument, and it is possible that if he 

had done as they asked, they would have turned around and said that they cannot 

follow a leader who erred in such a way (Z). This is why they began to raise their 

slogan of defiance and, in the end, had to be fought by the Imām (ʿa). 
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COMMENTARY 

1  In this initial section of the sermon, Amīr al-Muʾminīn clarifies why the 

Khawārij were wrong, and the true intentions behind their slogan. Since they 

actually meant that any rule which is not found in the Book of Allāh must not be 

adhered to or followed, they were actually standing against the leadership of any 

individual and restricting all sovereignty only to Allāh Himself. This was because 

they claimed no one else has the right to give any command besides Allāh (M). In 

other words, their slogan “Lā ḥukma illā lillāh” (‘There is no rule except that of 

Allāh’) was based on a true statement or principle which had been distorted and 

wrongly interpreted. The exact way in which it had been distorted is explained by 

the Imām when he says that while it is true that judgment belongs only to Allāh, 

what these people are saying and what they mean by this statement is that there is 

no governance (‘imrah’) except by Allāh. That means no one can rule over the 

people except Allāh. The term ‘imrah’ is interpreted by some commentators to 

refer to a government chosen by Allāh which is led, in every age, by a 

representative (ḥujjah) of Allāh who is infallible (R). In response to their 

misguided understanding of the verse of the Qurʾān upon which they based their 

slogan, the Imām explains that it does not mean that there should be no 

government, for indeed people cannot do without a ruler. The presence of a ruler 

does not negate the fact that the ultimate Ruler and Judge is Allāh (N).  

According to their discussion with Ibn ʿAbbās, the Khawārij were particularly 

against the arbitration (taḥkīm) that had taken place at Ṣiffīn, and that is why they 

came up with the slogan in the first place. Nevertheless, by their standing against 

something that was within the jurisdiction of the ruler, and claiming he had no 

right to make such a decision, they were actually negating any ruler’s prerogative 

to make decisions and lead the people (Z). The reason for his saying be he virtuous 

or wicked when describing the ruler was to emphasize the need of a ruler to begin 

with, and as a fundamental necessity, without considering whether the ruler is 

virtuous or not. Since human beings have within them the soul that incites to evil 

(al-nafs al-ammārah), there is always an inclination towards sin. As such, society 

needs a way to maintain order and organization to keep things systematic and 

ensure that everything functions properly, in peace and harmony. Order can only 

be established when there is a government, and a ruler (MB). Of course, the ideal 

situation would be to have a virtuous ruler, but even when a ruler is wicked, a 
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system is established and a government is put in place that allows a social order to 

be adhered to by the people.  

Once this happens, at least seven benefits may be gained: (i) A believer gets 

the opportunity to carry on his righteous work, which includes acts of worship, 

enjoining good and forbidding evil, and even possibly speaking out against 

injustice (Z). (ii) The disbeliever also enjoys worldly benefits, since his focus is on 

the attainment of material gain, which he can embark upon in an orderly manner. 

(iii) Everything is conveyed to its fixed term by Allāh in relative peace, since 

everything and everyone has an appointed term in this world. (iv) Wars are fought 

and spoils are collected by the government. (v) The enemy is countered through 

defensive and offensive measures. (vi) Highways are kept secure since they are the 

lifeline of the economy upon which the people, and indeed the government, 

depend. (vii) The right of the weak is taken from the mighty, since even the mighty 

have to submit to the ruler and he is able to make them give what is owed, whether 

they like it or not. In the end, due to these many benefits of a social order, the good 

people live in relative ease and remain safe from the wicked (N). Some have 

interpreted the last sentence as: until the virtuous enjoys peace and people are safe 

from the wicked by the death or removal of the wicked ruler, since it is only at such 

a moment that the virtuous feel relief, while the wicked lose their authority through 

the downfall of the despot’s reign (Z). 

2  According to another narration, when he heard their slogan, the Imām said 

I await the judgment of Allāh regarding you. By this he may have meant the time 

when they would be destroyed, after they had remained obstinate despite all the 

arguments and proofs he presented to them. Alternatively, he was referring to 

waiting for the judgment of Allāh regarding them, since they had themselves claimed 

that there was no judgment save the judgment of Allāh (N). The last part of this 

section mentions a different version of the benefits of having a ruler noted in the 

previous section. Here we are told that if the ruler is virtuous, the righteous 

believers will get the opportunity to progress and work during his reign, but if the 

ruler is wicked, it is the evil people who will enjoy in his rule, until it finally comes 

to an end through his death, or by other means. It is noteworthy that while the 

pious one continues his righteous work during the rule of a just leader, the evil and 

wretched one takes enjoyment during the reign of a wicked ruler.  

This shows that in general, righteous individuals know that the world is not a 

place of enjoyment, and use their time in it to work and strive to attain closeness 



Sermon: 40          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 231 

to Allāh and provisions for the Hereafter. On the other hand, evil people take this 

world as a place of pleasure and enjoyment. Some commentators say that given 

the context of this oration and what was being discussed, the narration mentioned 

in the first section seems more correct than this second narration (N). 
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41 

CONDEMNING TREACHERY 

 

 
 

 

CONTEXT 

This is part of a sermon that was delivered by Amīr al-Muʾminīn in Kūfah after 

the Battle of Ṣiffīn, in the year 37 AH. Other parts of this sermon have been 

mentioned by al-Sayyid al-Raḍī in sermons 35, 38, and 237 of Nahj al-Balāghah. 

Linking the different segments of this sermon gives us the idea that in this oration, 

the Imām was addressing the issue of the arbitration which took place after the 

battle, because when ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ had the text of the Qurʾān raised upon spears, 

1 [O people!] Verily loyalty is the 
counterpart of truthfulness, and I do 
not know any shield that offers greater 
protection than it. One who knows how 
he will return [to Allāh] would never 
be treacherous. Yet we are now in an 
era where most people consider betrayal 
as sagacity, and the ignorant folk 
attribute to them excellent strategy. 
What is the matter with them? May 
Allāh destroy them! One who is aware 
of the vicissitudes and vagaries of life 
may see the means of subterfuge but is 
prevented from it by the commands and 
prohibitions of Allāh, so he disregards it 
while having seen it, despite being 
capable of [employing] it, whereas he 
who has no qualms in [defying] the 
religion seizes the opportunity. 

وّ َ[  ْْا وَالنْْ َْْ ْ أَّ ََ]!أَغ هْْ َْْ وَ َ ْْ َْْ َالَْ فْْ َِ ا

َِِ لِْل ْْه نََ،الصْْ َْْ َأَوْقْْ ْْا ا ّ َدّنْْ َْْ َأَْ ِْْ َْ وَ

َ ََ،ُِنْْْْ َّ ْْْ َ َهَ ْ
نََْ ِِْْْ لِِلكََُّْْْ وَغغَْْْْ وََُْْْ

ََْ،المَْْ دِْْْْْ َّ لِْلَأََْْْْْْ حَْنوََفِْْْْْ وَلقََْْْْْ

لِْلكََ َْْ ِ َالغْ ِْْ ّ َأَْ ِ َْْ َ َأَهاْ َْْ لِِلَا الَ َْْ َق و   َْْ غَُ

ْْواَ ِْْ ََ،هَ أْْ لَِفِ ْ ْْْ لَّالجَْهْ ْْْ َْْ هَّْ َأَ ْ وََأَْ

نَِ ْْْ نَّ أْْ َْْ َْْ َََِِلْْ ّْْ ََْ.الحِْ ِْْ وَلهَْْ َْْ َ؟ُْْ

َّ و َِهَّّ َاه ا لََّ!قَْْْْْ َ هَالحّْْْْْْ ا لِْلَغَْْْْْ قَْْْْْ

َ وَِ   َْْ وَُْ َْْ ِ َوَّ وَهَْ َْْ َ َالحِْ ِْ ْْْ ّ َوَدْ القِّْْْْا

َِ ِْْ َوََهَْ ْ ِ ِ َاه ا ْْْ نَْأَُْ
ِْْ ُْ،ََ ََ لَِلّ هَوَكَأْ فَ َْْْ

و َْْ ََ َِ هْْ ُِ لِْلكَ ّْْ لَِلَالقْْ ْْْ َدءَْ َْْ نْ  ْ ،ََ ّ ِْْ وَغنَْ هَْ

ْ ِْْ ّ َفْ َْْ َ َلْ َْْ ََ ِ غجْ َْ نَْ َْْ َْْ هََوَُْ َفّْ َْ

غنَِ َ.اللِله

1َ
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some people thought that this ploy was a sign of his cleverness. Alternatively, they 

came to this conclusion about him after he cunningly tricked Abū Mūsā al-Ashʿarī 

at the arbitration. Imām ʿAlī gave this sermon in order to dispel the false notion 

that such kind of cunningness is a sign of sagacity (S). The three main points which 

he addresses in this oration are: the importance of loyalty and truthfulness, the 

fact that craftiness and deceit are not signs of cleverness or sagacity, and the 

importance of taking advantage of opportunities that come one’s way in the path 

of serving Allāh (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Some versions of this sermon do not contain the phrase O people!. The term 

loyalty (‘al-wafāʾ’), which has been employed by Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa), refers to a 

deeply ingrained attribute that keeps an individual steadfast in adhering to his 

oath and pledge. The attribute of truthfulness is likewise a quality within an 

individual which makes him speak only that which conforms to what is true, 

without distortion or lying. Together, these two virtues are directly linked to one’s 

integrity (M). The word ‘taw.ʾ am’ literally means twin, and whenever two things 

have a deep bond or close connection, this term is used (N). The reason for loyalty 

being the most protective shield for humankind is that one who is loyal is 

protected by Allāh, and is also considered praiseworthy among the people (I). On 

the other hand, treachery and dishonesty, which are the qualities contrary to it, 

both stem from an evil source (R). Indeed, one who knows that he will return to 

Allāh, and will have to account for all the deeds he performed and what he left out, 

would never act treacherously (Z). However, there are times when the society gets 

diverted from the right way, and their values get distorted to such a degree that 

even universal truths are no longer adhered to or respected. When such a thing 

happens, what is clearly evil behaviour, such as using guile and deceit to 

manipulate the people, is actually taken as something positive and praiseworthy. 

The person who craftily cheats others is deemed clever and intelligent. This is 

precisely what the Imām means when he says that most people consider betrayal 

as sagacity, and the ignorant folk attribute to them excellent strategy (N).  

After castigating this attitude of theirs, Amīr al-Muʾminīn answers those of 

them who think that he is too naive or is unaware of the stratagems of clever 

politics. He refers to himself as one who is aware of the vicissitudes and vagaries of 
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life (‘al-ḥuwwal al-qullab’), so he is aware of the stratagems that can be employed 

and knows of the various means of subterfuge that could get him the results he 

desires. However, he is held back from this by the commands and prohibitions of 

Allāh, so he abandons that course despite his ability, because it would go against 

his principles and his religion (Z). Only that kind of individual would employ 

subterfuge and look for opportunities to use deceitful plots who is himself least 

bothered about following the commandments of Allāh. The phrase ‘man lā 

ḥarījata lahu fi al-dīn’ is rendered he who has no qualms in [defying] the religion, 

since he has no piety or Godwariness (I). On the other hand, because he fears Allāh 

and adheres to the principle of justice with both friend and foe, the Imām states 

categorically that he would never stoop so low as to seize the opportunity to 

employ such devices (N). 
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42 

ADMONITION AGAINST VAIN DESIRES AND LENGTHY ASPIRATIONS 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn entered Kūfah on twelfth of Rajab, 36 AH, following the 

Battle of Jamal. After being received and welcomed by the people, he proceeded 

to the main masjid. There, he offered two rakʿahs of prayer before delivering a very 

eloquent and thought-provoking sermon, part of which has been adduced here by 

1 O people!  Verily that which I fear most 
for you is twofold: following vain 
desires and having lengthy aspirations. 
As for following vain desires, it 
hinders one from the truth, whereas 
having lengthy aspirations makes one 
forget the next life. Look, verily this 
world has turned back, retreating 
swiftly, and nothing remains of it but 
residue, like the last few drops in a 
container that has been emptied. 
Beware, the Hereafter is advancing; 
and both of them has its children. So 
be among the children of the Here-
after and not among the children of 
this world, for every child shall cling 
to its mother on the Day of Judgement. 
Verily today there is action without 
reckoning, but tomorrow there will be 
reckoning with no [opportunity for] 
action. 

وّ َ  ْْا وَالنْْْ َْْ وََ!أَغ هْْْ َْْ َ فََُْْْ ْْْ َأَاْْْ َِ ا

و َِ وفََّ َِْْْْْ ْ ّّ َا نَْ َْْْْْ واََّ:أَاَْْْْْ ا ه َْْْْْ

َ ه لََِ،الهَْْْْ ََُْْْ ْْ واََّ؛وَطّْْْ لَّا وَا ه َْْْ فََ ُْْْا

هَِ َْْ نَِالحْْ َْْ ْ َ لِل  ّْْ َ هَفَ صَْ َْْ وََ،الهْْ ْْا وَأَُْ

لَِ ََُْْْ ْْ َََُطّْْْ لَّا  َ َْاْ اِْْْ ََ.فَ نّأِْْْْ َْ أَ

ا ََ َْْ ا مَْ ْ ْْا لِْلَوَلْ َْْ َْ وََقْ ْْلِل  َالْ َِ ا ْ ََ،وَ َْْ فَِْ

ََّْْْْْ وَدَ  َهصَّْْْْْ وَدَِ َ اْ َِ وَ َُِنهَْْْْْْ َِ غَ ْْْْْْ

ود هَو َْْ طَ اهَوََْْْ ْْْ وِ َاَْْْ َْْ ََ.اخَِْْْْ َِ ا َوَ َْ أَ

مَْ لِْلَأَقْ ََِْْْ َقَْْْ َُ  َ وََ،اْ اِْْْ نهّْمَْْْ
َُِ لق وَلِ ّْْْ

ََ  ّْْ ََُِ،دنَْ  َ ِْْ وِ َاْ اْ َْْ نَْأَدنْْ ِْْ ّْْ اَُْ َ،فَ ّ َْ

 َّْْْ ّ َ َ َْ َْ وَوَ وِ َالْْْلِل  نَْأَدنَْْْْ ََ،اَُِْْْ إِ ا فَْْْ

َ َ ْ َْْ ِ َغْْ ْْه َدِ ُّْْ ِّ َْْ ِّحَْ ََْْ
لِل  َْْ َوَلْْ لا ّْْ هْْ

ََ؛القِْ وََُْْْْْْ َِ َْ َوَ ل  ْ َ ََ مَْْْْْْ َالْ َْْْْْْ َِ ا وَ

ََِ و َْْ ََ،ِ أْْْْ َْ َوَ  ِ و َْْ ِ أْْْْ لِلااَ َْْ وَْْْْْ

َ.َ مَلََ

1َ
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al-Sayyid al-Raḍī. The entire sermon has been mentioned in Tamām Nahj al-

Balāghah (4:505) under the heading of ‘al-Bālighah’, as the 49th sermon of said text. 

Some commentators have deduced the context of this sermon from what Naṣr ibn 

Muzāḥim (d. 216 AH) mentions in his version, which has some slight variance in 

wording, in his work Waqʿat Ṣiffīn. In the significantly longer account, he mentions 

clearly that this sermon was given soon after the Battle of Jamal, when the Imām 

returned to Kūfah (T). In this oration, the Imām addresses some of the negative 

characteristics in certain individuals that are particularly manifested when they 

attain victory after defeating their enemies, especially when there is also the 

question of gaining spoils and booty. At such moments, those who seek the 

material acquisitions of this world, and who think that they played an important 

role in achieving victory in battle, claim a greater share of the spoils. The goal of 

the Imām in this sermon was to warn the people and to remind them of the lofty 

objective for which they fought the battle in the first place. He warns them not to 

fall for the allurements of this world and become ensnared by the trap of vain 

desires and lengthy aspirations, for these will divert them from the right path and 

cause them to forget the Hereafter (N). Interestingly, many early sources mention 

this sermon or parts thereof, including works like al-Kulaynī’s al-Kāfī, al-Mufīd’s 

al-Amālī, and al-Ṣadūq’s al-Khiṣāl. Perhaps that is because of the universally 

applicable ethical instructions contained therein. 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The reason why the Imām said he fears these two qualities the most is that 

they are the attributes which are responsible for the destruction of most people 

(T). This destruction can take different forms. Some commentators give the 

example of theologians from certain schools who lost their way because of their 

blind, and even fanatical, adherence to their school of thought, despite their 

intellectual prowess, simply because they wanted their school to prevail over 

others, and this vain desire led to their downfall (I). Subsequently, Amīr al-

Muʾminīn himself proceeds to explain how these two traits negatively impact 

human beings. Submitting to vain desires (hawā) hinders one from the truth 

since it entails following that from which one derives pleasure, even when it 

transgresses the bounds and limits laid down by the sharī.ʿah. In addition, having 

lengthy worldly aspirations makes one forget the Hereafter, being constantly after 
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the attainment of what he aspires even when it is something unattainable by him 

(M). In order to clarify the futility of these qualities, the Imām explains the reality 

of this world stating that it is transient, and is like a creature that has turned back, 

retreating swiftly. Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī says, “[The term] al-hadhdhāʾ means swift, but 

there are some people who have narrated it as jadhdhāʾ with [the letter] jīm, 

meaning that its benefits and enjoyments [will soon] come to an end.” Indeed, life 

in this world passes very quickly and soon comes to an end, with the march of time 

proceeding and stopping or slowing down for no one (N).  

The other similitude used by the Imām to describe this world is that of a vessel 

in which nothing remains of it but residue, like the last few drops in a container that 

has been emptied. This again emphasizes the little time we have on this earth, for 

from the moment we are born, each breath we take pushes us one step closer to 

the Hereafter, and what remains of our lives should be considered like those few 

last drops that remain at the bottom of an otherwise emptied vessel (T). After 

warning the people of the fast-approaching Hereafter, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) says 

that both this world and the Hereafter has its children. Then he warns us to be 

among the children of the Hereafter and not among the children of this world, since 

every child shall cling to its mother on the Day of Judgement. The ‘children’ of this 

world are those who consider all benefit, loss, good, and evil to be limited to the 

life of this world. They also give importance to any means which brings them 

benefit or pleasure in this worldly life. On the other hand, the ‘children’ of the 

Hereafter are those who believe in the unseen realm, and in the everlasting 

afterlife. They know that this world is temporary and transient, and are unwilling 

to trade the former for the latter. They work for both together, yet give more heed 

and attention to the Hereafter (Z). In another version, the phrase ‘bi-abīhi’ is used 

instead of ‘bi-ummihi’, meaning every child shall cling to its father, rather than its 

mother, on the Day of Judgement. The meaning is, however, the same – the people 

will arrive at the reality of that to which they were attached in the world. Those 

who cared for and believed only in the world will see the embodiment of a life 

bereft of belief and piety, which will take the form of Hell, as the Qurʾān states: the 

abyss of hellfire will be his mother (‘fa ummuhu hāwiyah’, Q101:9). In contrast, those 

who worked for the Hereafter will find their place in Paradise awaiting them (N).  

Finally, the Imām mentions the urgency of working for the Hereafter while 

one still has the opportunity to do so in this world, since today there is action 

without reckoning but tomorrow there will be reckoning with no [opportunity for] 
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action. This statement echoes those verses of the Qurʾān that emphasize the need 

to seize the opportunity to do good and collect provisions for the Hereafter while 

one still has life in this world (such as Q63:10, Q23:99-100, and 4:18). 
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A RESPONSE TO THE SUGGESTION OF PREPARING FOR BATTLE 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

As was the established practice, after the people of Madīnah had pledged their 

allegiance to Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) as their next caliph, the Imām sent official letters to all 

the governors of the various provinces, who had been appointed by the previous 

1 Verily my preparation for battle with 
the people of Syria, while Jarīr is still 
there, would be tantamount to closing 
the door on Syria and preventing its 
people from that which is good [for 
them] if they intend it. However, I 
have set a time limit for Jarīr after 
which he will not remain, unless he is 
deceived or is disobedient. My opinion 
[at this time] is in favour of patience, 
so be amenable; and I am not against 
your preparation [for battle].  

لَِ  ْْْ َأَ ْْْْ ِِ  ْ َْْ ْْْ ءِْلَِلاِ ََلحِْْْْ َاَْْْْ َِ ا

لَِلّ  َْ ْْْ َ ِنْْ   ْْ وِ َوَدَِ غْْ ْْا ََ،الشْْ  ِ ئَ ْْْ َِْْْ

و َِ ْْا ََ،لِِشْ   ْْْ نَْاَ ْ َْْ ْ َ ِ
ِْْ ِْ َْ ِْ َ ْ ف  َْْ وََْ

ََ،َِْ َأَكَاّ و َّ م  لِْلَوَقْْْْْْا نَْقَْْْْْْ وَلَ ِْْْْْْ

َ اْ َِ لَِلّ َ ْْْ ِْْ ّ َدءَْْ َغقّْْ َْ ْْواَ َوَقْ ْْ   ْْ لجَِِ غْْ

أَوََْ وَِْْْْْْ واَ لِّلو واَ ََ،َُلَْْْْْْْ َّ أْ وَالْْْْْْ ا

َ كْوِّ وا َْْ َفْْ ُِ و َْْ ََْْ ْْ َ َا َْْ لِِلََُْْ ْْْ ََ، ِنْْ َْ وَ

َََ.أَهَْ ّ َلَ ّّ َاخِْْ لَِلا ََ

1َ

2 I have deliberated upon this matter 
meticulously, examining it inside and 
out, yet I did not find any choice for 
myself other than battle or unbelief [in 
what was brought by Muḥammad (ṣ)]. 
Certainly, there was [before me] a 
ruler over the ummah who brought 
novel changes, thereby compelling 
people to speak out. So they did speak, 
then they rose up [in rebellion] and 
replaced him. 

 َ ِ ْْْ َُْ ْْ َ اَا َْْ ْ َ َ ْْْ َ دمَّْأََْ َْْ لِْلَضْ َْْ وَلقَْ

َ ّ َوَدطَْنَْْْ ََّ،وََ  نَْْْ َّ مََّ هْْْ ا ْْْْ ْ ََ،وَقَِ فََِْْْ

َّ ولََأَوَِالْ  َْْ َالقِْ ْْ اْ َِ َ ِْْ َْفِ ْْ ِْْ َ َأَكََلْْ ْْْ فْْ

]َ لِل  ْْا ُّحَمْ وَ َ َْْ وَدْ َْْ لِْلَ.َ]دمِْ َْْ ّ َقْ ْْا ََِْ

لَِلَ َ ْْْ َأَ ْْ ِ َوَال  ْْا ُّْْ ْْ نَا َْْ وَ ََ ِْْ َْْ هْْ

لَِلا واَ ْْْ ََ،أَ ْْ اْ و َْْ قْْ َُ وَ َ ْْا لَِلَالنْْ َْْ َ،وَأَوْدْْ

ََقَمَّ اَفغََ اّ وا َ.فقَوَلّ اَ ّ ا

2َ
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caliph ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān, asking them all to pledge their allegiance to him. 

Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān, who was the governor of Syria, refused to give his 

allegiance. When the Imām’s letter reached Jarīr ibn ʿAbdillāh al-Bajalī, who was 

the governor of Hamadān, he immediately pledged his allegiance in writing, and 

then travelled to Kūfah in order to give his pledge of allegiance in person. Having 

been relieved of his post of governorship, Jarīr requested the Imām to allow him 

to take a letter to Muʿāwiyah in order to convince him to pledge his allegiance. He 

made this suggestion because he had some relatives and tribesmen in Syria. Amīr 

al-Muʾminīn accepted his request and sent Jarīr ibn ʿAbdillāh as his representative 

to speak to Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān, but the latter stubbornly refused to give his 

oath of allegiance. When a long time had passed and Jarīr had not returned, the 

Imām’s companions advised him to make preparations to fight against the Syrians. 

The Imām did not accept this proposal and presented his clear arguments and 

reasons for rejecting it (N).  

Among those who had given him this advice were Mālik al-Ashtar, ʿAdī ibn 

Ḥātim, and Shurayḥ ibn Hāniʾ, who all stood up and spoke together as one, while 

all his other companions were against the idea of preparing for battle and suggested 

that he remain in Kūfah. The three individuals who advised the Imām to prepare 

to fight insisted that those who had counselled against it sought to instil a sense of 

fear in the people to avoid fighting the Syrians, yet, “nothing more frightening than 

death exists in this encounter with the Syrians, and that (martyrdom) is something 

we desire.” It was at this juncture that the Imām spoke the words of this sermon to 

explain his decision on the matter (T). This oration actually comprises two 

sections which appear to have been spoken at different times, but al-Sayyid al-

Raḍī has mentioned them together here. The first section relates to preparation 

for battle against the Syrians, while the second pertains to the Imām’s insistence 

on fighting the battle, and is said to have been spoken in response to a Syrian who 

came to him at Ṣiffīn with the proposition that the Imām abandon his plan to fight 

(N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  This statement of the Imām shows that Amīr al-Muʾminīn did not prefer 

waging war as a means of resolving disputes. Rather, he always sought peaceful 

means of dealing with disagreements and would constantly try to look for ways of 
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arriving at understanding through dialogue (N). Hence we find that there are 

many accounts which mention how the Imām sent messengers to Muʿāwiyah, one 

after another, warning him against dissension and defiance (Z). The reason given 

by him for not wanting to prepare to wage war at that moment in time was logical. 

As long as Jarīr was in Syria, there was still a possibility that fighting could be 

averted by Muʿāwiyah’s pledging allegiance. After all, the Imām had sent the letter 

to him only as a means of completing the argument (itmām al-ḥujjah) and leaving 

him with no excuse for the consequence he would face for his defiance (M). 

Interestingly, the Imām says that he does not wish to close the door on Syria, and 

not on Muʿāwiyah himself, meaning that he did not wish for the Syrians to be killed 

in battle due to the idiocy and obstinacy of their headstrong governor (N). Taking 

such a rational stance at a time when strong emotions were at play is indeed the 

sign of a wise leader. This wisdom is further exemplified by his having given a 

timeframe to Jarīr, after which one of two things could have occurred: either he 

would have been deceived by Muʿāwiyah, or he would have joined the camp of the 

disobedient ones (MB). Indeed, the Imām knew that his enemy might try to buy 

time by delaying his messenger so as to prepare his own army before giving a 

negative reply (N).  

Be amenable translates ‘arwidū’ which has been interpreted as ‘irfaqū’ meaning 

be calm and gentle (I), and it seems that the Imām said this in order to allay 

their heightened emotions and anger (N). Some commentators have distinguished 

between the terms ‘isti ʿdād’ and ‘i ʿdād’, both of which have been translated as 

preparation, in order to show that there is no contradiction in the words of the 

Imām. The latter (‘i ʿdād’) is attributed to the companions of the Imām and refers 

to acquiring something and keeping it as a provision or a means for future use, 

whereas the former term (‘isti ʿdād’) is attributed to the Imām and refers to 

becoming ready by preparing something for an event that is to occur. Hence, when 

the Imām first said he does not wish to prepare for battle and then, at the end of 

this section of the sermon, he said he is not against their preparation, there was no 

contradiction (R). Alternatively, others have suggested that his statement I am not 

against your preparation [for battle] was to ensure that the motivation and resolve 

that his companions had in wanting to confront the enemy does not weaken or 

die down, as they would have to go to battle if all attempts at peaceful resolution 

were to fail (N). 
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2  This section of the sermon seems to be the complete opposite of the previous 

one, or it could be considered as the second phase where there was no option but 

battle (N). I have deliberated upon this matter meticulously translates ‘Wa laqad 

ḍarabtu anfa hādha al-amr wa ʿaynah’, which literally means ‘I have struck the 

nose of this matter and its eye’. This is an Arabic proverb which is used to denote 

deep reflection and deliberation. The nose and eye are specifically mentioned 

because they form part of the face, and that which is used in deliberation by human 

beings is the face [and head] (I). After his deep deliberation, and meticulously 

examining the matter inside and out by looking at the position and stance taken 

by Muʿāwiyah, Imām ʿAlī saw no option other than battle or unbelief. That is 

because Muʿāwiyah could only be turned away from falsehood and made to accept 

the truth by force (Z). Abandoning war at that instance would be tantamount to 

disbelief in what was revealed to the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ), since it would mean 

abandoning a jihād which was compulsory and mandated, and that is something 

he would never do (M). Finally, Amīr al-Muʾminīn alludes to the caliphate of 

ʿUthmān, whom he refers to as a ruler over the ummah who brought novel changes 

thereby compelling people to speak out. The reason for mentioning this was to 

clarify what had led to ʿUthmān’s assassination, since it was his own actions and 

innovations that caused the rebellion of the people against him. He had done 

things that went against the norms of social justice and the Sunnah of the Prophet 

(ṣ), which led many people to speak up against his policies. Indeed, the fact that 

his body lay on the ground for three days after his assassination, with nobody 

ready to bury him, shows how angry the people were with him (N). 
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IN RESPONSE TO THE FLEEING OF MAṢQALAH 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This was spoken by Amīr al-Muʾminīn after the Battle of Ṣiffīn in 38 AH, when 

Maṣqalah ibn Hubayrah al-Shaybānī fled to Muʿāwiyah seeking asylum. Maṣqalah 

had been Imām ʿAlī’s representative in Ardashīr Khurrah. He had bought prisoners 

from the tribe of Banī Nājiyah from Maʿqal ibn Qays, who was one of the Imām’s 

military commanders, for a sum of five hundred thousand dirhams. He then set 

them all free without taking any money from them. Amīr al-Muʾminīn showed his 

approval of this magnanimous action, and after some time had passed, he wrote a 

letter to Maṣqalah asking for the payment he owed. Upon receiving the letter, 

Maṣqalah went to Kūfah and paid two hundred thousand dirhams. When the 

Imām asked for the balance, he promised that he would arrange for it to be paid 

as well. Then he left secretly and fled to Syria by night, in order to seek asylum with 

the Umayyads. It was when Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) learned of his abscondence that he gave 

this sermon in Kūfah. It is worth noting that when Amīr al-Muʾminīn came to 

power, twenty-five years after the passing away of the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ), he 

selected people who would act as his representatives in the various towns and 

cities. This appointment was of three types: there were those who were directly 

chosen and appointed by the Imām, such as Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr, Mālik ibn 

1 May Allāh disfigure Maṣqalah! He acted 
like a nobleman but fled like a slave. 
Before his lauder could speak, he 
silenced him, and before his admirer 
could testify [to his good deeds], he 
muzzled him. If he had remained 
[steadfast], we would have taken from 
him whatever he could easily give and 
waited [for the balance] until his 
wealth increased. 

قََِ ََ  ْْْ َُصْْْ َّ َاه ا ََ َْْ ا لَََ!قْْْ ْْْ لََفِءْْْ َْْ فءَْْْ

َُِ وَ  َ اكََالءَْ ِ ْْْلِلََِ،الأْْْا َفِْْْ وََ.وَفَْْْ ا فمََْْْ

نَأََْْْْ َ َ َّ ّ ََ  ْْْا وِ  َْْْ َُ َ َِ ََ،أََطَْْْْ َْ وَ

َّ َْْ نَدَ ا ْ ْْا فَّ ََ  ْ ِْْ َوَاَْ َِ لِلا َْْ َْ،ََ ْ َْْ وَلْ

وَ َْْ ّْْ كَّ َوَاَْ وََْ َْْ َُ أْْْ ْ َوََ َْْ اَْْ َْ وَ َ َْْ أَقْْ

َ.دمَِولِِ َوّفّ كَ َّ

1َ
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Ḥārith al-Ashtar, and ʿAbdullāh ibn ʿAbbās. Others had been appointed by 

ʿUthmān, but they pledged their allegiance to Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) and he let them 

continue to remain as governors, such as Jarīr ibn ʿAbdillāh al-Bajalī and Ashʿath 

ibn Qays. Finally, there were those who were not directly appointed by him; rather, 

his governors had appointed them as aides. Maṣqalah ibn Hubayrah was an 

example of this third group, and he had been appointed by Ibn ʿAbbās (S). It should 

be noted that due to the paucity of reliable and trustworthy individuals who could 

manage the affairs of the people, the fact that an individual had been appointed 

to such a post did not necessarily mean that he was someone who fully agreed with 

the position of the Imām. There were those among the second and third groups 

who actually had different approaches and worldviews, but Amīr al-Muʾminīn was 

watchful of them. 

Maṣqalah was one such individual. He was from the tribe of Bakr ibn Wāʾil. 

His mistake was that he carried out an unlawful transaction with wealth from the 

public treasury (bayt al-māl). The Banū Nājiyah were a tribe of Arab Christians 

who lived near Baṣrah. They had twice rebelled against Amīr al-Muʾminīn and 

were defeated both times, and those who remained alive among their rebels were 

taken as prisoners. Their first rebellion was right after the Battle of Jamal, when all 

the people of Baṣrah pledged their allegiance to the Imām but the Banū Nājiyah 

refused to do so and prepared an army to fight against him. The Imām sent a 

contingent to face them and enquire what reason they have for their rebellion, so 

that perhaps they could come to some resolution. When the Banū Nājiyah found 

themselves surrounded by the forces of Imām ʿAlī, they became divided into three 

groups. The first group said, “We were Christians who converted to Islam and 

became embroiled in the sedition of Jamal. Now we pledge allegiance like the rest 

of the people.” The second group said, “We were Christians and still profess 

Christianity, but we were forced to participate in the Battle of Jamal. But now we 

are ready to pledge our allegiance and pay the jizyah.” The problem was with the 

third group who said, “We were Christians, then we converted to Islam but we did 

not like it [and want to revert to our previous faith].” It was this third group that 

obstinately rebelled and fought the Imām, only to be defeated and have their 

prisoners of war taken to Kūfah. That was their first rebellion. 

The second rebellion of the Banū Nājiyah was after the Battle of Ṣiffīn, in the 

year 38 AH. Khirrīt (of Ḥurayth) ibn Rāshid was one of their leaders, and after the 

matter of the arbitration had transpired, he came with thirty of his companions to 



Sermon: 44          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 245 

the Imām and openly declared that he would neither obey him nor pray behind 

him, and would leave his company. The Imām warned him that if he did this he 

would essentially be breaking his pledge of allegiance thereby disobeying Allāh. 

However, despite all that the Imām told him, Khirrīt remained stubborn in his 

position. He was influenced by the Khawārij and said that he had taken this stance 

because he felt the Imām had shown weakness by accepting the arbitration. The 

Imām invited him for a discussion on the matter, and Khirrīt said he would come 

the following day. Imām ʿAlī accepted this, but warned him not to fall for the guiles 

of Satan or those who would seek to negatively influence him. However, when he 

returned to his people, he was swayed by them and eventually rose up to fight and 

was killed. Some of his followers were also taken as prisoners. The Muslims among 

them were released, with the others (numbering about 500) being taken to Kūfah 

as captives. On the way, they passed by the land of Ardashīr Khurrah where 

Maṣqalah felt pity for them and purchased them from Maʿqal ibn Qays, who was 

the commander of the contingent that had fought and captured them. He promised 

to pay their price and set them free. 

Though Imām ʿAlī was pleased with this generous action, when Maṣqalah 

started giving excuses and did not pay what was owed to the public treasury, he 

wrote him a letter saying, “Indeed the greatest treachery is betraying the community, 

and the gravest fraud is when a leader defrauds the people of his city. You owe the 

Muslims five hundred thousand dirhams, so send this amount to me when my 

letter reaches you…” That is when Maṣqalah went to Kūfah with the sum of two 

hundred thousand, and subsequently fled to join Muʿāwiyah. He later became one 

of those who bore false testimony against the sincere companion of the Imām, 

Ḥujr ibn ʿAdī, thereby playing a role in his execution. He was then given command 

of an army by Muʿāwiyah in order to attack Ṭabaristān, and it was there that his 

army was defeated and he was killed (S). It is reported that Maṣqalah’s tribe had 

asked the Imām to permit them to intervene and write to him, urging him to 

return. They claimed that the only thing holding him back from returning was 

shame and embarrassment, so if they informed him that the Imām had pardoned 

him, he would surely return. He allowed them to do so, but when they wrote to 

Maṣqalah, he responded saying that if he did so he would forever remain known 

to ʿAlī (ʿa) as a treacherous individual, and to Muʿāwiyah as a disloyal person. 

Therefore, he decided to remain with Muʿāwiyah and would not return until he 

died (T). 
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COMMENTARY 

1  The statement ‘qabbaḥallāhu Maṣqalah’ is rendered may Allāh disfigure 

Maṣqalah, and is a phrase that means: may Allāh keep him far away from all goodness 

(R). That is because he acted like a nobleman when he purchased all those captives 

and then proceeded to free them, but fled like a slave instead of remaining behind 

and trying to make amends for his mistake. This is the reaction common to thieves, 

traitors, and hypocrites, all of whom flee from justice and seek to elude it (Z). By 

such action, he silenced his lauder (‘mādiḥahu’) before he could speak, and muzzled 

his admirer before he could testify to his good deed. The term ‘wāṣifahu’ literally 

means the one who describes him, and in this context, it refers to one who described 

his positive trait and action with admiration (MB). Muzzled him translates 

‘bakkatahu’, which literally meant striking someone with a stick and later came to 

denote reproof or overcoming someone through argument, thereby leaving him 

speechless (N). By running away and joining Muʿāwiyah, Maṣqalah had nullified 

his own good deed of buying and freeing the captives, so nobody could subsequently 

praise him for that action. In the end, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) explains what the 

correct course of action would have been for Maṣqalah, saying that if he had 

remained behind and shown willingness to accept his error and look for a solution, 

we would have taken from him whatever he could easily give and waited [for the 

balance] until his wealth increased.  

If one were to ask: why did the Imām not say that he would forgive his debt 

instead of saying that he would wait for his wealth to increase so that he could 

repay it? A possible answer to this is that if the Imām had pardoned him, it would 

set a dangerous precedent and in the future any other individual might release 

prisoners of war in this way, which could be perilous for the society, as enemies 

would get the opportunity to quickly regroup and launch further attacks. Aside 

from this, such ‘liberal’ spending from the public treasury can harm the economic 

strength and stability of the Muslims (N). 
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ON THE DAY OF FIṬR 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This is only part of a relatively long sermon that the Imām gave on the day of 

ʿEid al-Fiṭr. It is comprised of two sections which are not connected and have been 

excerpted from different parts of the original sermon. In the first section, the Imām 

praises Allāh, and in the second he speaks against this world, warning the people 

to avoid its lures, and urges them to prepare provisions for the Hereafter. Despite 

 PRAISING ALLĀH  حمد الله َ

1 Praise belongs to Allāh, without ever 
losing hope in His mercy, nor ever 
deprived of His bounty, nor ever 
despondent of His forgiveness, nor 
ever contemptuous of His worship. 
Beneficence from Him never ceases, 
and His blessing is never missed.  

 َِ ِْْ نَْكَْ مَ  ِْْ َُ    ّْْ قنْ َُ َ َ ْْْ  ََْ
ِ لِّلَهِ ا ْْْ َ،الحَْم

َِ نََْ ِْْ َُْ ّْْ ق لَِْْ َُ َ َْ ِْْ َِوَ ََ،ءْمَ ْ َْْ ْغّ    َُْ َْ وَ

غفَِْ  ِْْْ َِ َُ نَْ
نََْ،ُِْْْ َْْْ َ ُّأْْْْ نَْ َ   َ َْ وَ

َِ ِْْ َْْ َ َ، ِ وََ   ّ َكَْ م ْْْ ن
َُِ ّ َ ْْْ  َ َ َْ ََ ِ ْْا َ،ال

َ فّقْلَِّلَلَّ ََءِْمَ َ  َْ َ.وَ

1َ

 DISPRAISING THIS WORLD  ذم الدنيا َ

2 This world is an abode for which 
annihilation is ordained, and for its 
inhabitants, departure. Yet it is sweet 
and green; it hastens for the seeker 
and attaches to the heart of the 
observer. So depart from it with the 
best provision available to you, and do 
not seek in it more than you require, 
and do not pursue from it more than 
what is necessary. 

و َّ  َْْ وَالفْنَ َْْ َلهَ َْ
ِْْ ن ُّ َ َْ وَََ اك  ْْلِل  وََ،وَال َْْ َْ ِهِ ِْ وَ

ئَ َّ َْْ وَالجْ َْْ َُ َ،ُِنهْ  َ ِْْ ُ َاَض  َ ْْْ ِ َّ َْ
ِْْ َ،وَ 

َ ِ ِْْ ولْ مَْلِِطا َْْ لِْلََ جِِْ َْْ مََْ،وَقْ َْْ وَالْ َ أَْ

و ِ َِ ِ َالنْْا ْْْ ََِ،دقَِِ وَد َْْ وكْ حَِِّ اَُِنهْ نَِفَْْ َ ْ أَْْ

ا َِ ْْ ا نََال ِْْ َُ ّْ ِ  َ وَدحَِضْْْ َْْ َ لّ اََ،ُ ْْْ َ أَ َْ وَ

وفَِ َْْ َالْ فَ َِ  ْ َْْ وَف َْْ وََ،فِ ه َْْ ّْْ اَُِنهْ َ طَِّْ  َْ وَ

َِِ َََ.أَهاََْ َُِنََالْ ئََ

2َ



248                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 45 
 

its brevity, this sermon contains a wealth of meaning and has important messages 

for the believers. According to some commentators, al-Sayyid al-Raḍī has taken 

this sermon from three different parts of the original lengthy sermon of the Imām 

(T). Before al-Sayyid al-Raḍī, al-Shaykh al-Ṣadūq mentioned this oration in its 

entirety in his work Man Lā Yaḥḍuruhu al-Faqīh (1:514), and after him a number of 

other scholars have also quoted it in their works. It has further been pointed out 

that in the first part of this sermon, the Imām has employed what is termed as 

muwāzanah, which is a kind of artistic expression where phrases of identical 

structure are used, and we see how the terms maqnūṭ, makhluw, and ma.ʾ yūs are all 

based on the structure of maf ʿūl. This adds beauty and eloquence to the speech (I). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  In this section, six qualities of Allāh are alluded to by the Imām, each of 

which encompasses an aspect of divine blessings that motivate a person to praise 

and glorify Him. First, he states: Praise belongs to Allāh, without ever losing hope in 

His mercy; and how could one ever lose hope in His mercy when it encompasses 

all things (Q7:156)? Indeed, it is only those who have gone astray that lose hope in 

Allāh’s mercy (Q15:56). Second, he states that no individual is ever deprived of His 

bounty since human beings are constantly being showered by His blessings, both 

outward and known, as well as inward and hidden (Q31:20). Third, he states that 

no one should ever be despondent of His forgiveness. That is because Allāh has 

clearly told the Prophet to convey to the people: O My servants who exceeded the 

limits against their own souls! Do not despair of the mercy of Allāh. Verily Allāh 

forgives the sins – all of them; indeed He is the Oft-Forgiving the Merciful (Q39:53). 

Fourth, since Allāh is all-perfect, and is worthy of worship, we submit ourselves to 

Him and are never contemptuous of His worship (MB). Furthermore, the first three 

statements which acknowledge His mercy, bounty, and forgiveness, give us all the 

reasons we need to submit ourselves fully to Him in humility (N). Indeed, those 

who are contemptuous and arrogant, He will subject them to a painful punishment, 

and they will find none besides Allāh to protect or help them (Q4:173). Fifth, he says 

that beneficence from Him never ceases. The mercy of Allāh is ever present, 

continuous, and unending. The phrase ‘lā tabraḥ’ means it does not stop or come 

to an end (‘lā tazūl’) (R). Finally, the sixth quality the Imām mentions is: His 
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blessing is never missed, meaning that Allāh’s blessings are incessant, and present 

at every moment and in every place.  

In these last two statements, the Imām repeats the mention of divine mercy 

and blessings again, the only difference being that earlier he was talking about the 

mercy and blessings themselves whereas here he is referring to the continuity and 

incessant nature of these two qualities (N). Furthermore, these qualities impel one 

to show gratitude and praise Allāh, so by mentioning them and highlighting the 

fact that Allāh’s mercy and blessings are continuous and incessant, he encourages 

people to offer thanks to the Almighty (M). If one were to ask: do the first two 

statements that tell us not to lose hope in His mercy and that no one is ever 

deprived of His bounty, not automatically mean that His mercy and blessings are 

ever-present and continuous? Then what was the purpose of repeating this fact? 

We would answer: No, because not losing hope in His mercy does not necessarily 

entail its continuity and incessancy, as is evident. Yes, saying that no one is ever 

deprived of His blessings and bounty does denote that it is never missed by anyone 

(as mentioned in the last statement). However, it is possible that this only means 

His blessings encompass all His creatures and do not leave out any of them, in 

which case the meaning of the second statement is different from what is meant 

by the last statement of the Imām, so there is no repetition (MB). 

2  In this section of the sermon, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) speaks about this world 

and its true nature. He describes it as an abode for which annihilation is ordained, 

and its inhabitants will one day leave it and depart for the Hereafter. At the same 

time, it seems sweet – but with a false sweetness, just like the false taste a sick 

person gets when he tastes food, since in reality its flavour is bitter (T). Likewise, 

it looks green and fresh but only outwardly, while its reality is something else. The 

sense of taste and sight have been given as examples, but this world attracts all the 

senses, and pulls those who are heedless towards it (N). The phrase ‘qad ʿajilat li al-

ṭālib’ has also been read ‘qad ʿujjilat li al-ṭālib’ where the first form means that the 

world is quick and hastens in coming to its seeker (N), or is a reference to how 

people who seek it give preference to instant gain, even if it is little and short-lived, 

over lasting benefit, even if it is great (Z). The second form of the phrase means 

that it is made quick and short, such that one who seeks it does not have much 

time to enjoy it (MB). This world attaches itself to the heart of the person who 

observes it, and the one who seeks it, and the heart of such an individual gets 
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mixed with love of this world (M). When that happens, he becomes blind to his true 

goal and objective (Z).  

For this reason, one should focus on only that which is good in this world, 

namely that which will constitute the best provision for him in the Hereafter – 

Godwariness and good deeds (MB). The term ‘al-kafāf’ refers to what is sufficient 

to meet one’s requirements and needs, thereby rendering him independent of 

others. Seeking more than what is required and striving to amass more than what 

is necessary is futile, since it will all be left behind when one departs this world. If 

everyone followed these lofty instructions of the Imām (ʿa), they would all live 

happy lives, with tranquillity and harmony (Z). Instead of seeking more of this 

world, believers should gather provisions for the Hereafter. Indeed, traditions tell 

us that on the Day of Resurrection, every person will wish that he had not 

possessed anything but the bare essentials in the world (T). These final statements 

of the Imām are therefore a reminder to us of the long and difficult path that we 

will have to traverse in the Hereafter, and the short time we have to prepare 

provisions for that arduous journey (M). 
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46 

HIS SUPPLICATION AFTER DECIDING TO ADVANCE ON SYRIA 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This is not technically a sermon; rather, it is a supplication that was recited by 

Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) when he sat on his mount intending to ride towards Syria and face 

Muʿāwiyah (M). According to one account, after sitting on his horse, the Imām 

recited the basmalah and then the verses of the Qurʾān that state: Glory be to Him 

Who made this subservient to us, and we could not have done it [otherwise]. And 

surely to our Lord we will return (Q43:13-14), before reciting this supplication (MB). 

Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī says that the initial part of this supplication has been narrated 

from the Noble Messenger (ṣ), and it has been embellished with an eloquent 

addendum by Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) from where he says, “None except You can 

join…” until the end (I). This supplication has been narrated in many early sources, 

and the initial part thereof is found in a number of Sunnī sources as well. Despite 

its brevity, this supplication has some interesting and profound lessons. Firstly, the 

possible difficulties that might arise during travel have been classified into three 

types, and Allāh’s protection has been sought for them all. Secondly, Allāh has 

been invoked as both a Companion in the journey and a Vicegerent among the 

1 O Allāh, I seek Your protection from 
the hardships of travel, the grief of [a 
sorrowful] return, and the scene of 
ruin in my household, property, and 
children. O Allāh, You are the Compan-
ion in the journey and You are the One 
who remains behind to look after the 
household. None except You can join 
these two, since one who is left behind 
cannot be a companion, nor can he 
who is a companion be left behind. 

وِ َ  نَْوَْ اَْْْ َُِْْْ َ َْأَ ّْْْ  َّدِْْْ ََِْْْه َ الِاهّْْْ ا

فَ َِ ِ ََ،الأْْْا ِ َالمّْنقََِْْْْ وََّْْْ ِ ََ،وَهَ دَْْْ

لِلَِ َْْ ولَِوَالَْ ل َْْ لَِوَالمْ ْْْ  َ ْْ َْا
ِْْ ِ َف َْْ َ.المَْنوْ

فَ َِ َْالأْْْا وِ ّ َفِْْْ مََالصْْْا َأََْْْْ َ،الِاهّْْْ ا

لَِ ْْْ ْْ َ ْْ َْا ِْْ ّ َفْْ َْْ مََاللََِِْ فْْ ْْْ ََ،وَأََْْ َْ وَ

ََ  ّ ْْْ وََْ  َْْ ََ،غجَْمَءهّّم َْ ْْْ لََََِْ َ َالمّْأ َ ا
ِْ

حَ واَ أْ صَْْْْ ُّ ََ،غَ ّْْْ ّ َ َْ حَّ َ وَالمّْأْ صَْْْْ

أْ لََِْفَواَ ُّ َ.غَ ّ ّ َ

1َ
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household that remains behind. Finally, there is emphasis on the fact that it is only 

Allāh who can do both these things simultaneously (N).  

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The phrase ‘waʿthāʾ al-safar’ is rendered the hardships of travel and refers 

to the difficulty one has to endure while travelling. The word al-waʿth initially 

referred to fine sand in which feet would sink, hence making it difficult to walk 

upon. Then it came to refer to difficulty during travel (R). ‘Kaʾābat al-munqalab’ 

means returning from a journey with sadness instead of joy (Z). This could be for 

a variety of reasons, including an unsuccessful journey where one did not attain 

the outcome he was seeking (N), or something bad that happened on the journey 

or back home while one was away. An unsightly and awful scene of loss and 

devastation in one’s household, property and children is one example of this. Other 

examples include things like sickness or death of a family member, or loss 

through destruction of property (T). Allāh is not limited by time or space, so He 

is everywhere. He is with one who is travelling just as He is with those who 

remain behind. And it is expected of a fellow traveller that he should look out 

for his travel companion and help him whenever he needs help. Likewise, it is 

expected of a vicegerent who remains behind to take care of the affairs that have 

been delegated to him, such as ensuring that no harm or loss comes to a person or 

his property (MB).  

Thus, mentioning that Allāh is one’s Companion on the journey, and his 

Vicegerent who remains behind to look after his family and property, brings a 

sense of ease to the heart of the supplicant, because he knows that Allāh is with 

him and his family (N). The Imām then states: None except You can join these two 

– meaning the two qualities of being a travelling companion while at the same 

time remaining behind to take care of one’s household and possessions. That is 

simply because one who is left behind cannot be a companion, nor can he who is a 

companion be left behind. No creature composed of matter can be at two places 

simultaneously. It is only Allāh who is neither restricted by time, nor by space. 

That is why He is with you wherever you are (Q57:4) (N). 
 

 
 



Sermon: 46          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 253 

 

 

 

 
 

                

 

  



254                                                    
 

47 

HIS STATEMENT ABOUT KŪFAH 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This statement of the Imām contains two prophesies regarding Kūfah (or, 

according to one report, about both the garrison cities of Kūfah and Baṣrah). The 

first pertains to some very difficult calamities that will befall the Kūfans at the 

hands of merciless tyrants, and the second is about the consequence of their 

tyranny and how they would end up suffering for their evil (N). The Imām is said 

to have spoken these words after his arrival into Kūfah from Baṣrah, and this 

oration has been reported in other sources before Nahj al-Balāghah as well (S). 

There are many statements made by Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) about the city of Kūfah, 

some of which are negative while others are not. These statements can be found 

in a variety of early sources (T). Indeed, what the Imām had foretold did come to 

pass, and among the tyrants who came to rule over Kūfah were Ziyād – who 

gathered the people in the masjid in order to curse Imām ʿAlī, his son ʿUbaydullāh 

ibn Ziyād – whose evil is known to all due to his role in the massacre at Karbalāʾ, 

and Ḥajjāj ibn Yūsuf – who was the bloodthirsty tyrant responsible for the brutal 

killing of numerous innocent individuals, as well as a few others who came after 

them. Each of these individuals died a painful death, having been afflicted by 

maladies of different kinds, such as paralysis, leprosy, and the like (MB). Hence we 

see that Amīr al-Muʾminīn knew what would happen in the future, either because 

he has been informed about it by the Prophet (ṣ), or because he could see the signs 

1 It is as though I see you, O Kūfah, being 
stretched out like the leather of ʿUkāẓ, 
scraped by calamities and ridden with 
cataclysms. I certainly know that no 
tyrant would intend you harm, but that 
Allāh will afflict him with an ordeal  and 
strike him with a lethal blow. 

 َ لِلا غنَََُْْْ لِله ّ َ مَّْْْ وَهّ فَْْْ ِ َغَْْْ َدِْْْ َ َهْ هَْْْ

هَْ
و ِ َْْ ِْْ َالءّْ  َِ غ ْْ ولناَ اغِلََِ،ا ِْْ َ هِ نََد ْْْ َ، ءّ

غِلَِ َْ ول ا ِْْ ْ هَ ِ نََد ّْْ ّ ََ.وَ  ْْا ّ َأََ َْْ ِ َْ َْ َْ ْْه ََِ وَ

َ ّ ْْْ ئََّ َاه ا َاد اْ َِ ََّْْ  ااَ وك  ِ َدَ ْْا ِْْ وَأَكَاَ َد َُْْ

.َ،دشَِوِْلَ  وّ َدقِوَ لِ  َُ َوَكَ

1َ
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in the behaviour of the people, and knew of the eventual consequences that they 

would face due to their actions. 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  We could paraphrase this statement of the Imām as follows: It is as though 

I can clearly see your future, O city of Kūfah. I see the hands of tyrants outstretched 

towards you with all sorts of oppression (M). ʿUkāẓ was the name of a marketplace 

near Makkah where Arab merchants from all over would gather annually for a 

period of about one month in order to show their wares and carry out business 

transactions. It was also a place where they would recite poetry and boast about 

their own tribes. Many vices were practiced there, and that is why after Islam was 

established among the Arabs, the annual gathering at ʿUkāẓ was stopped (N). One 

of the items that was mostly traded at ʿUkāẓ was leather, and that is why the leather 

of ʿUkāẓ became famous (I). The phrase being stretched out like the leather of 

ʿUkāẓ is a metaphor used by the Imām to depict the severity of the trials that will 

befall the people of Kūfah, like the leather which is stretched out with great force 

(MB). The term ‘tuʿrakīna’ refers to scraping and rubbing, which is one of the 

processes used in tanning leather (N). Alternatively, it may refer to vehement 

conflict and altercation, until one gets completely exhausted by it (I). Ridden with 

cataclysms translates ‘turkabīna bi al-zalāzil’ and connotes the wickedness and 

harshness of tyrannical rulers, whose oppression shakes the people and agitates 

them like earthquakes (M). Having informed the inhabitants of Kūfah about what 

awaits them, the Imām proceeds to assure them that all those who would oppress 

them will be punished for doing so. Of course, this is not something specific to the 

tyrants of Kūfah – all tyrants and oppressors will certainly be punished for their 

tyranny (Z). However, his mentioning it here specifically in this manner is perhaps 

to console the people by assuring them that those who oppress them will certainly 

face divine wrath.  

The phrase Allāh will afflict him with an ordeal translates ‘ibtalāhu Allāh bi-

shāghil’, which literally means that Allāh will try him with that which will 

preoccupy him, and this is most likely a reference to painful ailments which afflict 

the tyrants inwardly and keep them preoccupied and aloof. In contrast, ‘ramāhu 

bi-qātil’ is rendered strike him with a lethal blow, and refers to events that transpire 

outwardly and target the evil oppressors, leading to their annihilation (N). 
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48 

HIS SERMON ON THE WAY TO SYRIA 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

As he prepared to counter the rebellion of Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān in Syria, 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) mobilized forces and dispatched them in phases. This 

sermon was given by him before the second phase, where another group of 

soldiers had been readied to march, and he delivered this brief oration after 

leading the Maghrib prayers. Having completed the sermon, the Imām asked for 

his horse and proceeded to ride it, leading the troops towards Syria. It is at this 

moment that he recited the supplication mentioned earlier in sermon no. 46 (S). 

According to other reports, the Imām (ʿa) is said to have delivered this sermon on 

1 All praise is for Allāh whenever night 
falls and darkness spreads. All praise is 
due to Allāh whenever a star shines 
bright and when it sets. All praise 
belongs to Allāh Whose bounty is never 
missed and Whose favours cannot be 
repaid. 

 َ ل  ْْْ َ َلَ ْْْ َْْ وَوَقْْْ َْْ َهِّامْْْ
ِ لِّلَهِ ا ْْْ الحَْمْْْ

ََِ َْْ َ ََ،وَْأَْْْ َْ وَ َْْ َهِّامْْْ
ِ لِّلَهِ ا وَالحَْمْْْْْْ

ََِ َْْ ْْْ  َوَاَفْْ َ ََ،َجَْْ ْْْ ْْ ََْ
ِ لِّلَهِ ا ْْْ وَالحَْمْْ

و َِ فقّْْْْْْْْ ِ َاخَِْءَْْْْْْْْ إََِ،َُ ُّ وَفَْْْْْْْ َ َْ وَ

َََ.اخِْفضَْولَِ

1َ

2 Now then; I have sent forth my 
vanguard, instructing that they remain 
on the banks of this river until my 
orders reach them. I have decided to 
cross over this watercourse to the 
small group among you that resides on 
the banks of the Tigris, so as to recruit 
them to march with you towards your 
enemy, keeping them as an auxiliary 
force for you. 

لِلَّ  ْْْ وَدءَْ ْْا َُ َِْ،أَُْ لِله َْْ قْ ُّ مَّ ْْْ لِْلَدءََاْ َْْ َ،فقَْ

ّ و َِ ّْْ ْ  هّّْ َدِِ و ََِوَأََُْْ َ اَالمِِْطَْْْ نََ، َْْ َ  ْْا

َ ِ ْْْ َْْ ْ ِ هَّْ َأَُ َ ََ،غ َْْ مَّأَْ َأَقطْ ْْْ لِْلَكَأَغ َْْ وَق

نْ ّ َْ ِْْ َُْ   َُ  ِ ْ
ِْْ نَشْ َْْ َِلْ َ َ َْْ ِ ِ َالن طْفْ َْْ ْ ،َ

ََ َْْ وفََِ دِْْ َْْ نِ نََأَهنْْ َ طه ّْْ هّْ ََ،ُْ َْْ فَ َّهِْضْ

هّ َْ لِّلوه َْْ نَ  َْْ َِل َ ْ ّْْ ءَ  نََْ،َُ ِْْ َُ ْ ّْْ وَأَدْءَِهَ

َلَ ّ  ُِ لَِلاِ َالقّْ ا ُْ َ.أَ

2 
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the way to Syria, while he was at a place known as al-Nukhaylah, on the outskirts 

of Kūfah, in the year 37 AH (M). The sermon is comprised of two sections. In the 

first section the Imām praises Allāh, which was the common practice in most 

sermons. And in the second section, he informed his troops about the battle plan, 

the path they would have to follow, and how they should join up with those who 

had preceded them. He then went towards some of the tribes that lived around 

the Tigris river, seeking to mobilize them and get them to join his army. It seems 

as though the Imām wanted to inform his troops, who were not many in number, 

that they were not alone, and that there were many more who would be mobilized 

to join them (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Amīr al-Muʾminīn starts by praising and glorifying Allāh beautifully. He 

says that all praise is due to Allāh at every moment, even when night falls and 

darkness spreads. And just as the cycle of day and night is ever-continuous, as long 

as this world remains, so too should our praise for Allāh be continuous (N). The 

terms ‘lāḥa’ and ‘khafaqa’ refer to the appearance and disappearance of the stars, 

respectively (MB). The former term also connotes shining or gleaming, and the 

disappearance of a star in the sky is due to its setting (N). Mentioning nightfall and 

the rising and setting of stars is a reminder of the omnipotence of Allāh, as well as 

the great blessing He has granted to us in the form of night time for rest, and stars 

for things like navigation and keeping time (MB). It is interesting to note that while 

some commentators try to look for a deeper meaning in these opening statements 

of the Imām, others simply interpret them as a means of glorifying Allāh and 

seeking blessings thereby, nothing more (Z). However, it seems more likely that 

the Imām mentioned these phenomena specifically because it was early in the 

night when he gave this sermon, and it was the most apt example to give and one 

which would be most relatable at that moment. The Imām then reminded the 

people that Allāh’s blessings are all-encompassing, and His bounty is never missed, 

meaning that His blessings never cease, nor are they restricted. Rather, we are 

blessed by Him at every moment in our lives. Furthermore, Allāh’s favours cannot 

be repaid because even the very act of expressing gratitude to Him or praising Him 

is itself another blessing from Him that necessitates gratitude and praise! So if we 
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cannot even thank Him for all His blessings, how could we ever repay Him? That 

is indeed impossible (N). 

2  In this section, Imām ʿAlī explains part of his military strategy. He says 

that he has sent his vanguard, which consisted of twelve thousand soldiers (MB), 

instructing them to follow the bank of the Euphrates on the west. This was while 

he himself planned to proceed with his troops towards the east, crossing the 

Euphrates and aiming for the city of Madāʾin, which was next to the Tigris river, in 

order to mobilize more troops (N). Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī says, “The term ‘al-milṭāṭ’ in 

this sermon refers to the direction that they were to follow, namely the banks of 

the Euphrates. It is a term that is also used to refer to the shore of an ocean, and 

its original meaning is level ground. The word ‘al-nuṭfah’ here refers to the water 

of the Euphrates, and this is a very odd and peculiar turn of phrase.” The small 

group (‘shirdhimah’), being referred to by the Imām, that resides on the banks of 

the Tigris, were the inhabitants of Madāʾin (Z). After arriving at Madāʾin, the 

Imām spoke to its inhabitants and admonished them, and before departing, he 

appointed ʿAdī ibn Ḥātim as his representative. ʿAdī proceeded to mobilize eight 

hundred soldiers and marched out to join the Imām. He left his son Zayd behind, 

instructing him to bring anyone else who was ready to join the army, so Zayd later 

marched out with four hundred more (M). It is reported that as these reinforcements 

were proceeding towards the main army which had been sent ahead, word 

reached them that Muʿāwiyah was marching with a large army in their direction. 

Hence, they decided to cross the Euphrates and advance eastwards to join the 

Imām, lest they get surrounded by the enemy.  

When news of this reached Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa), he was pleased with their 

decision and once all the troops had joined together, they all marched against 

the enemy as one (N). It is noteworthy that aside from being a guide and a ruler, 

the Imām was, like the Noble Messenger (ṣ), an excellent military strategist. He 

understood the value of motivation, and by mentioning the vanguard and the 

subsequent auxiliary forces who would join the troops, he heightened the soldiers’ 

morale. He also planned the exact route to take and where the troops should 

encamp. All this planning shows that Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) was a great tactician 

as well. 
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49 

RECOUNTING DIVINE ATTRIBUTES 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

In this sermon, the Imām mentions some of the attributes of Allāh, and it is 

hence considered one of the ‘sermons on monotheism’ that are found in Nahj al-

Balāghah. The descriptions found in these sermons are profound and refer to both 

1 All praise is for Allāh, Who is more 
concealed than all hidden matters, yet 
is evinced by manifest signs. He is 
invisible to the keen eye, yet neither 
can the eye that does not see Him deny 
Him, nor can the heart that is sure of 
Him perceive Him. He supersedes all in 
sublimity, so nothing is more sublime. 
He is closer than all in nearness, so 
nothing is nearer than Him. Yet His 
loftiness does not distance Him from 
any of His creation, nor does His 
nearness bring them on an equal level 
with Him.  

وِ َ  ْْا نََاَفِ ْْ َْْ ِ ََدطَْْ ْْا َالْْ ِ لِّلَهِ ا ْْْ الحَْمْْ

ّ كَِ ّْْ َُ ْْ ّْْ كََِ،ا ه ئَّ َالو  ْْْ ِ َأَ  ْْْ مََْ َِ  ْْا َ،وََ ل

َِ  ِْْ َْْ نَِْالْ صَ نَ  َْْ ِ ََ َ َْْ ُْ نَ ََْ؛وَا  َْْ ئََ  َْْ نَّف

َّ  ّ ِْْ َ ّ َ نّْ  َْْ ْ َغ َْْ نَْل َْْ نََْ،ُ َْْ َُ ّ ْْْ َقَِ َْ وَ

َّ  ّ ّ َغّ صِْْْ ئَََ.أَ ْ َ َْْ َفَْْ َْالءِّّْْْ ه
َفِْْ َِ َ ََْْ

َْْ َْْ ْْْ َّش نَُِن َْْ َْ،َ َأَْ ِ ِْْ َف َِ  ّ َْْ ََوَق َّ ه ْْلِل  ال

َْْ ئََشَْْ َْْ ْْْ َّف َُِن ِّ  َ ْْْ ئََاَْْْ ءِْئَّ ّ ََ،َ َأَق َْْ ف

َْْ نَْشَْْ نَْاَِقِْْْ َِدوََ لَِلّ َ َْْ َُِْْ   ،َََ ّ ّْْ َقّْ د َْ وَ

ووَاّ ْ َفَِْالمَْ وَِ َدِ َِ ََ.ََ

1َ

2 He did not inform the minds about the 
limits of His attributes, yet He never 
prevented them from attaining essential 
cognizance of Him. He it is for Whom 
all signs in existence testify, until He is 
acknowledged by the heart of the 
denier. Exalted is Allāh far above the 
claims of those who liken others to Him 
and those who deny His existence. 

فَ ِ َِ  نَ حَْلِِلغْْلِِلََِْْ َ،لَْ َغطِِِّْ َالءّْقّْْ لَََ َِْْ

ءِْ فَ ِْْ َِ َُ َ ِ نَْوَادِْْ وَ َْْ ْ َغحَْجّ هَْْْ َْْ َ،وَل

ئَّ َالّْ دّْْ  َِ ّ َأَ ْْْ َْْ هَلِّلَل ِ ََ شَْْْ َ َالْْا َ،فهَّْْ

ِ َِ ََالجّْحّْْْْ  َِ َ اكَِقَِْْْْْ َِقْْْْْ نَ َِْْْْ َ،َ

َ ِ ِْْ َْْ ههّ َ َد ّ َالمّْش ّْْ وَغقَّ ل ْْا ََّ م ولنََاه ا َْْ  ءَ

هَ ِ  ااَ ااَ َ.وَالجَْوِ لِّلوَ َلَّ َّ ِّ  

2َ
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the attributes of majesty (jalāl) as well as those of beauty (jamāl). At the same time, 

there is a negation of certain false claims made by those who do not understand 

Allāh, or those who deny His existence (N). Though we do now know exactly when 

the Imām gave this sermon, the universal nature of its message precludes the 

necessity of bearing its specific context in mind. At the same time, it should be 

noted that some of the statements in this sermon have been narrated with variant 

wordings. These variances are not always small, such as to be dismissed as mere 

scribal errors. For instance, the words ‘eye’ and ‘heart’ have been transposed in 

one variant, thereby giving a different meaning to the statement. Such variation 

makes the task of understanding and interpreting these lofty words difficult (S). 

The beauty of this sermon is in the way Allāh is described by the Imām. Indeed, 

whoever wishes to know the greatness and majesty of Allāh, and gain an 

understanding of His attributes, should turn to the lofty teachings of the Ahl al-

Bayt (ʿa) and their narrations on this subject, as they are the bearers of the 

treasures of knowledge of the Book and the Sunnah (Z). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The phrase ‘al-ladhī baṭana khafiyyāt al-umūr’ has been translated Who is 

more concealed than all hidden matters, since He is hidden with respect to them, 

such that even secret matters seem apparent in comparison to His hiddenness (T). 

However, other commentators have offered different interpretations, based on 

their understanding of the verb ‘baṭana’. Some say it means to conceal, in which 

case the phrase would mean: Who conceals the secret matters (I). Others say that it 

means to know what is hidden, in which case the phrase means that Allāh knows 

things from their innermost natures and realities, deeply and completely (Z). The 

reason for these differences in interpretation goes back to the term ‘baṭana’ which 

may be used as both a transitive or intransitive verb. In the former case, it means 

being aware of something hidden (baṭantu al-amr), and in the latter, it means 

being hidden or concealed (N). Even though all the proposed interpretations are 

true, what is intended by this phrase here seems to be that He is most hidden, 

because the following phrase states that He is nevertheless evinced by manifest 

signs. Indeed, all that we see around us in creation are the clear signs of a wise and 

compassionate Creator (M). Though the eyes cannot see Him, yet neither can the 



Sermon: 49          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 263 

eye that does not see Him deny Him, nor can the heart that is sure of Him perceive 

Him.  

This means that any rational and objective individual who ponders over the 

creation can never deny Allāh’s existence. At the same time, those who know with 

certainty that He exists can never attain complete and encompassing knowledge 

of Him (N). Some commentators note that in another narration, these two phrases 

have been transposed: yet neither can the heart of one who does not see Him deny 

Him, nor can the eye of one who is sure of Him perceive Him (I). This latter narration 

seems to be more correct given the context (T). In the qualities of sublimity 

(‘ʿuluw’) and nearness (‘qurb’), He supersedes all, so nothing is more sublime and 

nothing is nearer than Him. However, one should not think that there is a 

contradiction here, since His loftiness does not distance Him from any of His 

creation, nor does His nearness bring them on an equal level with Him. While at first 

glance one may think that there is an evident incongruity between being the most 

high, and hence the furthest, and being the nearest. Yes, if we think in terms of the 

creation, who are limited by matter and restricted by space and time, then there 

would be an obvious contradiction between these two qualities. However, we are 

talking about Allāh, Who is neither bound by time nor space. Thus He is the 

nearest while also being the furthest; He is hidden while also being evident. This 

is something we find difficult to understand because we are immersed in the realm 

of contingent beings and know of attributes only by what we perceive in this 

realm. However, through reflection and contemplation, one can attain some 

understanding of these profound realities (N). 

2  Human beings have not been given knowledge of the limits of Allāh’s 

attributes, yet He never prevented them from attaining essential cognizance of Him. 

Indeed, it is not possible for the limited human mind to grasp His perfect attributes, 

which are the same as His essence (ʿayni dhātih) and are boundless and unlimited. 

Nevertheless, not only has Allāh not veiled or prevented human beings from 

attaining a basic recognition of Him, He has actually granted each soul a share of 

this, so as to be able to have cognizance of Him in accordance with its ability. Had 

that not been the case, it would have been impossible for them to bear the 

obligations placed upon them in terms of beliefs and actions (MB). All signs in 

existence testify to His presence, until He is acknowledged by the heart of the denier. 

Even if some people deny Him by their tongues, they know in their hearts that He 

exists. They may even consider themselves atheists, yet in the depths of their 
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hearts there is an acknowledgment of a Higher Power, and a Creator. That is 

because everything in creation testifies to His existence (N).  

The last sentence of this sermon is based on the verse: Glory be to Him, and 

exalted is He far above what they say! (Q17:43). Two groups are specified here by the 

Imām: those who liken others to Allāh (‘al-mushabbihūn’) and those who deny His 

existence (‘al-jāḥidūn’). Those who liken others to Him refers to the polytheists who 

ascribe partners to Allāh and say, for example, He is the third of a trinity (Q5:73). 

The term ‘al-mushabbihūn’ here is not a reference to the anthropomorphists 

(mushabbihah) who liken Allāh to the creation; rather, it refers to those who liken 

the creation to the Creator (MB). In reality, both these groups deny Allāh since 

those who liken others to Him have imagined something as divine, and believe in 

it wholeheartedly, rejecting anything that does not match with their imagination. 

And since what they have imagined is not Allāh, they have essentially denied 

Allāh. As for the second group, they openly deny Allāh (M). Exalted is Allāh far 

above the claims of both these groups. 
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50 

ON THE DESTRUCTION OF THE WORLD 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This sermon is said to have been delivered by Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) in the year 37 or 

38 AH in Kūfah, after some of his followers, who would later become the Khawārij, 

had raised objections to the arbitration that took place after the Battle of Ṣiffīn (S). 

It has also been suggested that this oration was from the period just after the 

dissension of the Khawārij was dealt with, but the Imām wanted to clarify what 

had caused that fitnah in the first place (T). Alternatively, some have stated that it 

was spoken by him six days after he took over the caliphate. In this sermon, the 

Imām talks about one of the most dangerous causes of corruption in human 

1 Verily the root of all [this] strife only 
lies in vain desires that are acted upon 
and laws that are innovated. By this, 
the Book of Allāh is contravened and 
some people support others thereby, 
despite it being against the religion of 
Allāh. For if falsehood had been clear 
and unmixed with truth, it would not 
be hidden from the seekers. And if 
truth had been pure of all traces of 
falsehood, the obdurate rejecters 
would have been silenced. However, 
something is taken from here and 
something from there, and the two 
are mixed. At that moment, Satan 
overpowers his friends, and only those 
for whom goodness has been sent 
forth from Allāh are saved. 

 َّ َْْ َ ّ ا  َ ا   ْْْ  نََِأَ 
ِْْ ّْْ اَِالفْ لِْلّ َوّق َْْ وَد َْْ َ،ََِام

لَِلاَّ َْْ ْ ّ َ و   ََ،وَأَْ  َْْ ِّ و وَهِ َْْ ولَّ َفِ هَْْ غلََّْْ

َِ ََ،اه ا اْ و َْْ ول َكِدْ َْْ وَكِدْ َْْ َ لانََ َِ هْْ َْْ َ،وَغَ ْ

َِ ِ َِ غْْنَِاه ا نََْ ْْْ لََفَََ.َ َِْْ َالْ وَطِْْ ْ َأَ ا َِْْ

َ َ ْْْ ْ َغلََ َْْ َل هِ َْْ َ الَِالحْ ِْْ نَُْ ِْْ َُ َِ َْْ اَِ

وِ غنََ نَالمّْْ  َْْْْ َِْْْْ َ،ََ اِ َالحَْْْْْ ْ َأَ ا وَلَْْْْ

مَْ لَِاَقْطََءَْْ َالْ وَطِْْ ِِ ْ نَْلَْْ 
َُِْْ َِ اََِْْ

لِِلغنََ ِْْ نَّالمّْءَوَ ّْْ ّ َأَلأْ ْْْ ّ ََ؛َ ن اَْْ َْ ّ نَْغ
ِْْ وَلَ 

غفْ َ َ اَضِْْ َْْ نَْ  ِْْ غفْ ََ،ُ َ اَضِْْ َْْ نَْ  ِْْ َ،وَُ

و َِ َْْ ْْا طَْوّ ََ.فَ مَّْ د ْْْ َْ لَِْالش َ َغأَ
ِْْ فهَّنوَل

َِ ِْْ نَأَوْلِ وَن َْْ َْْ قَمَََْ،َ ِ ِ غنَََ ْْا ّْْ َال وَغنَجْ

َالحّْأْنن ِ َ.لهَّْ َُِنََاه ا

1َ
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societies, and specifically the factor that led to deviation from the truth in the 

Muslim ummah after the demise of the Noble Messenger (ṣ). He explains how 

Satan and his followers beguile the lay masses by mixing truth with falsehood in 

order to achieve their nefarious objectives (N). This oration, or parts thereof, have 

been narrated by scholars before al-Sharīf al-Raḍī, and after him. For instance, al-

Kulaynī narrates it twice, with a slight variance in wording and from two different 

narrators, in his al-Kāfī (1:54, 8:58). In the second narration, it is reported that after 

giving the sermon, Amīr al-Muʾminīn turned to face his family and close followers 

and told them that if he were to compel the people to abandon the innovations 

of the earlier caliphs and return to the way it was during the time of the Noble 

Prophet, his entire army would surely disperse. He would then be left alone, or 

would remain only with a few followers who know his status and are aware that 

it is obligatory to obey him. He subsequently proceeded to give examples of this, 

saying, for instance, that if he were to return the Maqām of Ibrāhīm to where it 

was during the time of the Messenger of Allāh, or give back Fadak to its rightful 

owners – the heirs of Fāṭimah (ʿa), etc., the people would surely object and stop 

following him (T). In short, this sermon is a rebuke of those who follow whims and 

misguided innovations in opposition to the Book of Allāh, thereby going astray 

from the right path and causing corruption in the land (MB). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Based on the context, we understand that the meaning of the term ‘fitan’ 

(sing. fitnah) here is strife, disagreement, or differing positions and opinions. Use 

of the restrictive term ‘innamā’ points to the fact that the Imām was specifically 

speaking about the differences that came about among the Companions, after the 

passing away of the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ), in matters of religion and religious 

laws (Z). The two primary causes of that strife were indulgence in vain desires, 

and innovation of concocted injunctions. This led to the formation of deviant 

ideologies and aberrant beliefs, which in turn resulted in discord (I). Furthermore, 

the Book of Allāh is contravened since the innovated rulings that were instituted 

are found neither in the Qurʾān nor in the Sunnah, and are hence against what is 

taught in these primary sources of guidance (MB). The phrase some people support 

others thereby translates ‘yatawallā ʿalayhā rijālun rijālan’ which may simply mean 

that one group follows another in practicing the innovations that a misguided lot 
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fabricated before them (R). Or it could be that they blindly follow them in order 

to support them, doing so out of ignorance or for some worldly motive (N). 

Alternatively, it may mean that a group of people who follow their vain desires and 

incline towards false ideas take another group that also does the same as their 

friends and support them (MB). They do this despite it being contrary to the 

religion of Allāh.  

At times, the truth is clear and evident, such as the proposition that every 

individual has a right to protect his freedom and dignity. Similarly, there are 

instances where falsehood is manifest and obvious, such as the idea that every 

individual has the right to do as he wishes, even if it is against the interests of 

society. However, this is not always the case, for we find that many times the truth 

is mixed with elements of falsehood, or vice versa, and that leads to confusion 

among some people who are unable to recognize and distinguish between truth 

and falsehood (Z). It is regarding these latter cases that the Imām says: if falsehood 

had been clear and unmixed with truth, it would not be hidden from the seekers. And 

if truth had been pure of all traces of falsehood, the obdurate rejecters would have 

been silenced. Manifest truth would be easy to find for those who seek it, and 

evident falsehood would be indefensible for those who stubbornly cling to it. 

Therefore, those who follow their vain desires cannot benefit from either of these: 

the manifest truth goes against their schemes and agenda, while evident falsehood 

can convince no one and would be of no use to them, since people would not 

accept it. That is why they mix falsehood with truth – and this is something we see 

from all the evil politicians in the world (N).  

The term ‘ḍigth’ literally refers to a handful of something, usually some grains 

like wheat or oats. Here it is used as a metaphor and aims to convey how false ideas 

are mixed with some truth in order to achieve nefarious objectives (M). It is then 

that Satan overpowers his friends, namely those who are ignorant, obdurate in their 

indulgence of their whims, incapable of seeing beyond what is apparent, blind 

followers of their forebears, and fanatical in their adherence to rituals that are 

familiar. These are the people who are overpowered by Satan and misguided by 

him (I). The phrase those for whom goodness has been sent forth from Allāh is taken 

from Q21:101, and refers to the sincere seekers of truth who do not follow others 

blindly or fanatically (T). It is they who are saved from being beguiled by Satan and 

his followers. 
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51 

WHEN MU  ʿĀWIYAH’S ARMY TOOK CONTROL OF THE WATER 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn gave this sermon when the army of Muʿāwiyah overpowered 

his forces and took control of access to the Euphrates at Ṣiffīn, subsequently 

withholding water from them. It is reported that one of the commanders of 

Muʿāwiyah’s army, Abū al-Aʿwar al-Sulamī, was involved in a brief altercation with 

Mālik al-Ashtar after which he retreated and set up camp on the access path to the 

Euphrates and took control of it, preventing the soldiers of the Imām’s army from 

taking water from the river when they arrived at Ṣiffīn. When news of this reached 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn, he sent Ṣaʿṣaʿah ibn Ṣūḥān to Muʿāwiyah with a message stating, 

“We have traversed this distance in order to meet you, and we are not inclined 

to commence hostilities before having completed our argument in seeking a 

resolution to the matter. However, you have sent forth your army and by blocking 

access to the river, you have announced the start of the war. Open the access to 

the river and let the water be freely taken so that we may look into our matter. 

Otherwise, we may have to overlook our main objective and let the troops fight 

1 They  seek from you the rations of 
battle, so either remain in disgrace 
having forfeited your honour, or drench 
your swords with blood and quench 
your thirst with water; for true death 
is in a life of subjugation, while real life 
is in dying as heroes. 

ولََ  لِِلَاَْْْ طَْءَمّ هّّ َالقِْ َْْ نََ،قَْْ واََ َِْْ   
َ قِ َْْ ف

ْْا َ  َ لْْْ ْْا َ َ،َُ حَِْْْ َُ َْْ اِْ ِ َ واََ،وَ ْْْ أَوَْكَو 

و َِ نََالمَْْْ
ْ وَوْاَُِْْ وِ َ َْْ َُ نََالْْلِله

َ،الأ  ّ فََُِْْ

ّْْ كِغنََ قهْْ َُ و ِ ّْ َ َْْ ْ  ََْ
ِْْ ولمَْْ ّ َفْ َْْ ،َفْ

ْ  ِ ّْ َقوَ ِِ غنََ َُ َُّفَِْ َََ.وَالحَْ وَ

1َ

2 Beware, Muʿāwiyah is leading a small 
group of foolish insurgents and has 
kept them in the dark regarding the 
facts, such that they have made their 
necks the targets of death. 

 َ ُِ َ ا ّْْ نََالغْ ِْْ َُ َْْ ا وَ َلمّ َْْ َ َق َْْ ءَووِغ ُّ َ َِ ا َوَ َْ أَ

ََ َْْ َْْ هِّْ َاللََْ  ِ ََ َِ ْْا ّْْ اََ،وََ م نَدَءَِ ْْا   َ

َ.َحّّ كَّ ْ َأََْْ اَ َالمَْنِ ا 

2َ
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each other for water!” Ṣaʿṣaʿah took this message to Muʿāwiyah, and after referring 

to his advisors, he decided to continue the blockade. Upon learning of this, the 

Imām gave this moving sermon, and his oration stirred up the troops to such an 

extent that in a single counteroffensive, they were able to retake the access to the 

river (N). Commentators state that this was one of the most eloquent and 

motivating speeches of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (MB). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The phrase ‘qad istaṭ.ʿamūkum al-qitāl’, rendered as they seek from you the 

rations of battle, is allegorical and means that the enemy has sought battle. Just as 

one would seek food from someone by indicating his hunger, they sought to fight 

by blocking access to water (N). Using the allegory of asking for food to represent 

their withholding of water is quite profound and subtle (T). Since the enemy had 

taken such an aggressive stance by obstructing them from the river, they had in 

actual fact struck the first blow and commenced the battle. Hence, this phrase is 

interpreted by some to mean that they have started the battle, so it is time to 

respond and fight back (R). Having said this, the Imām presented two possible 

options to his troops: either remain in disgrace having forfeited your honour, or 

drench your swords with blood and quench your thirst with water. The first option 

was not to fight back, and the outcome thereof would be disgrace and dishonour. 

But the second option was to fight with all their might, drenching their swords 

with the blood of their enemies to retake access to the river and quench their 

thirst. Amīr al-Muʾminīn knew that his soldiers were ready to fight, but he 

mentioned these two options as a means of inciting their passion and fervour, and 

motivating them to fight with all their strength (M). This is another example of 

how the Imām was an excellent military commander who knew how to take the 

pulse of his troops and how to inspire them. In the same spirit, he said to them, 

true death is in a life of subjugation while real life is in dying as heroes. By this, he 

was reminding them that life with humiliation is death in reality, whereas death 

with honour is true life. That is because to a rational person, living in a state of 

subjugation with disgrace and dishonour is far more difficult to bear than physical 

death. In fact, it is worse than many successive deaths to one who possesses 

wisdom. At the same time, death with dignity and honour results in leaving a 

lasting legacy and being remembered fondly in this world, as well as attaining 
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great reward in the Hereafter. Hence, in reality it is a lasting life (MB). Indeed, a 

similar statement was made by Imām al-Ḥusayn (ʿa) when he refused to pledge 

allegiance to the tyrant Yazīd ibn Muʿāwiyah, preferring death with honour over 

subjugation and humiliation. 

2  The word ‘lumatan’ refers to a group of men. Some have said that it means 

a small group of between three and ten men, and here it has been used to connote 

their insignificance and weakness (R). Foolish insurgents translates ‘al-ghuwāt’, 

which literally means those who have erred or strayed from the truth. These were 

individuals who lacked insight and wisdom, and were hence easily manipulated. 

Muʿāwiyah had hidden the facts from them and kept them in the dark (‘ʿammasa 

ʿalayhim’) by withholding important information (N). The term al-ʿams means 

pretending to be ignorant about certain realities while being aware of them, and 

amrun ʿamūs refers to something dark and obscure, such that one does not know 

how to approach it (T). Indeed, Muʿāwiyah pretended not to know that the Imām 

was on the right, while he was fully aware of it. By mentioning this, the Imām was 

exposing the crooked foundations of Muʿāwiyah’s rule, which was based on lies, 

deception, and guile. At the same time, he was describing the nature of the Syrians 

who, in their credulity, fell for his ploys and propaganda, allowing themselves to 

be manipulated and even brainwashed, to the extent that they were ready to 

sacrifice their lives for his false cause and made their necks the targets of death (N). 

The Syrians were prepared to put their lives on the line because they thought that 

they were avenging ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān who was, in their minds, killed unjustly by 

the Imām and his companions (MB). In the end, they threw themselves into the 

arms of death for the sake of Muʿāwiyah and his lies and fabrications (Z). Indeed 

there is a lesson to be learned from this, for us and for all subsequent generations. 
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52 

ON ABSTEMIOUSNESS AND RENUNCIATION OF WORLDLY PLEASURES 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This sermon is about asceticism and abstemiousness (zuhd) in this world, and 

the reward attained by those who detach themselves from worldly pleasures and 

ambitions. In it, the Imām also speaks of the blessings of Allāh to His creation. 

What has been mentioned here by al-Sharīf al-Raḍī is only an excerpt of a longer 

sermon that the Imām gave on the Day of Sacrifice (yawm al-naḥr), which al-Ṣadūq 

 BEING ABSTEMIOUS IN THIS WORLD   الدنيا  
ه
هيد ف ه َ البر

1 Beware, for indeed the world has severed 
its cord and announced its end. Its 
virtues  have become unrecognizable, 
and it has turned back, retreating swiftly. 
Thus, it is driving its inhabitants to 
annihilation and steering its neighbours 
towards death.  That which was sweet 
in it has turned sour, and what was 
clear has become turbid. Now naught 
remains of it save the few drops of water 
at the bottom of an emptied water-bag, 
or a draught in the measure of a water-
pebble.  If a thirsty person sipped it, he 
would not be quenched. So resolve, O 
servants of Allāh, upon departure from 
this abode, for whose dwellers perishing 
is ordained. Never let its hope overwhelm 
you, and never assume your stay in it 
to be lengthy. 

مَْ  َُ َْْ ا لِْلَ صَ َْْ َْ وََق ْْلِل  َال َِ ا َوَ َْ مََْ،أَ َْْ وَآَ َ
و َ  َْْ وَ،دوَِقْضِ َْْ ءّْ وفهّ َُ َ َ ْْا َ ْ ََ،وَ نََ  َْْ وَأَْ د

ا ََ َْْ ا ّْْ اوَهََوَ،  وِ ََ َْْ ّ َدوِلفْنَ
ِْْ َ حَْف َْ ِْْ َ،فهَ

و َْْ ولمَْْ ِ َدِ َ اَهَ ِْْ لِّلوَد ْْْ ََ،وَ حَ َْْ ا لِْلَأَُ َْْ وَق

ْْْ ااَ وَ َّ ِ وَهَْْ َْْ وَُ َْْ  ه
وََ،فِ َْْ وَُ َْْ نهْ

لِِلكََُِ وَهَْْ

َ فْ ااَهَْْ ََ،وَ َََْْ مََِ   َََْْ اْ َِ وَ َْْ نهْ
َُِ َِ ْْْ ْ َغَ  َْْ فَِ

َُِ مََِِ َاخَِْ اوَ َْْ ِ ََ،هأَْ َْْ َْْ  َهجَّْ  ْ أَوَْدّْ  ْ

َِ َْْ ْ ََ،المَْقِْْ َْْ لِْلغوَّ َلْ ْْا وَالصْ َْْ غَ ْ ْ َ مََ ا َْْ لْ

َْ َْْ نََْ.غنَقْ َْْ ْْلََ    ِ َال ا
ِ وَ َاه ا َْْ  

َ غُِْءّ اَ ِ َْْ ف

وَ َْْ نَأَْ ِهِْ َْْ لِّلوكََِ ِْ ْْْ اكَِالمَْقْ ْْلِلا ِ ِ َالْ َْْ ْ 

ْْ اَ لََّ،وَالَّالْ َْْ َُْ ْْ وَا َْْ  هْ
نا ّْ َفِ َْْ َغغَِِْ ْ َْ َ،وَ

لِلَّ َُ َ ْْ  هَوَا
ََ َِ ْ ّْ َفِ َغطَّ لنَا َْ َ.وَ

1َ
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has narrated in Man Lā Yaḥḍuruhū al-Faqīh (1:518-521). Other scholars like al-

Mufīd and al-Ṭūsī have also narrated this sermon in their works, with slight 

variances in wording. This oration is one of the many found in Nahj al-Balāghah 

that highlight the importance of being indifferent to the gains and pleasures of this 

world, since it is only a temporary abode. Even on the joyous occasion of ʿEid al-

Adḥā where, like on other days of celebration, people are thinking about worldly 

matters, the Imām seeks to remind them not to attach themselves to this world 

(N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  By saying the world has severed its cord and has announced its end, Imām ʿAlī 

is reminding the people that this world is a transient abode which will soon come 

to cease. Similar statements about the imminent end of this fleeting world can be 

seen in sermon no.s 28 and 42. Indeed, any state one finds himself in gradually 

finishes and changes (MB). The statement could either be an allusion to the entire 

world, which is soon coming to an end and that is why our era has been termed 

‘the final age’ (ākhir al-zamān), or it may be a reference to the short lifespan of 

each individual human in every age. Given the contents of the rest of the sermon, 

it seems the second meaning is more likely what was intended. The length of a 

person’s life in this world is so short that it is as if from the moment he is born, he 

is told, “Get ready to depart!” (N). The phrase ‘tanakkara maʿrūfuhā’ is rendered its 

virtue has become unrecognizable and is a reference to the prevalent ignorance 

regarding true virtue (I). Alternatively, it means alteration and change of that 

which is good and wholesome, such as in the case where someone enjoys health 

and prosperity which give him ease and comfort, and with which he becomes 

familiar and accustomed, yet after some time, these joys come to an end and are 

replaced with difficulties and hardships. Thus, that which was good and familiar 

gets changed to something unfamiliar and uncomfortable (M). Put differently, its 

beauty wanes and turns into ugliness, like the beauty of youth that soon turns into 

the ugliness of senility in old age. This is depicted as the swift retreat of the world, 

and its driving its inhabitants to annihilation and steering its neighbours towards 

death. Perhaps the mention of neighbours (‘jīrān’) after inhabitants (‘sukkān’) is an 

allusion to the fact that this world is not the final abode of the human being (N).  
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The souring of what is sweet and the sullying of what is clear and clean in this 

world is a witnessed reality of this life, since matters from which one derives 

pleasure and enjoyment, and which human beings find sweet and agreeable, can 

change at any moment into something bitter and turbid (MB). The sweetness and 

clarity that turn sour and murky could refer to the days of one’s childhood and 

youth, when one was active and happy, or the joyous moments in one’s life which 

later ended and disappeared, only to give way to pain and hardship (Z). The term 

‘samalah’ refers to a small quantity of water remaining at the bottom of a vessel, 

and ‘al-maqlah’ refers to the water-pebble[s] placed inside a vessel as a means of 

measuring the exact amount each person is allowed to drink during times when 

water is scarce and needs to be rationed (T). The pebble[s] would be placed in the 

vessel first and then water would be poured into it until it was full, and that was 

the share of water each individual would get to drink. Both these terms convey the 

meaning of insignificance and meagreness, as they represent water which is so 

little that it would be insufficient to quench a thirsty person (N). Having learned 

of the reality of this world and its lowliness, it is essential to make a determined 

resolution to prepare for departure from it by severing all worldly attachments 

from one’s heart and turning towards Allāh, yearning for His good pleasure (MB). 

Furthermore, one must never let its hope overwhelm him, because worldly hopes 

and aspirations cloud a person’s judgment and make him forget the Hereafter; and 

one should never assume his stay in it to be lengthy because life is short and death 

is near (Z). 

2  Having spoken about the importance of being abstemious and indifferent 

to the world and its pleasures, the Imām further encourages his audience to adopt 

a life of zuhd by mentioning the value of the reward attained through it, and the 

severity of the punishment in the Hereafter. The overall message of this section is 

that whatever action we undertake to attain nearness to Allāh and gain His 

forgiveness is nothing compared to the greatness of His reward that awaits us. ‘Al-

wullah al-ʿijāl’ refers to distraught she-camels that have lost their senses due to 

intense grief caused by losing their young ones (R), and ‘hadīl al-ḥamām’ is the 

cooing of pigeons with sorrow or fear (MB). The term ‘juʾār’ refers to a cry that is 

mixed with entreaty and seeking assistance. This is the description of the cry of 

those monks who have detached themselves completely from the world, living in 

their secluded monasteries, as they supplicate to their Lord, alone or in unison (N). 
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These three examples of wailing and crying out have been given by the Imām 

since they were commonly known to the people of that time, and the audience 

was able to relate to the intensity of the weeping and beseeching that was meant 

by him (M).  

 THE REWARD FOR ABSTEMIOUSNESS    ثواب الزهاد َ

2 By Allāh, if you were to cry like the 
she-camels that have lost their calves, 
or call out like the [sorrowful] cooing 
of pigeons, or raise your voice like 
reclusive monks and turn to Allāh, 
leaving your wealth and children, [all] 
as a means of securing His nearness 
and raising your standing with Him, or 
to attain forgiveness for the sins that 
have been registered in His books and 
recorded by His angels, it would [still] 
be less than what I hope for you of His 
reward and what I fear for you of His 
retribution. 

ولَِ  ِ َالءْجَِْْ ْْْ ّْ ََ نِْْ نََالّْ لاْْ ْ ََ ننَ َلَْْ ِ َ اه ا َ،فَْْ

و َِ لِِلغلَِالحَْمَْْْ ْ  ّْ َدهَِْْْ َ كْ ّْ ََ،وََ  َْْْ وَدَْْْ

و َِ َْْ  ْ َْال  
ِْْ ُّ َ َ هِ اكََ ََ نََ،دّْْ َِلَْْ َ دْ ّْ َ وَاَْْ

َِ َْ وَْ ْْ َ الَِوَا ْْْ َُْ ْْ نََا
ِْْ َُْ ِ وَ ََ،اه ا َْْ الْ مِْ

لَِل َّ ْْْ َ ِن واََِ كَدَْْ   َْاكْ فَِْْ ِ َفِْْ ْْْ َِلَ  َ ِ َْْ َ،القّْْ د

َ ا  َأَْ صَْْْ هَْوَهّ ّ ّْْْ َََّأَوَْْفّْْْْ
َ،ََْْْ هئَ  

َّ ِّ وَكَّّْْ وََ،وََ فِوَ هَْْْ  مَْْْ
َفِ وَ َقَِِْْ ئا لَ َْْْ

َِ ِْْ نَْ ََ ادْ ِْْ َُْ ْ ّْْ ّْْ َلَ ْ وفَّوَََ،أَكْدْ َْْ أَاْ

ََ َِ ْ ّْ َُِنَْ ِقوَدِِ .

2َ

 BOUNTIES OF ALLĀH  نعم الله َ

3 By Allāh, even if your hearts melt away 
and your eyes shed tears of blood out 
of hope in Him or fear of Him, and then 
you are made to live in this world as 
long as the world lasts; even if you 
spare no effort, your actions would 
still be insufficient to repay [the 
Almighty for] His great bounties upon 
you and His guidance that brought you 
towards faith. 

مَْقِّّْْْ دّ ّّ َاَمِْ وَ ْْْواَ  ِ َاَمَْو َْْ َلَْْْ ِ وه ا َ،وَ َْْ

ِ َأَوَْ ْْْ َِلَ  َ
  َْْ نَْكَْْ 

ِْْ َُ ّْ َّ ّْْ ولمََّْ   َْْ وََ

ّ ََ ُْْواَ ْْْ َُِن َْ وَََ،كَْ  َْْ   َْالْْلِل  ْ  ّْ َفِْْ َّ مْْه ّْْ ا  

 َ َْْ  
َْ وََدوَقِ ْْلِل  وَال َْْ ولّ ّْ ََ،ُ َْْ َ ْ َأَْ م َْْ وَد َْْ ُ

نْ ّ َْ نََْ-َ َْْْ ُِْْْ ْ َ ّ قّْْْْ اَشَْْْ ئْواَ ْ َلَْْْ وَلَْْْ

لِِلهّ َْ ْْْ و َََ-َدّهْ َْْ َْْ ْ ّّ َالءِْوْ ِْ ََ ّ َْْ َ،أََءّْمْ

غِمَو وَّ لِلََ ِْ ِ َِغاوهّْ َل َ.اّ َ

3َ
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The Imām (ʿa) then says that even if one were to leave his homeland, abandoning 

his wealth and children, only to seek nearness to Allāh and attain His pleasure and 

an elevated station in His sight, or to gain His pardon, that would still be 

insignificant in comparison to the reward that is hoped for from Him (MB). Yet 

Allāh has only expected very little from us, and gives tremendous reward as 

recompense for paltry action on our part. He has not commanded us to part with 

all that we possess; rather, He has instructed us to work for this world and the 

Hereafter. There had indeed been some individuals who wanted to give up 

everything for the sake of Allāh, but the Prophet (ṣ) forbade them from doing so, 

as this is not what is expected or sought from us (Z). 

3  To further emphasize the same point, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) mentions some 

hyperboles, stating that even if one’s heart were to melt, and his eyes shed tears of 

blood out of hope and fear of Allāh, then he was given life that lasts as long as this 

world remains, still his actions, no matter how many or great they are, would not 

be sufficient to repay Allāh for His great blessings and bounties, and for His 

guidance. This section has been interpreted by some as an allusion to what later 

became the position of Baghdādī scholars who believed that divine reward was 

not mandatory for carrying out obligatory actions, because they are a form of 

gratitude for divine blessings and thus do not necessitate further reward. However, 

the Baṣran scholars disagree and say that granting reward is necessary for the All-

Wise Creator because He has made it obligatory on us to perform certain actions 

which are difficult for us, and since performing these deeds entail hardship, there 

ought to be a recompense that is duly granted to those who devoutly carry out 

 ABOUT THE DAY OF SACRIFICE  ية ضه
أ
  ذكرى يوم النحر وصفة ال

َ فه

4 For the sacrifice to be proper, its ears 
should be raised upright and its eyes 
should be sound. If the ears and the 
eyes are sound, the sacrificial animal is 
deemed sound and proper, even if its 
horn is broken or it drags its leg to the 
place of sacrifice. 

َ افَّ  ْْْ َْ شِْ حِ اِ َا ْْْ ضّْ ْْ وِ َا َْْ نَْ مَْ
ِْْ وََُْ

و َْْ وَ،أّ َّهِ َْْ ّ ََ  نْهِ َُ ئَ َْْ ِمَِمََِ،وََ َْْ إَِ اََ َْْ ف

حِ اّ َ ضّْْْْْ ْْ ِمَِمَِا ّ ّّ َوَالءَْْْْْ نَََّْْْْْ ْْ ا

مَْ ْ ِ ََ،وَ مَْْا مََْ ضْْْ وََ َالقَْْْ ْ َهوَََْْ وَلَْْ

َِلنََالمَْنأَْ  َكِدِْهََوَ َ. جَّ  

4َ
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what has been made mandatory upon them. As for His blessings, they have been 

bestowed by Him out of His grace and kindness, with no expectation of any form 

of recompense (I).  

Imām ʿAlī states that even if one were to worship Allāh to such a degree that 

his entire existence becomes absorbed in worship, and all the atoms of his body 

cry out to Him, and his soul reaches the highest pinnacle of servitude that is 

possible for any human being to arrive at – and even if he remains in this state for 

as long as this world lasts, he still would not be able to fulfil the right of gratitude 

for the blessings of Allāh. Indeed, from the traditions of the Infallibles we realize 

that the ability to worship and offer thanks is itself a blessing for which one must 

be grateful (N). If one were to ask: why did the Imām mention Allāh’s guidance 

(‘hudāh’) separately when it is also one of His blessings? We would say: that is 

because His guidance is the greatest blessing He has bestowed upon us, as it is 

through this guidance that we may reach the goal and purpose of our creation. All 

the other blessings He has granted us are means for us to attain right guidance (M). 

4  The last section has been mentioned as a separate sermon (no. 53) by some 

commentators, but in earlier commentaries it is adduced as part of this sermon 

(R, I). Indeed, even in other early sources, such as al-Ṣadūq’s Man Lā Yaḥḍuruhu 

al-Faqīh (1:520) and al-Ṭūsī’s Miṣbāḥ al-Mutahajjid (2:664), this section is deemed 

part of the current sermon. Nevertheless, most of the contemporary commentators 

have preferred to separate this section and take it as an independent sermon, as 

per the edition of Nahj al-Balāghah by Ṣubḥī Ṣāliḥ (N). As a result, we note that 

this is the first point from which a difference in the numbering of sermons in Nahj 

al-Balāghah is seen. Though the subject discussed in this section seems disjunct 

from the theme of the sermon, given that this oration was delivered on the Day of 

Sacrifice, it is perfectly conceivable that the Imām decided to mention a specific 

ruling about the type of animals that should be sacrificed. Animal sacrifices are of 

two kinds: obligatory and recommended. For the obligatory sacrifices, it is a 

condition that the animal be sound and not physically deficient. However, for the 

recommended sacrifice, like that which is carried out on the day of ʿEid al-Aḍḥā by 

individuals who have not gone for pilgrimage, the conditions are a little more 

relaxed (as mentioned in the books of fiqh). Hence, some commentators have 

interpreted these words of the Imām to be in reference to recommended sacrifices 

(Z).  
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The conditions mentioned for the sacrificial animal are: its ears should be 

raised upright meaning its ears or part thereof should not be cut off, and its eyes 

should be sound meaning it should not be blind in one eye or both (MB).  Since a 

broken horn or limping leg are considered physical defects, the words of the Imām 

even if its horn is broken or it drags its leg have been interpreted to mean an 

outward breakage of the horn, which has no effect on the health of the animal, and 

a little limp which likewise does not hinder the animal’s movement or render it 

deficient (N). Interestingly, in al-Ṣadūq’s narration of this sermon, the words ‘fa lā 

tujzī’ have been mentioned at the end – meaning that if the animal’s horn is broken 

or it is limping, then it is not sufficient or acceptable as a sacrifice. After quoting 

this oration, al-Sharīf al-Raḍī adds a small note saying that the term ‘al-mansak’ 

here refers to the place of sacrifice (al-madhbaḥ). 
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53 

ON HIS COMPANIONS IN ṢIFFĪN 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

Regarding the context of this sermon, there are differing opinions and no 

consensus exists. According to the title mentioned by some editors of the text, the 

Imām gave this sermon describing a time when his companions were unwilling to 

fight against the Syrians at Ṣiffīn. However, this seems highly unlikely because it 

contradicts what is mentioned in other sermons wherein his companions are 

depicted as having been unhappy at the delay in starting the battle with the 

Syrians (N). In fact, it was this very delay that had caused some of them to become 

agitated and according to some commentators, the first section of this sermon 

describes their eagerness to fight. Of course, the reason why Amīr al-Muʾminīn 

1 They rushed upon me as thirsty 
camels spring upon each other when 
they reach the water hole,  having 
been let loose by their herder after 
their ropes are unfastened, until I 
thought that they would crush  me or 
trample each other before me.  

 َ ِ ِْْ لَِالهْْ ِْْ َاخِْدْ لَِلا ا َْْ ْ َ اْ َْْ لَِلاه  اََ ِْ َْْ فَ ْ

و ْ َ َوِكِْ  َْْ ِهََوَ،غَْْ لِْلَأَكََْْْ وَوَقَْْ َ،كَا ِ هَْْ

و َْْ اوََِ هْْ َُ مَْ َْْ مََّ،وَاِّءِْْ ْْْ نََ ننَْْ ْْا ْْ  َ

اَْ
ِ و ِِ َْْ ْ َقْْ ّْْ لََّ،أََاهْْ ِْْ هّْ َقوَ ْْ ّْْ أَوَْدءَضْْْ

اََدءَْ َ  ََ.َللََِل

1َ

2 I have deliberated over this matter, 
considering its inward and outward 
aspects until it rendered me sleepless. 
Yet I  found no way out other than 
fighting them or rejecting what was 
brought by Muḥammad  (ṣ).  As such, to 
face war was easier for me than to face 
divine retribution, and the hardships 
of  this world were deemed by me to be 
easier than those of the Hereafter. 

 َ ّ َ ْْْ ّ َوَََ ه َْْ َ َدطَْن ْْْ َُ ْْ َ اَا َْْ مَّ  ْْْ ا  لِْلَقَِ َْْ وَق

ََ  ْ َْالنْْْا نءََنِْْْ َُ نَ لِْل نََِّْ،َ  ْْْا وَوَدَْْْ فمََْْْ

وَ َْْ ّْْ ّ َدمِْ ولهّّْ َأَوَِالجّْحْ َْْ ْ 
َقِ اْ َِ ءّنَِْ غأََْْْ

َ لِل  ْْا ُّحَمْْ َ ِ ِْْ وَ َدْْ َْْ مََْ،دْْ َْْ فَ وََْْ

نَْ ِْْ َُْ اْ َْْ ِْ ََ َ َ ْْْ ولَِأَ ْ َْْ ّ َالقِْ ْ َْْ ءَولجَْ ُّ
َ ِِ و َْْ ِ َالءِْقْ َْْ ءَولجَْ َْ وَََ،ُّ ْْلِل  وّ َالْ َْْ ْ  ْ َُ وَ

ْ  وَِ َاْ اَِ ُ َُ نَْ
َُِ اْ  .أَْ َ َ ََ َِ

2َ
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delayed the start of the battle was that he wanted to consider all the alternatives 

and exhaust all the other options first. He also did not want to be the one who 

started the battle (M). Other commentators consider this sermon to be about the 

pledge of allegiance given to the Imām (ʿa), after which Ṭalḥah and al-Zubayr, 

along with their followers, had reneged on their pledges and rose up to rebel. 

Hence, it would have been spoken by the Imām before the Battle of Jamal in the 

year 35 AH (I). A third opinion is that this sermon was indeed delivered during the 

Battle of Ṣiffīn in 37 AH, yet prior to presenting an analysis on the need to fight the 

battle, the Imām recalled how the people had pledged their allegiance to him. This 

seems to be the most likely context for the sermon and explains the parallels 

drawn between the reaction of those present at Ṣiffīn and the way in which people 

had given their allegiance to the Imām earlier. In it, the Imām highlights their 

indolence in loyally fulfilling the oaths that they had themselves, voluntarily and 

wholeheartedly, pledged to him (S). The author of Maṣādir Nahj al-Balāghah says 

that this sermon is a part of sermon no. 26 (as well as some other sermons), and 

together they make up a long oration that the Imām gave in his own home, 

addressing a small group of people, after which he instructed them to write it 

down and convey his message to others (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The description of how people had rushed towards the Imām like thirsty 

camels spring upon each other when they reach the water hole depicts the way in 

which they all came scrambling towards him, pushing and squeezing each other 

the same way thirsty camels rush towards the water, having been let loose by their 

herder (R). It is a description that portrays the congestion of crowds that had gathered 

around him, and were jostling against each other to such an extent that the Imām 

thought that they would crush him or trample each other before him (MB). The term 

‘mathānīhā’ is translated as their ropes, and refers to the cords that are used to bind 

camels or tie their foreshanks in order to restrict their movement (M). Some 

commentators suggest that the people rushed to the Imām in such a manner 

because they recognized that he was the best leader for both their worldly matters 

and their religion. They knew that he would secure their rights from those who 

oppressed them. That is why they hastened to him and wanted him to be their 

caliph (Z). It has also been posited that since in his analogy the camels are let loose 
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and unfastened, it is probably an allusion to the emotional nature of their action, 

which was not based on deep cognizance and understanding. By saying this to 

the people, the Imām was, in a sense, rebuking them for their lack of emotional 

intelligence. They would at times get so riled up that nobody could reason with 

them, and at other times they became indolent and unresponsive, such that nothing 

could motivate them (N). 

2  In the second section of this sermon, the Imām explains the reason for his 

preventing the troops from going to fight, saying that he wished to deliberate over 

the matter, and consider its inward and outward aspects (M). Alternatively, if the 

context of the sermon was pertaining to the acceptance of the caliphate, his 

deliberation was regarding whether to accept it or not (MB). The fact that these 

deliberations were carried out with such seriousness that they rendered the Imām 

sleepless shows that firstly, he would never simply give in to popular pressure 

without analysing and considering a matter thoroughly before making a decision. 

Secondly, when a decision was to be made and the only right option was a painful 

one, he would be willing to make the sacrifice and suffer the pain in order to 

fulfil his responsibility. Thirdly, that which mattered the most to Imām ʿAlī was 

attaining the pleasure of Allāh, whether it was what pleased the people or not. 

Finally, the choice before him was one between belief and unbelief, between 

Islam and the practices of Jāhiliyyah. Hence, he expended all effort to counter the 

rebellion and did not take the easy way out (N). Once the options were clear, there 

was no way that the Imām would opt for facing divine retribution, which was 

everlasting, instead of facing battle, which was something short and temporary. 

The term ‘mawtāt’ is a plural of mawtah, and here it refers to the hardships and 

difficulties of this world (MB). 
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54 

ON HIS RELUCTANCE TO GIVE THE ORDER TO FIGHT 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

Though this sermon has not been narrated in any extant source earlier than 

Nahj al-Balāghah the way it has been narrated by al-Sharīf al-Raḍī, the dissatisfaction 

of some of the soldiers due to the delay in starting the battle has indeed been 

recorded in earlier sources. This oration was delivered by the Imām after access to 

the river had been regained by his army at Ṣiffīn, and the enemy’s blockade had 

been broken. Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) spoke these words at that very location and 

responded to two incorrect assumptions that some of his troops had regarding the 

possible reasons for delaying the battle (S). According to some commentators, the 

similarity between the subject of this sermon and that of the previous one indicate 

that they might be parts of the same sermon, or that one was spoken soon after 

the other (N). Having taken control of the Euphrates, Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) allowed the 

enemy access to water and did not block them from it as they had done. This act 

1 As for your statement: “Is all this 
[reluctance] due to the fear of death?” 
By Allāh, I do not care whether I enter 
upon death or death comes out to me.  

ْ لّ ّ َْ  َْْ وَقْ ْْا َ ََ:أَُْ َْْ ْ 
َ َهََ ا ِ ِْْ ََ لْ لا ّْْ أَهْ

َِ  ْ نََ؟المَْْْ َِلَْْ مَّ ْْْ ولََِْ اَِ وَأّدَْْ ََُْْ
ِ َ اه ا فَْْ

اَْ َِلَ ََ.المَْْ ِ َأَوَْاََ لََالمَْْ ّ َ

1َ

2 As for your statement: “It is due to 
[his] misgivings about the people of 
Syria!” By Allāh, I did not put off war 
even for a day except in the hope that 
some group may join me and find 
guidance through me, and that they 
may discern my light with their weak 
eyesight. That is dearer to me than to 
kill them in their misguidance, even 
though they bear their own sins. 

ْ لّ ّ َْ  َْْ وَقْْ ْْا لََِ:وَأَُْْ ْْْ َْأَ ْْ ِْْ فْْ َْْ  واَ شْْ

و َِ ْْا ََ!الشْ َِ  ْ َْْ مَّالحْْ ْْْ وََ فءَْ َْْ َُْ
ِ َ اه ا َْْ فْ

َْ َدِْْْ َِ ّ َأَْ َ َِحَْْْْ وَأَطْمَْْ َوَأَََْْْ اْ َِ غَْ ُْْواَ

ْ ِْْ َدْ ََ لِِل َْْ َفَ هَْ ْ   َْْ نََ،طَونفِْ َْْ َِلْ َ َ ّْْ وَ ءَْشْ

ْ نِْ َْْ نََْ،ضْ ِْْ َُْ اْ َْْ َِلْ َ   َْْ َ َأَ ْ ِْْ وََ لْ

ئَلهَِو نَضَْْْْْ وََ َِْْْْْ ْ َوََََِ،أَْ َأَقْ ِّهََْْْْْ

َهوََمََْ َ ّ ّ َدِ  وَُهَِو.

2َ
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of kindness and justice was hoped to have a positive effect on the Syrians and 

perhaps lead to some form of truce. After a few days passed in silence, with both 

armies quiet and no communication going on between them, the soldiers in the 

Imām’s army became uneasy and were not pleased with the delay in his order to 

fight the Syrians. Hence, they came to him and complained, “We have left our families 

alone in Kūfah, and have come all the way here only to settle on the outskirts of 

Shām! Allow us to commence the battle as people have started talking.” He (ʿa) 

asked, “What are they saying?” They said, “Some of them think that you are afraid 

for your life and that is why you do not wish to fight. Others think that you are 

unsure about the lawfulness of fighting the Syrians, and that is why you are 

hesitant.” Upon hearing this, the Imām delivered the above sermon (I). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The response given by the Imām to those who claimed that his reluctance 

to start the battle was due to the fear of death was simply that he has never feared 

death and does not care whether it comes to him, or he goes to it. How could it 

even be assumed that an individual like ʿAlī (ʿa), to whom death was more desirable 

than a mother’s breast to her infant, would be fearful of death? He had himself 

spoken highly of death on the battlefield, and said that he would find it easier to 

bear a thousand strikes of the sword than dying on his bed in a state of obliviousness 

(Z). His actions also spoke louder than his words as his bravery in battle from the 

earliest days was known far and wide. If one were to posit that perhaps those who 

held such an assumption were young and had not witnessed his heroism in battle 

during the time of Rasūlullāh (ṣ), then we would turn and ask: did they not see his 

valour in the Battle of Jamal that had taken place less than two years prior? It is 

recorded that his attack on the enemy in that battle was such that in one swoop, 

he struck like lightening and fell upon the enemy in such a manner that his own 

followers and friends were overcome by fear for his safety! How could it be 

imagined that a man whose heart is filled with faith would ever fear death and not 

long for martyrdom? That is unfathomable (N). The statement: whether I enter upon 

death or death comes out to me is figurative and depicts one’s advance towards 

death or its emergence and pouncing upon an individual, as if it were a dangerous, 

frightening beast (M). 
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2  The second false assumption some of the soldiers had was that the Imām 

had misgivings about the people of Syria, meaning he was unsure whether or not 

the people of Shām deserved to be fought and killed (R), or he was unsure if their 

position was the wrong position and that they were defiantly upon falsehood (N). 

Indeed, he was certain about their misguidance, yet he was hopeful that at least 

some of them would see the light and, realizing the error of their ways, join him. 

His explanation of this was clear – he preferred to guide them, as it is the duty of 

the divinely appointed guides, and the friends (awliyāʾ) of Allāh, to do their utmost 

to guide others to the right path, leading them out from the darkness of error and 

ignorance into the light. This was the reason for his delay in giving the command 

to fight; not because he was in any doubt concerning the legitimacy of his action 

(M). The word ‘taʿshuwa’ is derived from ʿashw which literally means darkness and 

obscurity. It is a term that is used to describe going towards a fire with the hope of 

getting something good or being guided. When one says “ʿashā ilā al-nār,” it means 

he saw a fire in the night from a distance and went towards it in order to benefit 

from its light. Alternatively, it means that he had weak eyesight and was guided by 

the light of the fire (S). Here the Imām employs it as a metaphor for his guidance 

when he states that they may discern my light with their weak eyesight. The underlying 

message of this sermon is that guiding his enemies was more important to the 

Imām than fighting them, and this gives us an important formula for understanding 

the whole concept of jihād in Islam.  

Many of those who do not understand the actual ethos of Islam tend to 

misunderstand the place of violent struggle in religion. Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) is 

clarifying for his audience here that for a man of God, neither is battle a goal in 

itself, nor is it ever the first option or solution to any matter. Rather, it is the final 

choice when all other possible avenues are blocked and all other cures to the 

malady prove ineffective. Even then, there is an effort until the very last moment 

to save even a single soul who might be inclined to accept guidance (N). Interestingly, 

some commentators have actually listed the names of individuals who, due to the 

delay in fighting, were able to join the camp of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa). For instance, 

ʿAbdullāh ibn ʿUmar al-ʿAnsī left Muʿāwiyah’s side and joined the Imām when he 

heard that ʿAmmār ibn Yāsir was fighting alongside him, and recalled the statement 

of the Prophet (ṣ) to him, “O ʿAmmār, you will be killed by a rebellious group of 

transgressors.” Hence we see that some people did indeed get guided at the last 

minute before the Battle of Ṣiffīn (T). 
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55 

DESCRIBING THE COMPANIONS OF THE MESSENGER OF ALLĀH (Ṣ) 

 

 

1 Whilst we were in the company of the 
Messenger of Allāh (ṣ), we would fight 
our [faithless] fathers, sons, siblings 
and uncles, and this only increased our 
faith and submission in continuing on 
the highway [of truth], patiently bearing 
the pangs of agony, and in our resolve 
to counter the enemy. At times one 
man from our side and another from 
the enemy would pounce upon each 
other like champions, with each trying 
to finish off the other and seeing 
which of the two would give his 
opponent a drink from the goblet of 
death. Sometimes our side defeated 
the enemy and sometimes the enemy’s 
side defeated ours. When Allāh saw 
our sincerity, He sent disgrace upon 
our enemy and sent His succour to us, 
until Islam was established, [like the 
camel] with its neck and body resting 
in its place on the ground. By my life, 
if we had behaved as you behave, no 
pillar of the religion would have been 
raised, nor would any branch of the 
tree of faith become green. By Allāh, 
you will now surely milk it for blood, 
and will then follow it up with regret! 

 َ ِ ّْْ لَِاه ا َ َكََْْ َْْ وَُْْ ْْا لِْلَهنّْْ َْْ َوَلقَْْ

وَ َْْ َِاَْ اَنَْْ وَوَ َْْ وَوَأَدنْوََ َْْ َْْ لَّآدوََ َْْ ّْْ َقَْ ْْ

و َْْ نْْ َُ ََ،وَأَْ مَو اْ َِ َ َ ِْْ ْْلِّلَوَََ لْْ وَغَِ غْْ َْْ ُْْ

ِِ مواَ ْْْ وَ أَْْ ْْواَ نَ،َِغمَوَْْ َْْ ِْْ َ   واَ
ِْْ ُّضْْ َوَ

ِ ََ،الِاقَْْْْْ َِ َُضَْْْْْ نَ َِْْْْْ َ وَََْْْْْ ْ ااَ

َِ َْْ لَْ ْْ لِّلوهََ،ا َْْ وِ َالءْْ َْْ َْدهِْ ِْْ فْ ااَ لِل  ِْْ َ.وَدْ

َّ َْْ وَوَاْ اْ ْْا لَُِّنْ ّْْ دْ وَ َال ا َْْ لِْلَهْ َْْ َوَلقَْ

ووّلََ َْْ ِ َ صَْْ َْ ووَ َْْ َوََغَ صَْْ لِّلوه َْْ نَْ ْْ ِْْ ُْْ

َْْ نَِْ هّمَوََ،الفْحَِْْْْ َْْ وِ َأََفْأّْْْ َْْ غَ لَََولأَْْْ

وِ  َّ َهَْْْْْ َْ َ قَََِْْْْْْ وَغأَْْْْْْ أَغ هّمَْْْْْ

َوََ،المَْنّْْْ  َِ لِّلوه نَْ َْْْ وَُِْْْ َلنََْْْ اُ َ،فمََْْْ ا

و َوََُِنْْْْا لِّلوه َلءَِْْْْ اُ ََّ.وََُْْْْ ا وَكَأَهَاه ا فَِمَْْْْا

َْ َوََال لِّلوه َْْ َ لََدءِْْ ْْْ لِْلقنَوََأََْْ ِْْ مَََْْ ْْْ ْْ َ ،َ

ََ ْْْ وَالناصْ َْْ َ لَََ َِ نْْ ْْْ ََ،وَأََْ ْْْ قََ ا نَاَْ َ  ْْْا

ْْواَ نْْ ُّ َ َ ه ّ َوَ َْْ دَِ اَْْ ْْواَ ِقِْ ْْ ُّ ئَّ َ ْْْ اخَِْْْ

َّ َْْ وََ،أَوْطَوَ َْْ َُِْ ْ َْْ وََ ْْا ْ َهنّ َْْ ِ ََل ْْْ وَلءََم

َْ ّ ْْْ ّْْ  َ َ،أَ َ ْ غنََِ مْ ْْلِله وَ َلِِْ َْْ وَقْ َْْ ُْ،ََ َْ وَ

وِ َ ّْْْْ  َ  غِمَْْْْ ِْ
ِ َل ََ؛ااْضَْْْْ ا ِ ّ َاه ا وَاغْْْْْ

وَلَ ّ ْ ءِّناهَوََلََِلُواَلَ حَْ ََ َ!ِِ نّاهَوََ ُواَ

1َ
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CONTEXT 

These words were spoken as part of an oration that is said to have been given 

by the Imām during the days of Ṣiffīn, at a time when he was called upon by the 

people to make peace. When they pressurized him and insisted that he do so, he 

gave this sermon in which he described the qualities of the companions of Allāh’s 

Messenger (ṣ). He thereby evoked the example of the past to show people how 

submissive and obedient the early Muslims were to the Messenger of Allāh, and 

how their steadfastness and courage ultimately led to victory. In so doing, he was 

hinting to them that if they adopt the same qualities, they too would be victorious 

against the enemy. This sermon has been narrated in a number of sources before 

the time of al-Sharīf al-Raḍī, and is also found in some later Sunnī sources as well 

(N).  

Alternatively, this sermon may have been delivered by Amīr al-Muʾminīn after 

what had transpired with Ibn al-Ḥaḍramī, who was sent by Muʿāwiyah to Baṣrah 

with the intention of wresting authority over it. Having gained control of Egypt 

following the martyrdom of Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr, which was masterminded 

by ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ, Muʿāwiyah wrote a letter to the people of Baṣrah, and instructed 

Ibn al-Ḥaḍramī to convey it and to do whatever it takes to gain a foothold in the 

city. The latter did as he was told and along with a group of hypocrites, he seized 

control of parts of Baṣrah. News of this was conveyed to Imām ʿAlī by Ibn ʿAbbās, 

who had come to Kūfah to give his condolences on the martyrdom of Muḥammad 

ibn Abī Bakr. It is at this time that the Imām gave the sermon before sending 

Jāriyah ibn Qudāmah al-Saʿdī, who was a brave warrior, with a number of soldiers 

to Baṣrah. Jāriyah was able to fight the forces of Ibn al-Ḥaḍramī and kill them (I). 

Some commentators say that both these contexts for the sermon, i.e. that it was 

delivered at Ṣiffīn, and that it was given in Kūfah, could be correct, and the Imām 

(ʿa) might well have repeated these words in both places (T). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The fact that fighting their own unbelieving close relatives only increased 

their faith and submission is a testament to the way the Noble Messenger was able 

to plant within the souls of his companions the seeds of revolution and guide them 

to a singular objective, namely changing the status quo of injustice and removing 
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it from its very roots. He did this using clear evidence and undisputable proofs 

thereby leaving no excuse for the rejecters (Z). Indeed, the Qurʾān clearly states 

that for true believers, nothing should come before Allāh, His Prophet, and jihād 

in His way: Say, “If your fathers and your sons, your brothers, your spouses, and your 

kinsfolk, the possessions you have acquired, the business you fear may suffer, and the 

dwellings you are fond of, are dearer to you than Allāh and His Messenger and to 

waging jihād in His way, then wait until Allāh issues His edict, and Allāh does not 

guide the transgressing lot” (Q9:24). What is interesting though, is that while it 

might be expected that fighting against one’s close family members would bring 

about a kind of guilt or regret, it actually strengthened the faith of the sincere 

Companions, and increased their patience and resolve. The term ‘al-laqam’ is 

translated as the highway [of truth], and literally refers to a wide and clear path, 

while ‘al-maḍaḍ’ refers to suffering and pain (MB). The description given by the 

Imām was especially seen in the Battle of Badr where the Muslims had to fight 

many of their close relatives who had come to face them, yet for the sake of Allāh 

they were willing to fight and even kill their unbelieving family members and 

tribesmen (N).  

His statement sometimes our side defeated the enemy and sometimes the 

enemy’s side defeated ours was a description of the natural outcomes of battle, 

since it is not the case that the side which is on the right always wins, yet Allāh’s 

help is with those who are sincere. Hence he added when Allāh saw our sincerity, 

He sent disgrace upon our enemy and sent His succour to us. While it is true that 

Allāh, the Almighty, works through an established system of causes and effects, He 

does grant increased inspiration to those who are truly sincere, as the Qurʾān 

states: As for those who are [rightly] guided, He enhances their guidance and endows 

them with their Godwariness (Q47:17) (Z). Thus, with Allāh’s help, the Muslims were 

victorious and Islam was established [like the camel] with its neck and body resting 

in its place on the ground, meaning that it was firmly and unwaveringly fixed, just 

like a heavy camel that rests its body and neck on the ground and cannot then be 

moved (I). The phrase ‘mutabawwi.ʾ an awṭānahu’ is also used to depict an individual 

who was frightened and unsettled before arriving at his home where he became 

calm and settled. So the word ‘awṭān’ (lit. dwellings) may be a metaphor for the 

hearts of believers and the phrase in question denotes tranquillity and calmness 

(MB). Some commentators have suggested that this statement was an indication 
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regarding the actual purpose of their battle, namely to get Islam established in the 

hearts of the people (M).  

Finally, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) compares the state of those pious and sincere 

companions of the Prophet to the soldiers who were with him saying, if we had 

behaved as you behave, no pillar of the religion would have been raised, nor would 

any branch of the tree of faith become green. This depicts their insincerity, hypocrisy, 

and disunity. Indeed, the early Muslims were able to establish the pillars of Islam 

and spread it far and wide with fewer means at their disposal, simply because they 

were sincere and submissive, and obedient to their leader; but the present 

company lacked these traits (N). His statement you will now surely milk it for blood 

is in reference to the ‘camel’ of the caliphate (T), or an allegorical representation 

of the outcome of their abandonment and refusal to go and fight as instructed. 

Their recalcitrance was comparable to the camel whose udders are injured due to 

the excessiveness of its owner (MB). In the end, the outcome of their actions and 

decisions would be sorrow and regret, when they see the sacred being profaned, 

blood of innocents being shed, and their honour being violated – and all this 

happened just as the Imām foretold (Z). 
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56 

ADDRESSING HIS COMPANIONS 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This sermon was addressed to the people of Kūfah, and was hence spoken 

between 36 AH and 40 AH. The beginning of the sermon is a prophecy which was 

first made by the Noble Messenger (ṣ) and repeated by Imām ʿAlī in his own words. 

It is reported that the Prophet once rebuked Muʿāwiyah and spoke about his 

future, mentioning certain characteristics that are similar to what has been stated 

in this sermon. Anas ibn Mālik related that he heard the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ) 

say, “There will emerge over the people of my ummah, a man with a huge abdomen 

and a wide neck; he will eat but never get sated. He will bear the burden of sin 

against both the weighty things, and will seek authority [to rule over the people] 

one day. If you ever meet him, cut open his belly.” In the second part of the sermon, 

1 Know that there will prevail over you 
after me a man with a broad throat and 
a protruding belly. He will consume 
whatever he finds and crave for what 
he does not. You should kill him, but 
you will not kill him! Verily, he will 
command you to curse me and to 
renounce me. As for the curse, you 
may curse me, because that will be a 
means of increase [and elevation] for 
me and safety for you. But as for the 
renunciation, you must not renounce 
me, for certainly I was born upon the 
innate religion and was foremost in 
faith and migration. 

لِِلََ  ّ َََْْْ وَْهَّ ََ َِْْْ ْ ّْ َدءَْْْْ ََِْْْا وَ أَُْْْا

َ ّ ْْْ َكَ ْْ ل  ّْْ ّْْ  َِكَدْْ ََ،الْ ِّءْْْ ِّ لَِلِ  ْْْ نْْ ُّ
ْْْ طَْنَِ لِلََّ،الْ ِْْ وَغجَْ َْْ لَُّْ ّْْ ّ َ،َغَ هْْ ّْْ وَغطَِْْ

لِلَّ ِْْ َغجَْ َْ وَ َْْ ُْ،ََّ  ّْْ نَْ قَْ ِّْ َْْ وقْ ِّّ ّ َوَلْ َْْ َ!فْ

َ َْْ هْ ّ هّْ َدأِْْْْْ ُّ ْ َ َْْ ََْْْْْ ّ ْْا ََِْْْْْ َوَ َْ أَ

ْ ْْه َُِنْْْ ُِ َ اَ  َْْ ََ؛وَالْ ْْْ ْْا   وَالأْْْ ْْا فََ ُْْْ

َِْ   ّْْ ْ ََ،فأَْ ّْْ ُ َوَلَ ْ و َْْ َْغَهْ ِْْ ّ َلْ ْْا فإََِْ

 َُ و َْْ ّ واََ،َجَْ َْْ ا ئََ َ َ ْ َْْ َُّفْ َ اَ  َْْ وَالْ ْ ْْا وَأَُْ

ْ ََُِ،ُِنْْْه  َ نَالفِْطْْْْ لِْلّ ََ َِْْْ َوّلِْْْ إَِهْ َْْ َ،فْ

َِلنََاخِْغمَوِ َوَالهِْجَْ ُ ََ قَمَّْ َ.وَ

1َ
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we find another prophecy: the Imām informs the people of how they will be forced 

to curse him and disassociate themselves from him.  

This prophecy has been reported from Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) in a number of 

other sources, with slight variation in wording (S). Since the Imām does not mention 

Muʿāwiyah by name in this sermon, there is some discussion among commentators 

regarding the identity of the individual. Though most conclude that it must be 

Muʿāwiyah, given that his description matches what the Prophet (ṣ) had said about 

him, some have mentioned names of other individuals like Ziyād ibn Abīhi, al-

Ḥajjāj ibn Yūsuf, and al-Mughīrah ibn Shuʿbah (I). However, the only person who 

matches the description is Muʿāwiyah. In fact, in one report we find that Abū Dharr 

quoted the prophecy of the Messenger of Allāh in the presence of Muʿāwiyah – 

that a man with a huge gullet, who will eat but never get sated, will one day seek 

to rule over the ummah, and they should be wary of him. Muʿāwiyah immediately 

denied that it was referring to him and said, “I am not that man.” However, Abū 

Dharr responded, “No – it is you that he spoke of. In fact the Prophet himself told 

me so…” (T). Furthermore, since the practice of cursing the Imām was instituted 

by Muʿāwiyah, it can be said with a level of certainty that the Imām is referring to 

him in this sermon (N). One reason why the Imām did not mention Muʿāwiyah by 

name in the sermon was because doing so may have led to a sense of despondency 

among his companions (R).  

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Narrators have reported that Muʿāwiyah was overweight and had a huge 

stomach. He used to eat a lot, and whenever he sat down, his stomach would rest 

on his thighs (Z). Though he was generous with wealth (especially from the public 

treasury), he was known to be miserly when it came to sharing food. He would eat 

so much that he got tired of eating, and then tell his servants to take the food away 

saying, “By Allāh, I am not yet full, it is only that I have become tired of eating!” (I). 

The phrase ‘raḥb al-bul.ʿūm’ connotes a large gullet, which is the passage through 

which food goes down the throat into the stomach, and ‘mundaḥiq al-baṭn’ refers 

to a protruding stomach. The same verb is used to describe a she-camel whose 

womb comes out from its position after birth. Such a camel is called daḥūq (R). 

Having described his voracious nature, the Imām repeats the instruction of the 

Noble Messenger (ṣ) when he says you should kill him, and then adds but you will 
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not kill him! Indeed, how could he expect them to obey his instructions and kill him 

when they were not ready to do so despite the Prophet’s own instructions! According 

to numerous reports, the Messenger of Allāh had unequivocally said, “If you ever 

see Muʿāwiyah speaking on my pulpit, kill him!” Yet, as Abū Saʿīd al-Khudrī said, 

“We did not do this, and we failed thereby.” What is worse, they not only failed to 

act on the instructions of the Prophet, they even changed his words in order to 

falsely attribute praise for Muʿāwiyah to him (T).  

As prophesied by the Imām, Muʿāwiyah instructed the people to curse him 

and to renounce him. One of the reasons mentioned for the instruction to kill 

Muʿāwiyah was his establishment of the cursing of Imām ʿAlī in all the major cities 

in the Muslim world. This was while the Prophet is reported to have proclaimed, 

“Whoever curses ʿAlī has cursed me.” Indeed, any Muslim who curses the Noble 

Messenger (ṣ) automatically loses his right to live and must be killed (N). Aside 

from what has been mentioned in the sermon itself, perhaps the permission 

granted by the Imām to his followers to curse him but not to renounce him was 

because dissimulation (taqiyyah) is permitted in cursing, but not in renunciation 

(barāʾah), since renouncing the Imām would be tantamount to renouncing the 

faith (Z). Furthermore, cursing is something that is spoken and can be said even 

when it does not match what is in one’s heart, whereas renunciation and disasso-

ciation is not limited to words but also encompasses one’s beliefs and what is in 

one’s heart; that is why the latter was forbidden (MB).  

His statement that cursing him would be a means of increase [and elevation] 

(‘zakāt’) for him meant that the curses would only increase his greatness and raise 

his station, for his memory would rise above all the curses levelled at him and it 

would not degrade or abase him in the least. And the truth of this statement was 

proven even after the Umayyads cursed him from the pulpits of a thousand cities, 

yet it only led to an increase in his honour in the eyes of the people and hatred for 

the Banī Umayyah (R). When he says that he was born upon the innate religion, or 

‘fiṭrah’ (which does not mean basic intrinsic nature here, since all people are born 

with that fiṭrah, and there is nothing special in that), perhaps the Imām means 

that he was born upon the fiṭrah of infallibility, and that since his birth, he has 

never committed any wrongdoing or any mistake (T).  
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57 

ADDRESSING THE KHAWĀRIJ 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This sermon dates back to the time after the Imām’s discussion with the 

Khawārij in the year 37 AH. When they regretted their acceptance of the arbitration 

and admitted their error, which they also deemed an act of apostasy (kufr), seeking 

repentance for what they had done, they asked Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) to do the 

same (S). This oration was his response to them. Their fallacious reasoning and 

illogical stance, which led them to audaciously demand that Imām ʿAlī admit that 

he had committed an act of apostasy by accepting the arbitration, was entirely 

ridiculous. It was never his idea to undertake the arbitration in the first place. In 

fact, he was completely against the idea but was forced to accept it. Yet even if it 

had been his suggestion, arbitration is not something that goes against the 

teachings of Islam. The only problem was that it had been corrupted and misused 

at Ṣiffīn (N). 

 

1 May you be overtaken by a windstorm 
that leaves none of you to tell the tale! 
Shall I bear witness to apostasy after 
my faith in Allāh and my struggle 
alongside the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ)?! 
In that case I will have gone astray, and 
will not be among the [rightly] guided. So 
depart to the worst destination, and 
return on the trail of your [forebears’] 
heels. Certainly you will face after me 
overwhelming disgrace, sharp swords, 
and a despotism that will be adopted 
by the oppressors as a norm. 

ودَ ّْ ََ وَِْْْ َ   نْ ّْ ََ،أَََْْْ َُِْْْ َْ
َدقَِْْْ َْ وَ

َِْْآ   َ !ََِ وه ا ِْْ وََِْد َِغمَْْ لَِلَ َ ََأَدءَْْْ وِ َََُْْ وَدهَِْْ

َ ِ ََْكََّْْ لَِاه ا نََفَأِْْْ هَلِّلََ َِْْ أَشْْْ

ولْ فّْ َِ ِْْ ََ؟!د َْْ وَْ»ل َْْ ْْوَأََ وَُ َِ ااَ َِِمَّْ َْْ قلَِْلَض

لِِلغنََ نََالمّْهْ َْْ ُِْْ!»ََ  ِ  ََُْْ َ،فَْْ ّودّ اَشَْْ ا

َ ِِ و َْ قَْْْ ْْ ِ َا نَأَ َْْْ وََ.وَاكْدءِّْْْ اََ َِْْْ أََُْْْ

َ وُِئا َْْ َشْ  ْ لِِلََ ّ ْْْ َْْ َِقَْْ َ َدءَْ ََْ ْ ّْْ َ،ََِا ْ

قََ َْْ فْواَ ْْواَوََْْ ّ َ وََ،وطِءْْ ِْْ َغَ الَْْ اُ  َ َْْ وَأَ ْْ

نا  َّ َ ّْ  
ولمِّ َ َفِ َ.الوا

1َ
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COMMENTARY 

1  The term ‘ḥāṣib’, translated as windstorm, refers to a violent wind that raises 

dust and small pebbles (ḥaṣbāʾ) and bears them, casting them down from the sky 

(MB). According to al-Sharīf al-Raḍī, the phrase ‘lā baqiya minkum āthir’ has been 

narrated in three ways: the first is with the letter rāʾ in ‘ābir’. We say “rajulun ābir” 

meaning a man who fecundates date palms or puts them aright. The second is [as 

we have recorded above] with the letter thāʾ, ‘āthir’, meaning one who relates a 

narration or tells a story, and this is the most correct version according to al-Raḍī, 

since it would mean that the Imām was telling them that none of them would 

remain to inform others or tell them what had transpired. The third form is ‘ābiz’, 

meaning to leap, assail, or perish. The outrageousness of their demand is palpable 

in the response of the Imām as he recalls his faith in Allāh and struggle alongside 

the Messenger of Allāh. Indeed, he was the first person among the men to believe 

in the Prophet (ṣ) and follow him. In fact, according to one account, when Ibn 

ʿAbbās addressed the Khawārij and reminded them that ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib was the 

first person to believe in the Messenger of Allāh, many of them realized their error 

and left the rebellious group (Z). The phrase depart to the worst destination is a 

supplication against them, praying that they get the worst position in this world 

and the next, while return on the trail of your [forebears’] heels (‘athar al-aʿqāb’) is 

a prayer that they should face the same outcome as their forebears in the Age of 

Ignorance, who were just as obstinate and ignorant as the Khawārij and despite 

seeing all the signs of Allāh, they still rejected them and refused to believe (N). 

Some commentators have interpreted this statement to be a command by the 

Imām to the Khawārij, ordering them to return to the path of truth from where 

they originally came, or a threat to them (MB).  

In the end, the Imām mentions a prophecy and informs them that after him 

they will face abasement, humiliation, and death. This was likely a reference to the 

killing of the Khawārij at the hands of al-Muhallab ibn Abī Ṣufrah and others. 

Indeed, this prophecy, like all his other prophecies, came true and the Khawārij 

lived a life of abasement, and were caught and killed by those who came to power, 

until they were eventually wiped out (M). Since the term ‘athrah’ literally means 

highhandedness, preference, and appropriation, some commentators have said 

that the last statement of this sermon means that the rulers would appropriate the 

share of wealth from the public treasury that was due to the Khawārij and use it 
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themselves while depriving the latter, or they would prefer others to them, and 

indeed this practice became the norm among the tyrants (S). 
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58 

UPON BEING TOLD THAT THE KHAWĀRIJ HAD CROSSED THE RIVER 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This speech dates back to 38 AH when Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) was marching 

against the Khawārij, or when he made the decision to fight them. When someone 

said, “The Khawārij have passed over the bridge at Nahrawān [and escaped],” he 

replied pointing out what side of the river they would be killed. This speech has 

been narrated in many sources and some have said that it even reaches close to 

the level of tawātur (S). The decision to fight the Khawārij was made after the 

rebellious group committed crimes against the people, and since their stronghold 

was in Nahrawān, which was not very far from Kūfah, the Imām marched there 

with his army. As they arrived close to the area, a man came to the Imām and 

informed him that the Khawārij had fled across the river when they heard of the 

Imām’s approach. Amīr al-Muʾminīn asked him, “Did you witness this with your 

own eyes?” “Yes,” he replied. He (ʿa) said, “By Allāh they have not crossed it and 

will not cross it. The place of their death is on this side of the river.” Interestingly, 

it is narrated that a number of other people, even among his own followers, came 

one after another to give the same report, but he did not accept it.  

Then he mounted his horse and went himself to the place where the Khawārij 

were stationed and had prepared for battle, with their swords drawn. Apparently, 

those who brought the false report were either enemy agents who had infiltrated 

the ranks of the Imām’s army, or were simpleminded individuals who had come 

under the influence of one of the enemy agents. Their goal was seemingly to 

protect the Khawārij from the Imām’s forces. In any case, it is reported that there 

was a young man in the Imām’s army who fell into doubt when he saw the Imām 

1 The ground upon which they shall be 
slain is on this side of the river. By 
Allāh, not even ten of them will survive, 
while not even ten of you will be killed. 

 َِ َْْ وكِّ هّْ َّ وَ َالن طْفْْْْ َْْ ََ.َُصْْْْ َْ َ ِ وَاه ا

 َُ  َ نهّْْ ََ شَْْ مَُِّْْ ِْْ نْ ّْ ََ،غفِّْ َُِْْ ّ َغهَِِْْْ َْ وَ

َ.َ شََ ُ

1َ
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rejecting the ‘eye-witness’ reports of the escape of the Khawārij across the river. 

The young man said to himself, “I will accompany him, but if the report about their 

escape turns out to be true, I shall attack the Imām myself while he is unaware!” 

However, when they arrived and he saw that the Imām was right, he sought 

forgiveness and pardon from him (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  This short oration comprises two prophecies about the future, the first being 

about where the Khawārij will be killed, and the second about the number of those 

who will be slain and those who will survive the battle on both sides. Though some 

commentators deem the first part to be a general statement, and not a prophecy 

(I), it is quite evident the Imām knew that the seemingly convincing reports were 

false, and was right about where the Khawārij would fall, having prior knowledge 

about it. The foreknowledge of Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) was part of the unseen (al-ghayb), 

and was from the Noble Messenger (ṣ), from Jibraʾīl, from Allāh. That is why on 

one occasion the Imām himself said, “It (what I inform you of) is not out of [my] 

knowledge of the unseen; rather, it is only what I have been taught by the 

possessor of knowledge. Allāh taught it to His Prophet (ṣ) who then taught it to 

me” (Z). Al-Sharīf al-Raḍī notes that the word ‘al-nuṭfah’ refers to the water of the 

river, and considers it to be the most eloquent allusion to water. This term has also 

been used in the same way in sermon no. 48. The term ‘yuflit’ means to escape and 

survive. Indeed, historians have reported that all the Khawārij were killed in this 

battle save nine individuals. These same nine people then spread out in different 

cities and later gathered their own followers who were like-minded and shared 

their ideas. Also, in the Battle of Nahrawān, only eight individuals attained 

martyrdom from the Imām’s army (N). Some commentators have discussed the 

emergence of the ghulāt after their commentary on this sermon, linking the correct 

prophecies of the Imām to the false notion in the minds of some individuals that 

the Imām was more than human (MB, I).  
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WHEN INFORMED THAT THE KHAWĀRIJ HAD BEEN ELIMINATED 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This oration was given by Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) after the Battle of Nahrawān, 

and in it he spoke about the future of the Khawārij. Following their defeat in battle, 

some of his companions said that the Khawārij had been annihilated, one and all. 

In response to their statement, the Imām uttered these words and in so doing, 

mentioned three prophecies regarding the Khawārij: first, some among them will 

rise up from the next generation; second, whenever any of them rises, he will be 

killed; third, the last among them will become bandits. History attests to the 

veracity of this prophecy, as things turned out just as the Imām had foretold. The 

complete version of the sermon he gave can be found in other sources, sometimes 

with a slight variance in wording (S). Some commentators consider this to be part 

of the previous sermon as it also speaks about the end of the Khawārij and how it 

will come about (N). According to certain accounts, the Imām was walking among 

the fallen Khawārij after the end of the battle and commented that they had been 

beguiled and misled by Satan, and had thus ended up dying in such a manner, 

having lost their way. That was when a few of his companions expressed their 

contentment that the Khawārij were no more, but the Imām said that there were 

still some who would rise up in the future (T). 

 

 

 

 

1 No, by Allāh, they still exist as sperma 
in the loins of men and the uteri of 
women. Whenever a horn sprouts 
among them, it shall be cut off, until 
the last of them will be thieves and 
robbers. 

 َِ َوَاه ا ئا َْْ ََ،ه ِِ ئَ ْْْ َْأََ
ِْْ َف   َْْ ْ ََطّ ّْْ ََِاه

َ اكَاِ َالنهَ ولَِوَقَْْ دَْْ و َِال ه َ َََ؛أَْْ وََجََْْ امَْْ هِّ

َقطِّْْْ ََ    ْ نهّْْ َقَْْْ نَغَ ّْْْ َ ََ،ُِْْْ َ  ْْْا

دِ نَ ئا ََ َ.آاِّ ّ ْ َلصّّ َواَ

1َ
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COMMENTARY 

1  By saying that the Khawārij still exist in the loins of their fathers and wombs 

of their mothers, the Imām is alluding to the fact that the incorrect ideology of the 

Khawārij will be espoused by groups who would rise in the future (M). The phrase 

‘qarārāt al-nisāʾ’ literally means the receptacles of women, and is a metaphor for 

the womb and uterus (I), which has also been used in the Qurʾān (Q23:13). Hence, 

even if most of them were killed in battle, there would be some among them in the 

succeeding generation. And indeed just as the Imām predicted, in the subsequent 

years there were groups that followed in the footsteps of the wretched Khawārij. 

As noted in the commentary of the previous sermon, nine individuals survived the 

Battle of Nahrawān and later moved to different cities where they garnered more 

followers. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that not all the Khawārij were present at 

Nahrawān. Some of them settled in other places and were also responsible for 

continuing the spread of their ideology amidst the people (N). The phrase whenever 

a horn sprouts among them refers to the rise of leaders among them, it shall be cut 

off meaning they shall be killed. The use of this metaphor is quite apt since it 

alludes to their malicious and evil nature (MB). Some commentators have 

mentioned a number of examples of how the Khawārij and their leaders were 

killed during the reign of the Banū Umayyah and Banū ʿAbbās (T). In the end, they 

turned into a group of bandits, and by the time of Hārūn al-Rashīd, that is all that 

they represented (I). This transformation from a religious ‘sect’ to a band of 

outlaws was the final prophecy of the Imām which came true, and their names 

were recorded in history among those who spread corruption on the land (N). 
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ABOUT THE KHAWĀRIJ 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This oration was given after the Battle of Nahrawān, and in it the Imām 

makes a comparison between the Khawārij and the Umayyads. He also forbids his 

companions and followers from fighting the Khawārij after his death. Al-Sharīf al-

Raḍī says that the last phrase about the seeker of falsehood who finds it refers to 

Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān. 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The instruction of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) not to kill the Khawārij after his 

death is interpreted by some commentators to apply only to those of them who do 

not spread corruption in the land, otherwise the command of Allāh regarding 

eliminating them would come into effect (Z). Indeed, the reason for his instruction 

has also been alluded to when he says that one who seeks truth but misses it is not 

like one who seeks falsehood and finds it. That is because one becomes deserving of 

death only by seeking falsehood and entering into it knowingly and purposely, not 

merely falling into it mistakenly, while being unaware. And since the Khawārij 

erred in recognizing the truth and fell into falsehood without being aware, the 

Imām forbade their killing (MB). Other possible reasons for this have been 

mentioned by some commentators who say that perhaps the Imām did not want 

his followers to fight on two separate fronts, against the Khawārij and the 

Umayyads, and since the Khawārij were also vehemently against Syrian rule, it 

may have been possible for them to join forces to fight a common enemy (N). In 

1 Do not fight the Khawārij after me, for 
one who seeks truth but misses it is 
not like one who seeks falsehood and 
finds it. 

لِِلَ  َ اكِلََدءَْْْْ و ِِّ اَاللََْْْْ َ قَّْْْ َْ،ََ َِ ْ  َْْ فَِْ

َّ  َ َْْ َفََ اْطْ اِ َْْ َ َالحْْ َْْ نَْطَِْ َْْ نََْ،ُْ َْْ همَْ

َ.طَََِ َالْ وَطِلََفََ ْ كَهَ 

1َ
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answering the question: why did the Imām forbid his companions from fighting 

the Khawārij while he had himself done so, it must be understood that the 

circumstances were quite different, especially after the Battle of Nahrawān. And a 

farsighted leader assesses every situation day by day, if not hour by hour, keeping 

in mind all the changes that transpire (N).  

Furthermore, the Imām only fought them when they started causing havoc 

and corruption, even going so far as to kill some righteous companions of the 

Imām, as well as other innocent people. Hence, Imām ʿAlī did not fight and kill the 

Khawārij because of their misguided beliefs, but because of their barbaric and 

cruel actions (M). Muʿāwiyah was a far more dangerous adversary, since his goal 

was never to seek the truth or support it. Rather, he did not care about the religion 

and only cared about acquiring power and authority (I). Therefore, defeating him 

and his followers took precedence, as they were actually seekers of falsehood. 

Some have said that this statement of the Imām stems from the report [which is 

attributed to the Prophet] that states, “Whoever struggles and attains the truth 

gains two rewards, and whoever struggles but does not attain the truth [still] gets 

one reward” (R). However, it should be noted that this tradition is not considered 

sound by some scholars. 
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WHEN WARNED ABOUT HIS ASSASSINATION BY DECEIT 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

After the Battle of Nahrawān, when Amīr al-Muʾminīn was given a warning 

about his safety by some of his companions, he spoke these words in Kūfah. Some 

earlier sources have narrated part of this oration, and it has also been narrated in 

other works after the time of al-Sharīf al-Raḍī. The title given to this sermon reads, 

‘lammā khuwwifa min al-ghīlah’ meaning: when he was threatened with assassination 

by treachery. According to one report, the Imām’s companions had warned him 

about the evil intentions of Ibn Muljam, which they had come to know of by some 

of the latter’s actions. For instance, it is reported that at one time, while the Imām 

was giving a sermon, Ibn Muljam was seated near the pulpit and was repeating 

under his breath, “By Allāh, I will surely relieve them of you!” Some of those who 

heard him say these words apprehended him after the sermon and brought him to 

the Imām. Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) told them to release him and then he spoke the 

words mentioned in this oration (N). There are other reports that also mention 

how the Imām had been warned of Ibn Muljam on a number of different occasions 

(MB). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  It was evident that Imām ʿAlī knew about his killer beforehand. We are 

told that when he was going out to meet al-Zubayr in the Battle of Jamal, his 

companions were worried that he was without armour while al-Zubayr was fully 

1 Verily, there is over me a protective 
shield from Allāh, and when my day 
comes, it will draw away from me and 
hand me over [to death]. At that moment, 
neither will the arrow miss its mark 
nor will the wound heal. 

ََ صِْْ نَ اَ  ْْا ا َدّن ِ نََاه ا ِْْ َُ اْ َْْ ِ ََ َِ ا إَِ اََ،وَ َْْ ف

َْ ْْه مََْ نْْْ َْْ ْ َُِْاَفََْ دْْْ َْْ وَ َغْْْ َْْ دْْْ

ِمََ نِْْ ْْْ هّْ ََ،وَأََ ْْا ِْْ شَّالأ َغطَ َْ َ   ِْْ فحَِ نئَ

َغَ َْ أَّالْ َِْ َّ َْ َ.وَ

1َ
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armed. However, Imām ʿAlī told them that al-Zubayr was not going to kill him, and 

then he described the individual who would kill him. He even explained how he 

would be assassinated by an act of treachery, being attacked all of a sudden (T). 

The first part of this oration points to the fact that the appointed time of death for 

each individual is fixed, and until that time comes, he will not leave this world. 

Since it is Allāh who decides how long a person will live, nothing can abrogate His 

decision or hasten a person’s demise. As such, one’s apportioned lifespan acts as a 

shield or a guard that protects him from death until it is his time to die. Some 

traditions even speak of guardian angels who protect an individual day and night, 

until his time of death comes, at which point they leave his side (N). Then, when 

their time comes, they cannot defer it by a single moment nor can they advance it 

(Q16:61). But before that time, one cannot die; we are told that no soul may die 

except by Allāh’s leave, at an appointed time (Q3:145). As for the causes of death that 

we see around us, be it starvation, murder, sickness, and so on, all these causes 

only lead to death once the guardians have left and the person is no longer 

protected (Z). When the appointed time comes, neither will the arrow miss its mark 

nor will the wound heal, since there is no more protection from death. The phrase 

‘lā yaṭīsh al-sahm’ literally means that the arrow will not go awry and turn aside, 

thereby missing its intended target (R). The term ‘kalm’ refers to the effect of an 

injury or malady, and both the arrow and wound represent the causes of the death 

of an individual (M). 
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ON THE TRANSIENCE OF THIS WORLD 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

In this sermon, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) warns people of the deceptive nature of 

this world, and its transience. Two important matters have been addressed in it, 

the first being that it is possible for this world to be a means for salvation just as it 

could be a cause of damnation for human beings in the Hereafter. The second 

point concerns the transience and temporary nature of this world. This oration is 

an excerpt of a longer sermon, and al-Sharīf al-Raḍī has only quoted a part thereof. 

We have no record of this sermon in any extant text before the time of al-Raḍī, 

however it has been recorded in some later works with slight variances. While 

there is no information regarding when and where this sermon was given, we can 

conclude from its contents that it was likely given by Imām ʿAlī towards the end of 

his life, in the city of Kūfah (S). The overall objective of this sermon was to advise 

1 Beware, verily this world is an abode 
where safety cannot be attained save 
from within it, and no salvation can be 
attained from anything done for its 
sake. People are tested by it through 
trials. Whatever they have taken of it 
for its [own] sake, they will be removed 
therefrom and held to account for. 
And whatever they have taken thereof 
for other than itself, they will proceed 
to it and reside therein. To those 
possessed of intelligence, it is indeed 
like the retreating shade – you hardly 
see it spread out and fully extended 
before it contracts and shrinks. 

وَ  َْْ َِّ َُِنهْْْْ ْْْ َغأّْْْ َْ َ َْ وَََ اك  ْْلِل  َالْْْ َِ ا َ َْ أَ

وََِ َفِ هَْْْْْْ ََْْ،اْ نَدشَِْْْْْْ َغنّجَْْْْْْْ َْ َوَ   

و وَ َلهََْْْ وَفِ نَْْْْ اََ.هَْْْ وّ َدهَِْْْ َالنْْْا َْ
َ،ادْ ِِّْْْ

َ ّ ْْْ ّْْ اَُِن وَأاِّْ د َْْ وَلهَ َْْ ّ وّ َُِنهْ َْْ وَأَا َْْ فمَ

 ّ اََ َِ ْْْ َِ
وََ،وَّ  َِْْ ّ وّ َُِنهَْْْ وَأَاَْْ وََُْْ

َِ ْْ ُّ اَفِ ْ و َْْ ِ َوَأَقْ ْْْ ُّ اََ َِ ْ لِِل َْْ وَقْ َْْ َ؛لغَِ ِْ  ْ

َْ لَِلََ وََِال وَ ِنْْْْْ َْْفإََِاهَْْْْ ِ َءّقّْْْْ لَِهفََْْْْ

لهَ ْْه نََ،الوْْ ْْا ْْ  َ ودغِواَ َْْ َ اّ ََْْ َْْ وَ ْْ َْْ دَ نْْْ

َ َِ َ َ  انََقََََِ،قَِ َ.وَغَانلِِلااَ

1َ
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people to refrain from becoming attached to this world and to focus their attention 

on attaining success and felicity in the Hereafter (MB). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  When he says that safety from this world cannot be gained except from 

within it, the Imām means that it is a malady, the cure for which is found inside it 

(T). That is because the means by which one can be saved from the consequences 

of sins he commits in the world is found within the world itself, since sins can only 

be effaced in one of two ways: either by performing righteous deeds and acts of 

worship which lead to both reward and the wiping away of misdeeds, or by seeking 

forgiveness and repenting. And both of these are only possible while one is alive 

in this world (I). However, the condition is clear – salvation cannot be attained 

from anything done for its sake, meaning for the sake of this world. Therefore, even 

if one does something ‘good’, if his only objective is a selfish one, to gain something 

for himself in this world, or for those who are close to him, he will not gain 

salvation through it (Z). The phrase people are tested by it through trials 

underscores the fact that this world is an abode of trials and examination, and 

Allāh sometimes tests His servants with ease and comfort, and at other times 

through hardships and difficulties. The Qurʾān states this fact clearly: We try you 

with evil and good as a test, and to Us you shall be returned (Q21:35). That which is 

taken of this world for its own sake will be stripped away, and one will be 

questioned regarding it on the Day of Resurrection. However, that which is taken 

thereof for other than itself, meaning for the Hereafter, they will proceed to it and 

reside therein, meaning that they will face the outcome of their actions, be they 

good or evil (M). Put differently, if people use the blessings of this world as a means 

of attaining felicity in the Hereafter, there will be nothing better; but if they take it 

as an end in itself, they will face the worst consequence.  

The former approach converts transient worldly blessings into eternal 

bounties of the Hereafter, whereas the latter approach has a very brief period of 

enjoyment followed by accountability and punishment (N). The last statement is 

specifically about those possessed of intelligence, because it is they who can 

understand the fleeting nature of this world and take heed of how quickly what is 

in it passes away and perishes. The analogy of a retreating shade used by the Imām 

is a metaphor that is commonly found in traditions and poetry (MB). The two 
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terms ‘ẓill’ and ‘fay.ʾ’ are actually synonyms and both refer to shadow or shade. 

Some suggest that ẓill is a more general term because fay.ʾ only comes about after 

noontime, and since there is this subtle difference between the terms, it is not 

incorrect to annex one to the other (I). ‘Sābigh’ literally means complete, whereas 

‘qalaṣa’ means to contract. No sooner does a shadow extend to its full length than 

it starts to contract; in the same way, the world swiftly passes and comes to an end 

(N). 
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63 

ON HASTENING TOWARDS RIGHTEOUS DEEDS 

1 Be mindful of Allāh, O servants of 
Allāh. Hasten with your [good] deeds  
before your deaths, and purchase what 
will remain for you [in the Hereafter] 
with what will depart from you [of this 
world]. Get ready for departure for you 
are being driven out, and prepare 
yourselves for death as it is hovering 
above you. Be a people who pay heed 
when called, and who know that this 
world is not their [final] abode, so they 
exchange it [for the Hereafter]. Verily 
Allāh, the Glorified, has not created 
you aimlessly nor left you without 
purpose. Nothing stands between any 
of you and Paradise or Hell except the 
death that befalls him. 

 َِ وَ َاه ا َْْْْْْ 
ِ َ َ و اقّ اَاه ا وِ كّواََ،فَْْْْْْ َْْ وَدْْْْ

ولِ ّ َْ َْْ ولَ ّْ َدَِ ْ مْ َْْ وََ،آدْ َْْ وّ  اَُْ َْْ وَادْ ْ

نْ ّ َْ ّ ولَّ َْْْْ وَغَْْْْ ْ َدمَِْْْْ نَلَ ّْْْْ َ،غَ قَْْْْْ

َدِ ّْْْْْْ َْ لِلا لِْلَدّْْْْْْ ِّْْْْْْ اَفقََْْْْْْ َ،وَ ََ  ا

لِْلَأََ ِا ّْْْ َْ َْْ ْ ِ َفقَْ َْْ واَلِِمْْ لِل 
ْْْ ءَِ َ،وَاَْ

وَْ َ هَّ ا ْ َفَْْْ َدهِِْْْ ََ  َِْْ َ،وَهّ َّْْ اَقَْ ُْْْواَ

َ ْ ّْْ مَْلهَْْ َْْ َْ وََلَ أْْْ ْْلِل  َالْْ ّْْ اَأَ ا وََ ِمِْْ

ْْْ َ لَِْللّ ا َفوََْ لَِلاك  ِْْ ّْْ حَْوََّ ََ؛دْ ََْ َ َاه ا إِ ا َْْ فْ

ْْواَ ْ ََ  اَْ ّْْ ْ َغلََِْقّْ ْ َْْ ّ هْ ّْ ََ،لْ ْْْ ْ َغَ ْ َْْ وَلْ

ه لِلا ّْْ َْْ نَََْ،َْ وَدْ َْْ َْْ نَََْوَُْ لِِلهّْ َوَدْ َْْ أَ ْ

ْ ّ َأَْ َ َالمَْْْْْْ اْ َِ وكَِ ِ َأَوَِالنْْْْْا الجَْنْْْْْا

ََ.غنَِْ لََدِ َِ

1َ

2 Verily, the distance that is shortened 
by each passing instant and broken 
down by every fleeting moment ought 
to be regarded very short. Verily the 
unseen traveller who is being driven 
by the two phenomena: the day and 
the night, is certainly quick to return. 
And indeed the arriver who brings 
with him [ultimate] success or wretch-
edness truly deserves the best of 
provisions.  

 َ َِ ا َْْ َّوَ هَوَالِاحْوْْْْ ّْْ َ نَقْصّْْْْ َْْ ا َ،ْوَغْْْْ

وَ  َّ هَوَالأْْْْْْا ُّ لِِل ُ ََ،وَ هَْْْْْْْ لِِلغَ  لجََْْْْْْ

َُِ لِلا ِ َالمّْْْْْْْْ َْْ َْوَنِ ْْْْْْْواََ،دقِصِْْْْْ َِ ا وَ

ْْلَِلا َِ لِّلوّ َالجَْلِِلغْْْْْ ْْْ لََّ:غحَْْْْْ ْْْ الِا ْْْْْ

وكَّ وَْدَْْْْ ََِ،وَالناهَْْْْ ْْ ْ َ ِ َا َدأِّْْْْ وَ  ِ َ،لحََْْْْ

ولفَْْ غَِأَوَِ لِّلّ َدِْْْْْْ غقَْْْْْْْ َقوَِ ُْْْْْْواَ َِ ا وَ

َلمَّأْ حََِ ُِ قَْ  َُِالشه فَضَْلَِالءّْلِلا ِْ َ ََ،وِ

2َ
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CONTEXT 

This is an excerpt of a longer sermon which was given by Amīr al-Muʾminīn 

(ʿa) named al-Gharrāʾ. It contains some amazing insights, and was spoken during 

a funeral. When the deceased was laid in his grave, the relatives began wailing and 

crying. The Imām asked, “Why do they weep? By Allāh, if they could see what he 

sees, they would forget the dead person!” Then he stood up and gave this oration. 

   َ َ So acquire the provisions of this world 
from this world, by which you may 
safeguard yourselves tomorrow. 

 َْ ّ واَفِْْْ َ وا وَفَ َْْْ َْ وَََُْْْ نََالْْْلِل 
َْ وََُِْْْ الْْْلِل 

َ. حَّْ غّوَ َدِِ َأََفْأَّ ّْ َْلَِلااَ

َ

3 The servant should be mindful of his 
Lord, admonish himself, repent his 
sins, and subdue his [vain] desire. 
Verily his death is hidden from him, 
his hope deceives him, and Satan is 
always close to him, beautifying sin for 
him so that he commits it, and 
assuring him of future repentance so 
that he delays it. Thus his death sets 
upon him when he least expects it. O 
what great regret awaits every 
negligent one whose life becomes a 
testimony against him, and whose 
days lead him to wretchedness. 

 َ لِل  ْْْ و اقنَََ   َْْ ْْا َّف َْْ ََّ،كَد ََفَأْ ََ َْْ َ ََ،َصَ لِلا َْْ وَق

هَْ  َ ََّ، َْ دَ َْْْ َّ َ َشَْْْ ّ ََ،وَََِْْْْ َأَدََِْْْ إِ ا فَْْْ

ََ نْْْْ َّ أْْْْ ّ ك  َلَْْْ ََّ،َُ وِ ا  ّ َاَْْْ َِْْْ َُ َ،وَأَ

َِ ِْْ َدْ ل  ْْا َُّ هْ ْْا طَْوّ َ ّ ََ،وَالشْ َْْ َ غهنَّلْ ّْْ غْ

و َْْ ِْْ ََ َلِ َْ هَ هَْ َ ََ،المَْءصْْ َْْ ِْْ َال اْ دْ وَغمَّنه ْ

فهََو َْْ ه ََ؛لِ أّْ َْْ ِ َََِ اََ جَمْ ْْْ ْ َِ ََ ّ ّْْ نِ ا ْ َُ مَْ

و َْْ ّْْ ّ ََ نهْْ وَغَ ْ َْْ لََُْ َْْ وََ.أَْفْْ َْْ وَلهَْ َْْ فَ ْ

َأَْ َغَ ّْْ َ َ َِ ََْفََِْْْ   له نَهّْْ َِْْ ََ اُ  َ َ أْْْ

ْْا اَ ِ َّ ج ْْْ  َِ ََ ّ ّ ّْْ ّ ََ،ّ م ّْْ ّ َأَغاوُ َْْ غ ََ ه ّ وَأَْ َ 

َُِ قَْ  َ.َِلنََالشه

3َ

4 We ask Allāh, the Glorified, to place us 
and you among those who are not led 
to wantonness by bounties, who are 
not prevented from obedience to their 
Lord by any goal, and who are not 
overcome by regret and grief after 
death. 

وَ  َْْ ََّْْْْْْ حَْوََّ َأَْ َغجَْءَِنَْْْْ َ َ لَّاه ا َأَْْْْْْْ

َِ ََ ّ ّ ِْْ َ ّ طْْْ َْ نَْ ْْا وهّْ َُِمْْ ْْا َِغْْ َْْ َ وَ َ،ءْمْْ

َ ِ ْْه ِ َكَدْْ َْْ نَْطَو ْْ َْْ ْْ َ ِ ِْْ ّ َدْْ ْْه َ قّصَْْ َْ وَ

 َ َْْ ْ ِ ََ،ْوَغْ َْْ لَِلَالمْْ ْْْ ِ َدءَْ ِْْ َدْ ل  ّْْ َ حَْ َْ وَ

َهَ دَ . َْ َوَ   َُ ََلََِلا

4َ
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Part of this sermon has also been narrated in later sources with slight variance in 

wording (S). It is noteworthy that Ibn Qutaybah and a few others have wrongly 

attributed this sermon to the Abbasid caliph al-Maʾmūn. However, it is evident that 

al-Maʾmūn had only memorized the sermon, just as many others would memorize 

Imām ʿAlī’s sermons, and then he recited it as his own, without attributing it to the 

original speaker (T). In this oration, the Imām again reminds the people about the 

evanescent nature of this world and the importance of preparing for the Hereafter 

before it is too late (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The first instruction in this sermon relates to espousing Godwariness and 

being mindful of Allāh. It is a reminder that we are servants of Allāh and it thus 

behoves us to submit ourselves to Him. Since the subject being discussed pertains 

to preparation for the Hereafter, it was apt to speak about the best provision for it, 

for indeed the best provision is taqwā (Q2:197) (N). The statement hasten with your 

[good] deeds before your deaths means perform as much good as you can before 

you die, as if you are vying with death (I). The advice to ‘buy’ the everlasting 

Hereafter with this temporary world evokes a sense of eagerness and avidity, since 

exchanging something that perishes for something that lasts is a profitable 

transaction by any measure, and no rational person would forgo the opportunity 

for such a bargain (MB). The phrase for you are being driven out translates ‘fa qad 

judda bikum’, which some commentators take to mean: to be urged forward, pushed, 

or pestered to begin moving (I). Others consider it to refer to seriousness (from 

jidd) in preparation for departure, or in the order to depart (T). It has also been 

suggested that the phrase refers to an instruction to be quick in readying oneself 

for departure, since the term jidd also means haste (N). In any case, the overall 

connotation goes back to swiftly preparing to depart this world, and getting ready 

for death, as it is hovering above you like a shade – hence the word ‘aẓallakum’, 

which literally means: it casts a shadow over you (M). Those who pay heed when 

called are not negligent or remiss; rather, they are aware and attentive. That is why 

they know that this world is not their final abode, so they seek to exchange it for 

the Hereafter (MB).  

Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) then reminds the people that they have not been created 

aimlessly or without purpose, and this is indeed the fundamental proof of life after 
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death, and the Hereafter. If human beings have been created with a purpose, and 

the goal is limited to the short life of this world, in which wretchedness is the order 

of the day, then that purpose would be futile. Such a great creation, with a vast 

cosmos and countless beautiful and amazing creatures, and the subtle way in 

which human beings have been fashioned, cannot all be for such a trivial end. All 

the evidence points to a much greater purpose for this creation that the Wise 

Creator has originated, and that purpose is nothing other than the attainment of 

perfection and proximity to Allāh, which leads to ultimate felicity in the Eternal 

Abode (N). The only thing that stands between a human being and his ultimate 

end in Paradise or Hell is the death that befalls him. Indeed, no matter how long 

one lives, and how healthy and comfortable he is, he will still have to face death 

one day, after which there is an accounting followed by reward or punishment (Z). 

2  The distance translates ‘al-ghāyah’, which literally means limit or end, since 

what is being referred to here is the lifespan of an individual, or the end of his life 

which he draws closer to each and every moment. The amount of time one has in 

this world is reduced by each passing instant, so it behoves one to consider life as 

short. Despite this fact, people waste the precious little time they have, not 

realizing that their life is made up of these very moments (N). The unseen traveller 

(‘ghāʾib’) may refer to death; it is death that is driven towards human beings by the 

two recurring and renewing phenomena (‘al-jadīdān’) of day and night. The night 

and day are referred to as al-jadīdān and al-ajaddān because they never become 

impaired by time (T). Based on this meaning of the term unseen, the word ‘al-

awbah’ would mean approaching or coming, not returning (which is its literal 

meaning), because it cannot be said that death was not present before and has 

now returned (Z). Some commentators have suggested that since death literally 

means lack of life, and because human beings were previously non-existent, it is 

correct to say that death returns to them (MB).  

Others have noted that death was present before the creation of human 

beings, and has always been there with them. However, it is only the appointed 

term (ajal) decreed for human beings which acts as a barrier between them. So it 

is as if death has been hidden behind that barrier, but with the passage of night 

and day, and the eventual end of the appointed lifespan of an individual, death 

once again returns into the picture (T). Alternatively, ‘ghāʾib’ here may mean 

absent, and might refer to the human being himself, since he is absent from his 

true abode of the Hereafter to which he will eventually return, and he is being 
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driven closer to his final home by the passage of each day and night. Based on this 

interpretation, the word ‘al-awbah’ will match its literal meaning, which is to 

return (M). The arriver (‘qādim’) who brings with him success or wretchedness 

may refer to the human being who arrives at his final abode of the Hereafter, 

carrying with him that which either takes him to felicity or to misery. Such a 

person ought to take the best provisions with him (N, M, MB). On the other hand, 

many commentators consider this arriver to be death (R, Z, T). In any case, the 

best provisions for the Hereafter should be collected and prepared from this world 

through  which the people may safeguard themselves tomorrow. And, according to 

the Glorious Qurʾān, the best of provisions is Godwariness (Q2:197). 

3  Since taqwā is the best of provisions, let each servant be Godwary and fear 

his Lord. This entails three actions on his part: admonishing himself, repenting for 

his sins, and subduing his unlawful desires. Together, these instructions constitute 

a complete prescription for the attainment of felicity. A person who does not 

admonish himself never seeks forgiveness for his sins and constantly gives in to 

his vain desires (N). The urgency of acting upon these instructions is underscored 

by the subsequent reminder that death is hidden from us. So if a person does not 

know when or where he will die, it behoves him to always be ready for death (Z). 

Hope can deceive human beings, making them assume that they will live much 

longer and still have plenty of time to prepare for death and the Hereafter. In 

addition, Shayṭān is always close to them, enticing them, and making sins seem 

alluring and attractive for them, so that they commit the misdeeds without thinking 

of the consequences. He also assures them of opportunities to seek forgiveness 

in the future thereby making them delay repentance (taswīf). This makes people 

negligent, and they remain in that heedless state until death suddenly comes to 

them, leaving them with nothing but regret (MB).  

Their state at the moment of death is described as ‘aghfala mā yakūnu ʿanhā’ 

meaning that they will be the most negligent they have ever been towards death. 

That is why some commentators suggest that the term ‘idhā’ in the phrase ‘idhā 

hajamat maniyyatuhu ʿalayh’ (lit: when death sets upon him) actually connotes 

suddenness and shock (mufājāt). In that case, the translation would be: suddenly 

death sets upon him while he is in the most negligent state (N). In the final statement 

of this section, the Imām expresses his sorrow at the state of every negligent one 

who wastes his life, which is a blessing from Allāh, and fails to take the opportunity 

to perform righteous actions by which he may build his Hereafter. Instead, his 
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state becomes like that of one who had great wealth but instead of benefitting 

therefrom, he wasted it and used it to procure that which brought him harm rather 

than benefit (Z). Thus his lifetime becomes a proof against him on the Day of 

Judgment, and the days he spent in the world lead him to wretchedness. 

4  At the end of this sermon, the Imām makes a supplication which is pregnant 

with meaning and lesson-giving. He asks Allāh for three things, the first being 

that he and his audience should be among those who are not led to wantonness by 

bounties. The verb ‘tubṭiru’ is derived from baṭara which means behaving with 

ingratitude, exultation, conceit, and insolence. The message in this first line of the 

supplication is to be careful that the blessings of Allāh do not lead us to behave in 

a manner unbecoming of a believer, such as acting boastfully or transgressing the 

limits. The second prayer is that they should not be prevented from obedience to 

their Lord by any goal. This means that no material or worldly goal should ever act 

as an impediment or a hinderance to the obedience and worship of Allāh. Thirdly, 

he asks Allāh to place them among those who are not overcome by regret and grief 

after death. This means that they should not undertake any action in this world 

which would lead them to remorse and sorrow when their deaths come (N). The 

main actions that lead to such regret have already been mentioned previously in 

this sermon: continually falling into sin and delaying repentance until one meets 

death while in a state of heedlessness (MB). 
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64 

ON THE ATTRIBUTES OF ALLĀH 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This is part of a longer sermon that Amīr al-Muʾminīn gave after the Battle of 

Jamal in which he admonished the people of Baṣrah and mentioned certain 

1 All praise belongs to Allāh for Whom 
one state does not precede another, 
such that He would be first before 
being last, or He would be manifest 
before being hidden. 

 َ اْ َلَّ ََ ول ََ و ِْ ِ ْْْ َالاِ ََلَْ َ أَ
ِ َََ،الحَْمْلِّلَهِ ا

آاِْ ااَ غَْ ّْ َ َ أَْ َ لََ ْْْ قَْ  َ اْ أَوا َ،فَْ َْ ّْ َ َ

قَ لََْأَْ َغَ ّ َ َدوَطِنواَ َََ.وَغَ ّ َ ََ و ِ ااَ

1َ

2 Every individual who is described as 
alone, save Him, is meagre and every 
mighty one, other than Him, is abased. 
Every strong one, other than Him, is 
weak and every master, other than 
Him, is a slave. Every knower, other 
than Him, is a seeker of knowledge, 
and every capable one, other than Him, 
is sometimes able and sometimes 
unable. Every listener, other than Him, 
is deaf to faint sounds while loud 
sounds deafen him and distant ones 
get away from him. Every seer, other 
than Him, is blind to invisible colours 
and subtle bodies. Every manifest thing, 
other than Him, is not [simultaneously] 
hidden, and every hidden thing, other 
than Him, is not [simultaneously] 
manifest. 

َ ّ َقَِِ ْْْلَ   ْْْ ََْ ُِ لَِل م نَدوِلَْ  ْْْْ ُّأَْْ َ ل  َ،هّْْ

ْْلَ  َ ّ ََ لِ ْ ْْْ ْ ََْ   ْْ ََ ِ غْ ل  ّْْ ََ،وَهْ ل  ّْْ وَهْ

َ ءِ    َْْ َ ّ َضْْْ ْْْ ْْْ ََْ قَ  ِ َْْ ََ،قْْْ ل  ّْْ وَهْْْ

 َ  ّْْ مِْْ َُ َ ّ َ ْْْ ْ ََْ
ولِْْْ   َُ،ََ ولِ   َْْ ْ َ ل  ّْْ وَهْ

ّْْ ءََِه َ  َُْ ّ َ ْْْ ْ َْ،ََ ّ َ ْْْ ْ ََْ وِ ك  َْْ َقْ ل  ّْْ وَهْ

لِِلكَّوَغءَجَْْْْ َّ    ََْ ْْْْ َََ،غقَْْْْ
مِ َََْْْ ل  ّ َوَهّْْْ

َ ا َِ ْْْ ََْْ ْْ ِْْ َا ْْ 
نَْلطَِ َْْ ْْ َ   َْْ َ،غصَْْ

و ّ َهَ ِ ّ  َْْ م 
وََ،وَغصِّْْ ََُْْْ ّ ْ َ ّ ََ نْْْ وَغَْْ

و َْْ لَِلَُِنهْْْ ّْْ َ ّ ََ،دءَْْ ْْْ ْْ ََْ    
ِْْ َدصَْْ ل  ّْْ وَهْْ

َ اِ َ لَْْْْْْ ْْ َا هْ
نَْاَفِْْْْْ نَ َْْْْْ غءَْمَْْْْْ

و َِ دَْأَْْْْ ْْ  ِْْْْ َا
ََ،وَلطَِ و ِ   َْْْْ َ ل  وَهّْْْْ

وطِنَ  ّ َدَْْْْ ْْْْ ََْ ّ َ ْْْْ َْ،ََ وطِن  َدَْْْْ ل  وَهّْْْ

َ.َ و ِ َ ََْ َْ ّ ََْ ْ َّ

2َ
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prophecies about future events. Some commentators have suggested that this 

oration is actually a combination of excerpts of two separate sermons (S). Parts of 

this sermon have been mentioned in earlier sources, such as al-Kulaynī’s al-Kāfī, 

and al-Ṣadūq’s al-Tawḥīd, where it is stated that the Imām spoke this words when 

he was preparing to send forces to fight the Syrians a second time (after Ṣiffīn). It 

is noteworthy that Imām ʿAlī would use every opportunity to teach the people 

about tawḥīd, and explain to them the attributes of Allāh, both of majesty (jalāl) 

and beauty (jamāl), even during times of war. Perhaps this is because focusing on 

His attributes gives strength to human beings and uplifts their hearts and spirits, 

enabling them to rush forward and counter the enemy with courage and without 

trepidation (N). An example of this is also seen in the report regarding the bedouin 

who came to ask Imām ʿAlī about the oneness of Allāh during the Battle of Jamal. 

When people began criticizing the man for posing such a question in the heat of 

battle, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) told them to leave him and said that his question 

pertained to the very matter for which they were fighting, namely the correct 

understanding of tawḥīd. Then he proceeded to explain the concept to the 

questioner (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Since it is evident that precedence, proximity, priority, and subsequence are 

all temporal matters that are bound by time, and Allāh is not limited or bound by 

time; rather, He is the Creator of time, therefore when it comes to His attributes, 

one state does not precede another (M). It is essential to remind ourselves here 

again that the attributes of Allāh are in no way similar to the characteristics of 

the creation. That is because He is infinite and perfect in every way, and is beyond 

all the restrictions of matter, time, and space. That is why when we discuss divine 

attributes, we come across certain astounding realities which are not seen anywhere 

else, such as the presence of two contrary attributes that could never exist simulta-

neously in the realm of creation. For instance, in this realm, what is first cannot be 

last and what is last cannot be first, what is manifest cannot be hidden and what 

is hidden cannot be manifest at the same time. However, when it comes to Allāh, 

He is First and Last, Hidden and Manifest (N). Due to the unique nature of divine 

attributes, our descriptions thereof can never do justice and may only give us an 

inkling of a reality that is beyond our comprehension.  
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He is First without any beginning, and Last without any end. He is Manifest 

through His signs, which are the testaments of His power and the markers of His 

wisdom, and He is Hidden since even the imaginations cannot envision Him (MB). 

None of His attributes precedes others because precedence entails origination in 

time (ḥudūth), whereas Allāh is pre-eternal (qadīm), therefore when we say Allāh 

is First and Last, He has always been thus, and will always be so; and the same 

applies to His being Manifest and Hidden (Z). Perhaps a simpler way of explaining 

these four divine attributes is that He is First since He existed before all things, and 

is Last because He will exist after everything has perished. He is Manifest since 

there are numerous proofs around us that point to His existence, and He is Hidden 

because He cannot be perceived by the senses; and none of these attributes came 

before the other, as they have always existed together (R). Another meaning of the 

attribute al-ẓāhir is that Allāh overpowers all things and Has control over them, 

just as one would say ‘ẓahartu ʿalā aʿdāʾī’ meaning, “I overpowered my enemies.” 

Similarly, the attribute al-bāṭin also has the meaning of  knowing the deepest 

aspects of everything, such that nothing is hidden from Him (T). 

2  Aside from Allāh, every individual who is described as alone is meagre (‘qalīl’), 

because when it comes to the creatures, being alone means isolation and separation 

from others, as opposed to being in a group. Such a state bespeaks unimportance, 

weakness, and meagreness. However, when we talk of the oneness of Allāh, and 

that He alone is Almighty, having no partner or associate, we mean that He is 

infinite in His presence and power (N). Where more than ‘one’ is conceivable and 

possible, then ‘one’ gives a sense of littleness, since it is less than two or more. 

However, such a meaning of ‘one’ does not apply to Allāh and thus does not 

connote the same thing (MB). Every mighty one, other than Him, is abased and 

every strong one, other than Him, is weak, because His might is independent 

whereas the might possessed by others depends upon Him and is granted by Him 

whenever He wishes, and the same goes for strength. That is why we say, “There is 

no power or might save with Allāh” (Z). Every master, other than Allāh, is an 

owned slave (‘mamlūk’) because to Allāh belongs the kingdom of the heavens and 

the earth and whatever is in them, and He has power over all things (Q5:120). Every 

knower, other than Him, is a seeker of knowledge since His knowledge is an attribute 

of His essence and does not need to be sought (T).  
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On the other hand, when human beings are born, Allāh brings them forth from the 

bellies of their mothers while they do not know anything (See: Q16:78).  Thus, they 

need to seek and gain knowledge with the means provided to them, such as the 

five senses of perception.  

Unlike Allāh, who has power over all things, every other capable one is 

sometimes able and sometimes unable. Even when one is able to do something, that 

ability depends on certain conditions which may change, thereby rendering him 

unable to do that very thing (N). When it comes to the senses of hearing and sight 

also, human beings have limited capabilities. If a sound is too soft or faint, it 

3 He did not create what He created to 
fortify His authority, nor for fear of the 
effects of time, nor to seek assistance 
against a hostile peer, a proud partner, 
or a dominating opponent. Rather, all 
the creatures are cared for [by Him] 
and are His humble slaves. He is not 
incarnated in anything such that it 
may be said, “He exists in it,” nor is He 
separated from anything such that it 
may be said, “He is detached from it.” 

ِطَْو َ   لِِلغلِِلََّْْ ْْْ ّ َلِ شَ َْْ وَاَِقَ ََُْْ ِْ ّْْ ْ َغلََِْ َْْ َ،ل
و َ  َْْ ِ َغَُ

ِْْ نََْ َ اق ِْْ َُ ف    َْْ َ لََ َْ ََ،وَ َْ وَ

ووِكَ  َْْ ا ُّ َ لِلق
ِْْ نََ َْْ ِ ََ ْْْ ءَِوََ   ََ،اَ ِ غ   َْْ َش َْ وَ

و ِ َ  َْْ وفِ َ َ،ُّ ْْ َْْ نْْ ُّ َ لِلق
ِْْ َضْْ َْ نََْ،وَ ِْْ وَلَ ْْ

ْ دّ دّْْ  ََ َُ َ ِّ
ّ و َََ،اَئَنِْْ و  ََ ااِْْ َْْ 

َ،وَ ِ

ولََ شَْْْ وَِ َفَ قَّْْ ْْ َْا وَََ:لَْ َغحَِْلَّْفِْْ َ َفِ هَْْ ّْْ 

ولََََ،هوَننَِ  وَفَ قَّْْ َ ََ نهَْْْ ْْْ ْ َغنَ وَََ:وَلَْْ َ َُِنهَْْْ ّْْ 

.دََ َوننِ 

3َ

4 He was not wearied by the creation 
that He initiated, or by regulating the 
affairs of what He created. Neither did 
any weakness overcome Him from His 
creation, nor did any misgiving occur 
to Him in what He decreed and 
ordained. Rather, His verdict is precise, 
His knowledge is definite, and His 
command is decisive. Hope is placed in 
Him despite His chastise-ment, and He 
is feared despite His blessings. 

لَِلأََ  َْْ وَادْ ْْ َْْ َُْْ ِّ ْْْ ْ ّ َاَِْْ َّ َْْ ْ َغْْ َْْ ََ،لْْ َْ وَ

وََ كَأََ لِْلدِ ّ ََُْْْ َْْ ،ََ ِ ََ جْْْْ   َ َدِْْْ َوَقَْْْ َْ وَ

ََِ وَاََِْْْْ ِ ََ،َ مْْْْا مََْ َِ ْْْْْ َوَلجََْْْْ َْ وَ

كََ لِلا َْْ نَوَقْْ َْْ وَقضَْْ َْْ  مْْ
َفِ ّْْ هَْ   لََْ،شْْ َْْ دْْ

و  َُّْْْ قْنََ  ََ،قضََْْْ ُّحْ َْْْ  َوَأَُْْْْ   َ   ِْْْْ
وَ ِ

 َ  َ ْْْ ْْنهقَ ََِ،ُّ ْْْ َ َالْْْ َْْ ُّ لَُّْْْ ْ َْْ َ،المْْْْ

َ َالنهءَ  َُ َ ِّ َ.المَْْ ّ  

4َ
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cannot be heard, and if it is too loud, it becomes deafening to the ears. The way in 

which sound-waves reach the ear makes it necessary for the source of the sound 

to be within earshot, and to be neither too loud, nor too low, in order to be heard 

properly by the human ear. Similarly, certain colours (like ultraviolet and infrared) 

cannot be seen by the human eye, just like some subtle or ethereal bodies (‘laṭīf al-

ajsām’) are not perceptible to it. The latter may be a reference to minuscule creatures 

like tiny insects, bacteria, etc. (MB), or perhaps creatures like the jinn. Other than 

Allāh, no manifest thing can simultaneously be hidden, because these two qualities 

are opposites that cannot co-exist in any of the creatures. However, they do exist 

simultaneously as divine attributes, as we have noted in the previous section of 

this sermon (T). 

3  Addressing the reason why Allāh originated the creation, the Imām says 

that it was not to fortify His authority, since His authority is already the strongest 

and needs no fortification. Nor for fear of the effects of time, because it is impossible 

for any change to affect the Almighty, so there is no reason to fear the effects of 

time. Nor to seek assistance against a hostile peer, a proud partner, or a dominating 

opponent, or for any personal gain, because He needs nothing, and everything is in 

need of Him (Z). Rather, the reason for creating everything is indicated by the fact 

that all the creatures are cared for [by Him] and are His humble slaves. So His 

purpose was to bestow favour upon the creatures by granting them existence and 

caring for them (N). Perhaps the mention of His humble slaves is to further 

emphasize that He does not need to fortify His authority through them (T). The 

phrase He is not incarnated in anything translates ‘lam yaḥlul fī al-ashyāʾ’ where 

ḥulūl, which comes from ḥalla (lit. alight, settle in a place), refers to substantial 

union. The connotation of this is negation of the quality of material bodies or 

substantive accidents from Him (R). As a result, it can never be said about a thing 

that “He exists in it,” nor can it be said “He is detached from it.”  

A corollary of the fact that Allāh is pre-eternal and infinite is that He is 

everywhere and with everything. He encompasses everything in existence. All of 

creation is limited, and this includes both externally existent phenomena and 

mentally conceived notions. Even the idea of ‘existence’, which is one of the most 

inclusive notions and applies to all known or conceived things, is so weak that 

wherever it is used, it takes on the colour of that thing. So when we say that a tree 

or stone exists, we are not talking of existence itself, but the presence of a tree or 

stone in particular. Hence, the notion of existence takes on the colour of that 
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which it describes or applies to. However, when it comes to the divine attribute of 

omnipresence, Allāh is everywhere and with everything but never takes on the 

colour of anything, and is never described with an attribute other than His divine 

attributes. That is why the ‘withness’ (maʿiyyah) of Allāh with everything cannot 

be a type of incarnation (ḥulūl) (S). 

4  Weariness and exhaustion applies to creatures that carry out their tasks 

using their limbs. Allāh has no body and needs to make no effort to carry out any 

task; hence, weariness does not apply to Him (M). The first statement in this 

section of the sermon echoes the verse of the Glorious Qurʾān which states: Have 

they not considered that Allāh, Who created the heavens and the earth and was not 

wearied by their creation, is able to give life to the dead? (Q46:33). Since Allāh is 

omnipotent and His power is independent, there is no question of effort or 

exertion when it comes to His actions (I). Not only did Allāh originate the creation, 

He also regulates and manages its affairs at every moment, yet none of this makes 

Him weary. Weakness did not overcome Him from His creation, since it was a 

simple act of willing them to ‘be’ (kun), as the Qurʾān tells us: His command, when 

He intends anything, is only to say to it, ‘Be,’ and it is (Q36:82). The Imām’s statement 

that no misgiving occurred to Him in what He decreed and ordained is another 

indication of Allāh’s unlimited knowledge.  

With their limited knowledge, human beings sometimes take some important 

decisions, however later they discover certain realities which lead them to doubt 

their decisions, and at times they realize that they were completely wrong and 

turn back from their previous stance. However, since Allāh’s knowledge is not 

restricted, and nothing is hidden from Him, any decision He makes or decree He 

gives cannot have even an iota of doubt (N). Hence, His verdict is precise, His 

knowledge is definite, and His command is decisive. This means that He neither 

needs to think, nor to know of any event that transpires in His creation, in order 

to arrive at His decree (T). Hope is placed in Him despite His chastisement because 

His mercy encompasses all things, but at the same time He is feared despite His 

blessings because His punishment is severe and it may come all of a sudden, in 

the middle of the night for example. Tradition tell us that neither does His anger 

prevent Him from showing mercy, nor does mercy prevent Him from punishing 

those who deserve to be punished (Z). 
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65 

ON THE ART OF COMBAT 

 

 

1 O company of Muslims! Don the garb 
of awe [of Allāh] and cover yourselves 
with tranquillity. Grit your teeth, as 
that makes the swords skip off the 
skull. Complete your battle armour 
and shake your swords in their 
scabbards before unsheathing them. 
Stare [at the enemy] furiously and 
strike on both sides. Attack with the 
sharp edge and extend your swords by 
stepping forward.  

ِمِِ نََ  َ َالمّْأْْْْْْ ءَوشِْْْْْ ءِّ واََ!َُ َْ شَْْْْْْ ا

ََ َ ْْْ ِ  نَ َََ،اللََْش ْْا ّْْ اَالأ ْْ  اََ،وَ جََِْ َ  وََ ض

َِ ِْْ نَالناَ اد َْْ ْْ  ّ فََِ،َ ِ نَلِِأ َْْ ّ َأََْ  ْْا فإََِ

و َِ َْْ نَِالهْ َْْ  ،َََ َْْ ُْ ّْْ اَاللَا ِ
ّْْ اََ،وَأَهمِْ وَقَِقِِْ

ِههَو لََََْْْ وَقَ ْْْ َْأَْمَْوِ  َْْ
َ،الأْْ  ّ فََفِْْ

ْ كََ َْْ ّْْ اَاللَْْ ََ،وَالحَْوْ ْْا ّْْ اَالشْ َ،ْ كََوَاطْءّنْ

ولو  نَ ِْْ وفحِّ اَدْ َْْ ْْ  ّ فَََ،وََْ ِّ اَالأْ
ِْْ وََْ

َََ.دوِللَّْطَو

1َ

2 Know that Allāh is watching over you 
and you are in the company of the 
cousin of the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ). So 
attack repeatedly and be ashamed of 
fleeing, for indeed it is a disgrace for 
your posterity and fire on the Day of 
Reckoning. Be pleased to give your 
lives [as martyrs] and walk with ease 
towards death. Turn your attention to 
this large contingent and the pitched 
canopy, and attack its epicentre for 
verily Satan is hiding in its lower 
corner. He has stretched out his hand 
to attack and has kept his foot back to 
flee. So remain steadfast as you charge 
ahead!  

 َِ ْ َدءَِْْ نَِْاه ا نََِ،وَاْ ِمَّْْ اَأََا ّْْ َ َادْْْ وََُْْ

َِ ّْْ لَِاه ا َكََ َْْ ه  ،ََا َْْ ووِّ واَالْ  َْْ َ،فءَ

َْْ هَ نََالفْ
ِْْ ْْْ حَْ ّ اَُ ََْ،وَاَ ِْْ َف وك  َْْ  َ ّ ْْا فإََِ

َ ِِ و َْ قَْْْْ ْْ ََ،ا ِِ و َْْ ْ َ َالحِْأْْ َغَْْْْ وك  َ،وَََْْْْ

ْْواَ ِْْ ّْ ََفَأْ نَْأََفْأّ َْْ ّْْ اَ    
ّْْ اََ،وَطِ ُْش وَا

جّحواَ ّْْ َ ْْْ واَ ش َُ َ ِ ْ َْْ نَالمْ َْْ َْْ ْ ّْ ََ.َِل وََ ِ

َْ وَْْْْ َِ ْْ َ اِ َا َ اَالأْْْْا ََ،دهَِْْْْ ِِ وَا وَالْْْْ ه

ِ َالمَّْ ْْا َْْ ََّ،طَنْْ ِ دّ اَ َ جَْْ ْْْ ََ،فوَضْْ إِ ا َْْ فْْ

َِ  ِ َْهأِْْْ
َفِْْ وُِن  َ َََ،الشا طَْوَ َهَْْ لِلا لِْلَقَْْ وَقَْْ

لِلااَ َْْ ِ َغ َْْ ََ،لَِِْ  ْ  ئا ْْْ ّْْ ِ َكِد َ َلِِن   ْْا َ؛وَأَا

مْلِلااَ ََ  َ!فصََمْلِلااَ

2َ
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CONTEXT 

It is commonly thought that this was [part of] Amīr al-Muʾminīn’s sermon to 

his companions on the Night of al-Harīr, or just before the first encounter at Ṣiffīn. 

Laylat al-Harīr was one of the bloodiest nights during the Battle of Ṣiffīn wherein 

the battle continued even after there had been fighting throughout the day. One 

report describes the severity and fierceness of the battle thus: “They fought so hard 

that night, that spears broke and when no arrow was left in their quivers, they 

began fighting with swords.” According to some commentators, this oration was 

spoken by Imām ʿAlī on the day that preceded the Night of al-Harīr (I). This sermon 

has been reported in a number of early sources, mostly from Ibn ʿAbbās, with some 

variation in wording (T). Before relating this sermon, Ibn ʿAbbās described Imām 

ʿAlī saying that no one was as courageous as him. He went on to say that one day 

in the Battle of Ṣiffīn, he saw the Imām going to different groups of soldiers and 

addressing them. This was at a time when the Syrian army had arrived and their 

large numbers had caused fear among some of the troops. Pointing to the enemy 

ranks, Imām ʿAlī told his soldiers that they were weaklings who only outwardly 

portrayed strength. He said that if the sword of truth fell upon them, the enemies 

would scatter like locusts in a windstorm. Then he spoke the words of this sermon, 

advising his army how to proceed (S). This oration comprises the etiquettes and 

techniques of fighting in battle, summarized in succinct statements. The Imām 

blends spiritual values into it to heighten the motivation of the fighters and impel 

them towards self-sacrifice in the way of Allāh (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  In the first section of this sermon, Imām ʿAlī mentions nine instructions 

related to the art of combat and fighting in the way of Allāh, each of which is very 

 [Do this] until the beam of truth 
becomes manifest for you while you 
have the upper hand and Allāh is with you, 
and He will not deprive you of [the reward 
for] your deeds. (Q47:35). 

 َ هِ َْْ ّْْ ّ َالحْْ ْ ََ مْ ّْْ َلَ ْ َْ
ِْْ نَغنَجَِْْ ْْا ْ  َ

نَْ» َْْ ْ َوَلْ ّْْ ءَ ْ َُ َ ّ ْ َ َوَاه ا َْْ ِْ َْ ْْ ْْْ ّّ َا وَأََْ

َ«.غَ َِ هّْ َأَْ مولَ ّ 

َ
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important and helpful while on the battlefield. The first two directives are: don 

the garb of awe [of Allāh] and cover yourselves with tranquillity. The imperative 

‘istashʿirū’ is derived from shi.ʿār which literally means an undergarment that 

makes direct contact with one’s skin. It is therefore an instruction to make the fear 

of Allāh like the garment that is closest to one’s body. ‘Tajalbabū’ comes from jilbāb 

which refers to an outer garment that usually covers the whole body (T). It is 

interesting that the first instructions the Imām gives pertain to the spiritual and 

emotional aspect of the soldier. Having a sense of awe and fear of Allāh makes 

one feel responsible for obediently carrying out His commands, and this feeling 

is pivotal for the believer who fights on the battlefield in the way of Allāh. It is 

perhaps the strongest motivation to remain steadfast until his last breath. Likewise, 

the second directive is imperative for the fighters because by remaining calm and 

tranquil, they will not allow themselves to be overwhelmed by apprehension and 

anxiety as they face the enemy in the field of battle. Doing so would be tantamount 

to a display of weakness and would encourage the enemy to become more audacious 

in his assault.  

Courageous warriors have always been calm and composed, whereas weaklings 

are always anxious and uneasy. Indeed, as noted in Q48:4, it was tranquillity that 

led to the victory of Muslims in previous battles (N). The practical advice to grit 

your teeth while fighting is considered beneficial as it makes the swords skip off the 

skull. That is because gritting teeth leads to the contraction and stiffening of the 

muscles, and that results in greater rigidity which makes it less pervious to the 

strike of a sword (MB). Alternatively, it could be meant metaphorically to signify 

increased attention and focus towards fighting, and remaining calm and patient, 

as that would help keep one safe from the swords of the enemy (R). Complete your 

battle armour means ensuring that the body armour and accoutrements for battle 

are complete, and one is not missing anything he needs to fight and protect himself 

in battle (Z). He also instructed them, shake your swords in their scabbards before 

unsheathing them so that it would not take long to draw them when they sought 

to strike the enemy therewith (T). ‘Alḥaẓū al-khazra’ is translated stare [at the 

enemy] furiously since the term ‘al-khazr’ refers to narrow eyes with contracted 

eyelids, which is normally the way one’s eyes look when he is angry or concerned. 

Here it means staring at the enemy with fury and rage, as opposed to looking at 

him with wide eyes that give the impression of fear and weakness (N).  
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The seventh instruction he (ʿa) gives the soldiers is strike on both sides 

(‘waṭ.ʿ unū al-shazra’). The term ‘al-shazr’ means thrusting and piercing [of a weapon] 

from the right and from the left (T). The final two directives of the Imām were: 

attack with the sharp edge (‘nāfiḥū bil-ẓubā’) and extend your swords by stepping 

forward (‘ṣilū al-suyūf bil-khuṭā’). The term ‘nāfiḥū’ comes from nafḥ which means 

to blow [air], and here it means that one should be so close to the enemy that it is 

as if the breath he exhales reaches him. ‘Ẓubā’ refers to the sharp edge of the blade, 

or at times to the upper part of the sword; in any case, striking with it is more 

effective in battle (N). The instruction to extend their swords by stepping forward 

means that if the swords are ever too short to reach the enemy and effectively 

strike them, they should advance themselves and should not wait until the enemy 

comes towards them. Such forward movement puts fear in the heart of the enemy 

(MB). 

2  By reminding the soldiers that Allāh is watching over them and that they 

are in the company of the cousin of the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ), the Imām is emphasizing 

the fact that they are upon the truth in this battle, completely, just as they were 

when they fought alongside the Noble Prophet (Z). From the Imām’s instruction 

to attack repeatedly and be ashamed of fleeing, for indeed it is a disgrace for your 

posterity and fire on the Day of Reckoning, we learn that firstly it should not be 

expected that in one attack victory will be attained, and a single assault will suffice 

to destroy the foundations of the enemy army, wiping them out. Rather, it will take 

great effort and require many continuous attacks to triumph over them. Secondly, 

even the thought of fleeing from the battlefield should not be entertained, for such 

an action would lead to a disgrace that taints even one’s progeny, and it also results 

in damnation in the Hereafter (N). It should be noted that the term ‘al-aʿqāb’ has 

also been interpreted as the consequences of one’s action, in which case the 

translation would read: indeed it is a disgrace for you in the future (MB). Being ready 

and pleased to give their lives and die as martyrs in the way of Allāh, and hence 

walk with ease towards death if need be, makes soldiers fearless in battle.  

‘Al-sawād al-aʿẓam’ literally means ‘the great black [mass]’ and refers to the 

amassed army of the Syrians (I), since from a distance a large group of people, with 

little space between them, looks like a big dark body (N). The pitched canopy 

mentioned by the Imām referred to the large tent of Muʿāwiyah, which had been 

tied firmly with ropes (Z). He instructed the soldiers to strike at its centre, because 

Satan is hiding in its lower corner. By Satan, he was referring to either Muʿāwiyah 
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or ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ, and using the term ‘al-shayṭān’ to refer to these two individuals 

is due to their similarity to Satan in the way they misguided people from the path 

of Allāh. Furthermore, it is more likely that the term has been used in its literal 

sense, and was not meant metaphorically, except the last phrase: is hiding in its 

lower corner, which meant that Muʿāwiyah was a coward (MB). The description 

given matches the nature of Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān to a tee, and his cowardice 

is emphasized by describing him as having his hand stretched out to attack while 

keeping his foot back to flee. The Qurʾān describes this quality in Satan himself 

when it states: When Satan made their deeds seem decorous to them and said, “No 

one shall overcome you today from among the people, and I will stand by you.” But 

when the two hosts sighted each other, he took to his heels, saying, “Indeed I am quit 

of you. I see what you do not see. Indeed I fear Allāh, and Allāh is severe in retribution” 

(Q8:48) (N). Imām ʿAlī then advises his troops to remain firm and steadfast as they 

charge towards the enemy. That is the meaning of the phrase ‘fa ṣamdan ṣamdā’.  

The phrase beam of truth translates ‘ʿamūd al-ḥaqq’, which literally means the 

pillar or column of truth, since the verb ‘yanjalī’, which means becoming manifest 

and coming to light, has been used to describe it. The directive here is for the 

soldiers to remain resolute in fighting for what they know to be true until they are 

able to attain their goal and witness the establishment of the truth (Z). In closing, 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) mentions part of verse Q47:35 which gives glad tidings of 

victory to believers, telling them that they have the upper hand, and that Allāh is 

with them. It also assures them that Allāh will not deprive them of the rewards for 

striving in His way. By reciting this, the Imām was reminding them that a great 

reward awaits them in the Hereafter, so they should strive hard to obey Him (M). 
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66 

WHEN INFORMED ABOUT WHAT HAD TRANSPIRED AT SAQĪFAH 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

As is evident from the contents of the oration, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) spoke 

this after the demise of the Noble Messenger (ṣ) in Madīnah, when he received 

news about the illegitimate decision taken at Saqīfah Banī Sāʿidah regarding the 

successorship. This was actually the initial clear response given by Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) 

to the first deviation that transpired after the Prophet passed away. It was led by 

those from Madīnah who sought to usurp the caliphate. The central theme of this 

oration is a critique of the view held by some of the Anṣār and Muhājirīn regarding 

the caliphate and political leadership. The subject of successorship to the Noble 

Messenger (ṣ) has been broached time and again in Nahj al-Balāghah, and the 

right of Imām ʿAlī and falsity of the claims of others has been emphasized (S). 

Before the Imām spoke the words mentioned above, he asked those who had 

1 He (ʿa) said, “Why did you not argue 
against them that the Messenger of 
Allāh (ṣ) had instructed that the good 
among them should be treated well 
and the bad should be pardoned?” 
They said, “How would that be an 
argument against them?” He said, “If 
leadership was to be theirs, there 
would have been no such directive in 
their favour.” Then he asked, “What 
did the Quraysh claim?” They replied, 
“They argued that they are the lineal 
tree of the Prophet (ṣ).” So he (ʿa) said, 
“They argued for the tree but neglected 
the fruit.” 

َاْ  جََجْْْْ ّْ ََ َِْْْ هِْْ َ:َقْْْولَ  ئا فهََْْْ

َ ِ َكََّْْْ لََاه ا َ  ا َ  ََْدِْْْ نَدِْْْ َوََْْْا

نهِِ َْ ُّحْأِْْ نَ َْْ َِل نََ نََْ،غحّْأَْْ ووَغََ َْْ وَغّ جََْْ

ِْْ ئهِِ َْ ولّ اَ؟َُّأ َْْ نَََ:ق ِْْ َ اَُ َْْ  َْ ِْْ وَف َْْ وَُ

ِ ََ َِْْ هِْ َْ ولَََ؟الحّْجْْا وَ ََ:فقََْْ ْ َهَْْ لَْْ

َْ ِْْ نَِالَْ َِْْ اّ َدهِ ّْْ  َ َ ْ َْْ ِْْ هِْ َل ّ َف َْْ وُ َُ َ.اخِْ

ولََ َقَْْ ّْْ ا  :ََ َ غشْ  مَْقّْْ وََ اَقوَلَْْ ولّ اَ؟فمََْْ َ:قَْْ

ّْْ لَِ َ َُّال ا جََ  َْْ وَش َْْ مَْدَِ َاه ْْا َ.اْ  جَ

ولََ َْْ ََُِفقَْْْ جََ  ْْا ْْ  اَدوِلشْْْ َ،اْ  جَْْْ

َ.ضَوّ  اَالاامََ ُوَأََ

1َ
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returned from al-Saqīfah, “What did the Anṣār say?” They replied, “They said, ‘Let 

there be a leader from us and a leader from you.’” Upon hearing this, Amīr al-

Muʾminīn gave the response mentioned in this oration (MB). The Imām presented 

two responses: one to the Anṣār and the other to the Quraysh. Using a subtle point 

derived from a command of the Noble Prophet regarding the treatment of the 

Anṣār, he responded to their claim. As for the Muhājirīn among the Quraysh, he 

used their own argument against them (N). It is noteworthy that some commentators 

have related the details of the entire event that transpired at al-Saqīfah in their 

commentaries on this sermon (T). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  When the specifics of what transpired at al-Saqīfah were related to Imām 

ʿAlī (ʿa), and he was informed of how the Anṣār had suggested that they should 

have a ruler of their own after their proposal for a caliph from their ranks was 

rejected, he asked why the people had not used the statement of the Messenger of 

Allāh (ṣ) about the Anṣār to argue against them. The Prophet (ṣ) had instructed 

that the Muslims should treat the virtuous among the Anṣār with kindness, and 

overlook the misdeeds of those of them who are iniquitous. When asked, “How 

would that be an argument against them?” the Imām explained that if leadership 

was ever meant to be among them, there would be no need for the Prophet to give 

special instructions regarding their treatment, and there would have been no such 

directive in their favour. It is obvious that when someone gives instructions that 

certain people should be treated with care and kindness, it means that the 

decisions rest in the hands of those who are being instructed, not of those for 

whom the recommendation has been made. This is similar to the case of a father 

who tells his eldest son before setting out on a journey, “Be careful of your younger 

siblings and treat them well.” That would only make sense if the eldest son was in 

charge (N). Interestingly, in later times such an argument was indeed employed 

by others just the way Amīr al-Muʾminīn had mentioned. For instance, it is reported 

that when Saʿīd ibn al-ʿĀṣ died, his young son ʿAmr ibn Saʿīd went to Muʿāwiyah 

and the latter asked him, “Whom did your father speak to regarding caring for 

you?” He responded, “He gave his bequest to me directly and did not speak to 

anyone else regarding me.” Taken aback by his witty response, Muʿāwiyah said, 
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“This young man is surely articulate (ashdaq).” Subsequently ʿAmr ibn Saʿīd became 

known as ‘al-Ashdaq’ among the people (I).  

Some commentators have noted that the type of individuals who had 

gathered at al-Saqīfah were clearly not very intelligent, since even when the Imām 

presented the argument to them, they did not understand it until he explained it 

to them (T). When he then asked what the Quraysh said in their argument against 

the Anṣār, they told the Imām that the Quraysh asserted they are from the same 

lineage and family tree of the Prophet, since they were from the same tribe as him. 

Upon hearing this, the Imām said, they argued for the tree but neglected the fruit. 

By this, he apparently meant himself and the Prophet’s progeny (ahl al-bayt), who 

had a greater right to the caliphate based on the very same argument that the 

Quraysh had presented against the Anṣār (MB). 
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67 

WHEN MUḤAMMAD IBN ABĪ BAKR WAS KILLED IN EGYPT 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This is an excerpt of the sermon that Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) gave when 

Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr, whom he had appointed to the governorship of Egypt, 

was overcome in battle and killed. After the Battle of Ṣiffīn, due to the rebellion 

of the Khawārij, Muʿāwiyah saw an opening and sought to conquer Egypt, which 

was one of the important and rich centres of the Islamic empire. At that time 

Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr, who was a close companion of Imām ʿAlī, was the governor 

there. Having promised ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ the governorship of Egypt, Muʿāwiyah 

dispatched him with six thousand horsemen. Most of his soldiers were driven by 

the motivation of seeking revenge for the killing of ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān and were 

under the false impression that Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr had been one of his killers. 

In addition, Muʿāwiyah wrote many letters to his supporters in Egypt, calling on 

them to assist ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ in fighting Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr. He likewise 

sent threatening messages to his foes there. On his part, Muḥammad ibn Abī 

Bakr wrote to Imām ʿAlī informing him of what was transpiring and seeking his 

assistance. He was also able to mobilize an army of four thousand men to come 

out and face ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ. He sent two thousand ahead to meet ʿAmr and 

remained behind with the other two thousand. Those who had gone ahead fought 

valiantly but were defeated and their commander was killed.  

1 I had intended to appoint Hāshim ibn 
ʿUtbah as the governor of Egypt, and 
had I done so, he would neither have 
left any room for them nor given them 
any opportunity. [I say this] without 
reproach for Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr, 
for he was beloved to me and I had 
raised him. 

لِْلَ  نََوَقَْْ َ َدْْْ
َ ََ وشِْْ َ َُصِْْْ أَكَْ ّ َ َْ لِ َْْ

َوَََ،ّ  ْ َْْ ََ وَلمََْْ َِغاو َْْ َ ّ ّْْ ا ْ  ْ َوَل ّ َلَْْ نَلهَّْْ وَاَِاْْ

َ ّ ّ َالفّْْ ََْْْ َََ،الءَْْ ََْْْ ََ َأََهَْْْْ َْ ئَََ،وَ دِْْْ

َْدَ ْْْ َ  نَِأَدِْْ ْْْ لِِلَد َلمِّحَمْْا وَ ََ،َ  ق لِْلَهَْْ فَِقََْْ

ََ  ِ  واَ اْ َ.وَهوََ َلَِْكَدِ  واَََ،َِلَ

1َ
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When news of this reached them, those who had remained behind were 

negatively impacted by what they learnt, and a group among them fled while those 

who remained were scattered. When Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr saw that he had 

been abandoned by most of the soldiers and only a few remained by his side, he 

retreated and went into hiding. ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ sent Muʿāwiyah ibn Khudayj after 

him. The latter looked for him and when he finally found him, he killed him in a 

very brutal and merciless manner. He beheaded him and placed his body inside 

the corpse of a dead animal before burning it. When news of his martyrdom 

reached Imām ʿAlī, he was deeply saddened by it and the expression of his noble 

face clearly showed his sorrow. It was then, in the year 38 AH, that he spoke the 

words of this oration (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  Amīr al-Muʾminīn had appointed Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr as the governor of 

Egypt before the Battle of Ṣiffīn. However, he was not the initial choice. The Imām 

says that he had intended to appoint Hāshim ibn ʿUtbah ibn Abī Waqqāṣ and had 

he done so, he would neither have left any room for Muʿāwiyah and his army, that 

was led by ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ, nor given them any opportunity the way Muḥammad ibn 

Abī Bakr did by fleeing and hiding (MB). The term ‘al-ʿarṣah’ literally means space, 

room, or vacant area, and here it refers to Egypt. He left Egypt to them and fled, 

thinking that he would save himself by doing so. But he was not saved, and they 

seized and killed him (I). Having said this, the Imām clarified that he had mentioned 

this without reproach for Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr, for he was beloved to me and I 

had raised him. Asmāʾ bint ʿUmays was Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr’s mother, and she 

was initially married to Jaʿfar ibn Abī Ṭālib, the Imām’s brother. She had migrated 

to al-Ḥabashah with him and there she gave birth to ʿAbdullāh ibn Jaʿfar. When her 

husband was martyred in the Battle of Muʾtah, Abū Bakr married her and she 

conceived Muḥammad. After Abū Bakr died, Imām ʿAlī married her and raised 

Muḥammad as his own son. He would say, “Muḥammad is my son from the loins 

of Abū Bakr.” Hence we note that the Imām truly loved him (Z). Some commentators 

have interpreted the Imām’s statement without reproach for Muḥammad ibn Abī 

Bakr to mean that his statement was instead meant as a praise for Hāshim ibn 

ʿUtbah (R).  
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It is reported that when Muʿāwiyah ibn Khudayj al-Kindī found Muḥammad 

ibn Abī Bakr, the latter was close to dying of thirst. When Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) 

received Muḥammad’s letter seeking assistance, he immediately dispatched a 

contingent of two thousand horsemen to Egypt to aid Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr, 

but while they were en route, word of his martyrdom and the fall of Egypt reached 

the Imām (M). Though he had been appointed to the governorship before the 

Battle of Ṣiffīn, Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr was killed in 38 AH, while Hāshim ibn 

ʿUtbah died earlier in 37 AH at Ṣiffīn. The last phrase of this oration has been 

narrated differently by al-Madāʾinī and al-Ṭabarī who report, instead of for he was 

beloved to me and I had raised him, “he strove to the best of his ability and fulfilled 

what was due upon him,” which seems more appropriate given the context (T). 
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68 

REPROVING HIS COMPANIONS 

 

 

 

 

1 How much leniency should I accord 
you, like the tolerance that is accorded 
to young camels with injured humps 
and to threadbare clothes – every time 
one side is stitched, the other rips 
apart! Whenever a contingent of the 
Syrian army draws close to you, every 
man among you shuts his door and 
hides himself like a lizard [hides] in its 
hole, or a hyena in its den. By Allāh, he 
who is supported by [the likes of] you 
suffers disgrace, and he who uses you 
to attack [the enemy] has shot a broken 
arrow. 

وكَّ  لَِلاكَهَالْ ِ َْْ وَ ّْْ ْ َهمََْْ ْ َأَّ اكِغ ّْْ هَْْ

َُّ لَِل ِْْ َْْ ََّ،الءَْم  
َالمّْ لََِلا ِ ِّ و َْْ وََ-َوَالاه  َْْ ام هِّ

نَْ مَُِْْْْ َ هََ ا َْْْ نَْدَوَِْْْ   مَُِْْْْ ِ  صَْْْ

نََْ!آاَْْ ََ ِْْ َُ   
ِْْ نأْ َُ َ ّْ ْ َْْ ِ ََ لا َْْ وَأَط َْْ ام هِّ

َ ل  َكَدّْْ ل  ّْْ َه َِ َْْ وِ َأَِْْ ْْا لَِالش ْْْ ِ َأَ  ِْْ نوََ َُ
َّ َْْ نْ ّْ َدوَد

ِْْ ْْا اِ ََ،ُ وكََالض َْْ َ َاَجْحِ َْْ وَاَجَْح

و َْْ َْدّحِْ   ِْْ وَ،ف َْْ َْوِدَوكِ  ِْْ ْْا ِّ َف َ.وَالض

ْ  مّّ  َّ َْْ نََْصَْ َْْ َُْ
ِ لِ لَّوَاه ا ْْ ا نََْ،الْ َْْ وَُْ

َدِ ّْ َفقَلَِْلَكَّ َْ
َِلَ كُِّ ََوَ َِ َدَِ فَْ  َْ

ُِ.ََ

1َ

2 You are, by Allāh, numerous in the 
courtyards yet few under the banners 
[of jihād]. I most certainly know what 
it would take to reform you and how to 
straighten your crookedness. However, 
I do not see it prudent to reform you 
by impairing myself. May Allāh humble 
your faces and cause your fortunes to 
fall! You do not understand truth as 
you understand falsehood, and you do 
not renounce falsehood as you repudiate 
the truth! 

 َ ْ و َََِِا ّْْ َْالْ وَ َْْ َفِْْ َلَ اَِ ْْ  
ِ ََ،وَاه ا قَِِ ْْل 

و َِ َْْ اغْ مََال ا ْْْ وََ، حَْ َْْ َدمِْ ولِ   َْْ َْلءَْ ْْه ََِْ وَ

ِحِّ ّ َْ ََْ،وَغقِّْْ ّ َأَوََ هّْْ ََْ،غصّْْْ وَلَِ نْْه

ْ ِْْ وِ ََفَأْْ َْْ ئََ  ّْ َدإِِفأْْ ْْْ ََِْ َأَكَهَ َْ.َ

لِّلوَ هّ َْ َّاّْْْْْ َ اََاه ا ََ،أَضْْْْْْ َِ وَأَ ءَْْْْْْ

لِّلوَ هّ َْ ََ!دّْْْْْ َ ءَِْ فّْْْْْْ َ َالحَْْْْْْْ ََْ اِ

لََ ِْْ ِ فَ ِ ّّ َالْ وَطْْ ْْْ ّْْ َ ََ،همََءْْ َ ّ طِِْْْ َْ وَ

َ!الْ وَطِلََهإَِدطَْولِ ّّ َالحَِْ

2َ
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CONTEXT 

This sermon was given by Imām ʿAlī after the disappointing failure of the 

Kūfans in their fight against the Syrians. The oration was apparently spoken in the 

last days of his life, after the Battles of Jamal, Ṣiffīn and Nahrawān, when the binds 

that held the army of the Imām had been unravelled. Certain phrases of this 

sermon have been repeated in other sermons of Nahj al-Balāghah, and from some 

historical sources, we learn that parts of this oration were spoken by Amīr al-

Muʾminīn (ʿa) on different occasions. For instance, some of the statements herein 

were spoken by the Imām when he received news about the assault of al-Ḍaḥḥāk 

ibn Qays al-Fihrī on the caravan of pilgrims at al-Thaʿlabiyyah, and others were 

voiced after he heard about how al-Nuʿmān ibn Bashīr attacked and sacked ʿAyn 

al-Tamr in the year 39 AH. Likewise, the last part of the sermon is said to have been 

spoken by Imām ʿAlī when he was informed about the barbaric attack on Ḥijāz and 

Yemen by Busr ibn Abī Arṭāt (S). The tone of this oration is one that gives a clear 

impression of frustration and disappointment. When Imām ʿAlī witnessed the 

audacity and boldness of Muʿāwiyah’s troops compared to the indifference and 

placidity of some of his soldiers, he spoke to them thus. This sermon contains a 

harsh rebuke against the weakness, abjection, and cowardice of some of the 

Kūfan soldiers, and there is also a hint of hopelessness in his words regarding their 

ineffectiveness against the enemy. The purpose of this sermon was to urge their 

reformation and try to rouse their sense of honour and dignity as they faced the 

Syrians (N). This sermon has also been reported by others before al-Sayyid al-Raḍī, 

such as al-Balādhurī (d. 279 AH) in Ansāb al-Ashrāf, and al-Yaʿqūbī (d. 284 AH) in 

his Tārīkh. 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  As the leader and commander of his army, Imām ʿAlī was very disappointed 

when he saw how the lassitude and apathy of some of his soldier had emboldened 

the enemy. So he reprimanded them, seeking thereby to awaken their sense of 

dignity and courage so that they would face the enemy together with strength (N). 

The Imām begins by telling them that he has been lenient with them, like the 

tolerance that is accorded to camels with injured humps. The term ‘al-bikār’ is the 

plural of al-bakr, which refers to a young camel, and ‘al-ʿamidah’, which means 

propped up, is used here to refer to the camel with an injured or infected hump, 
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which causes it to rise upright. Other possible meanings for the term ‘al-ʿamidah’ 

have been mentioned by some commentators, such as a camel that is over-

burdened by the weight placed on it, or whose hump is crushed from within (MB). 

In any case, the example of an ailing camel has been given because such camels 

require more lenity and kinder treatment (T). The second example he mentions is 

that of threadbare clothes – every time one side is stitched, the other rips apart. These 

two examples are similar in their lack of firmness and dependability. Just as 

threadbare clothes cannot be relied upon, so too were the soldiers in the Imām’s 

army unreliable. Every time he would advise and motivate one group among them, 

another group would come out in opposition. As such, there was never total unity 

among them; and these differences were the reason why they were hesitant in 

battle (M). Whenever they were faced by a contingent of the Syrian army, each of 

them would cowardly run and shut his door, out of fear (MB). The shutting of their 

doors is meant metaphorically to signify their unwillingness to bravely face and 

fight the enemy. Instead, they preferred to flee and hide out of cowardice.  

They would hide like a lizard [hides] in its hole or a hyena in its den. It is said 

that the example of a lizard has been given because it is known to be a foolish 

creature, to the extent that sometimes a lizard may even lose its way to its own 

home. That is why it makes its home close to a smooth rock which can act as a sign 

to show it the location of its dwelling. Furthermore, it is believed that the lizard is 

an apathetic and emotionless creature which sometimes even devours its young 

(N). The hyena is likewise mentioned because of its foolishness. Details about its 

characteristics have already been noted in sermon no. 6. By giving these examples, 

the Imām was pointing out their flaws and the reason for the growing boldness of 

the enemy. After rebuking their cowardly behaviour, the Imām notes that having 

supporters like them would only cause one to suffer disgrace. The phrase ‘al-dhalīl, 

wallāh, man naṣartumūh’ literally means that the one whom you assist [with such 

an attitude] is humiliated. Finally, he likens them to a broken arrow (‘afwaqa nāṣil’) 

with which one cannot effectively attack his foe, and hence it remains unused in 

battle (MB). This term has also been employed in sermon no. 29. 

2  When the Imām says that they are numerous in the courtyards yet few under 

the banners, he means that they are craven and unwilling to face the enemy (M). 

Interestingly, the Noble Prophet (ṣ) had described the Anṣār in an opposite way, 

saying, “Indeed you become numerous in times of fright, yet few when it comes to 

seeking reward [for fighting],” (T). The reason for this behaviour of the Kūfans was 
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that they had grown accustomed to comfort and ease, and hence were not ready 

to put themselves in harm’s way, even if it meant facing grave consequences later 

on. Nevertheless, the Imām states that he knows what it would take to reform 

them and how to straighten their crookedness, which commentators suggest may 

refer to one of two things. The first is that he could behave with them the way 

Muʿāwiyah or other self-serving rulers in the world do, by bestowing huge sums of 

money to their leaders from the public treasury and get them to do his bidding 

thereby. The second possibility is that it means he could behave the way some 

tyrants do and force them to fight in battle on pain of death (N). However, he did 

not wish to reform the people by impairing himself and doing that which would 

put him in a position of displeasing his Creator. There was nothing more 

important to Imām ʿAlī than obeying Allāh. That is what all his policies as a ruler 

revolved around, so he never undertook any action that could corrupt his religion 

for the sake of worldly gain (Z).  

The two supplications may Allāh humble your faces and cause your fortunes to 

fall connote abasement and failure respectively (MB). The term ‘khudūd’ literally 

refers to the sides of the face, to the cheeks, and ‘judūd’ is the plural of jadd, which 

refers to one’s sustenance, position in society, or generally one’s lot and fortune 

(N). The last sentence of this sermon is considered by some commentators as 

priceless, as it describes the worldly people in every age (T). By stating that their 

understanding of falsehood was better than their understanding of the truth, the 

Imām was pointing to the worst kind of ignorance that plagued them, namely 

compound ignorance – where they actually thought falsehood is the truth. That is 

why they did not renounce falsehood the way they repudiated the truth (M). 

Alternatively, it referred to their ignorance about their religious duties and the 

ordinances of Allāh, as they were preoccupied with futile worldly matters, and 

their not rejecting or opposing evil (munkar) the way they opposed good (maʿrūf) 

(MB). 
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69 

ON THE DAY HE WAS FATALLY STRUCK WITH THE SWORD 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This oration is a report of what transpired before dawn on the day when Amīr 

al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) was attacked and fatally struck. In it, the Imām supplicates against 

the people as instructed to do so by the Noble Prophet (ṣ). A similar supplication 

was reported from the Imām in sermon no. 25. Before al-Sharīf al-Raḍī, others such 

as al-Balādhurī, Abū al-Faraj al-Iṣfahānī, and Qāḍī Nuʿmān al-Maghribī also reported 

this sermon, albeit with slight variance in wording. According to one narration, 

this account was given by the Imām to his eldest son, Imām al-Ḥasan (S). Another 

report from Abū ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Sulamī states, “When Amīr al-Muʾminīn was 

on his death bed, I visited him. He said to me, ‘Come closer.’ This was at a time 

when the womenfolk were crying. I went close to the Imām and he said to me, 

‘Last night I wanted to wake my family up when sleep overtook me as I was 

seated…’” Then he told him what he saw in his dream as mentioned in the above 

oration. In any case, it is evident from his speech that the Imām was extremely 

displeased with the betrayal and treachery of a group among the ummah, and the 

pain they caused to him on different occasions (N). 

 

 

1 Sleep overtook me while I was sitting, 
and the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ) appeared 
before me. I said, “O Prophet of Allāh, 
[look] what deviousness and animosity 
I had to face from your ummah!” He 
said, “Supplicate against them.” So I 
said, “May Allāh replace them for me 
with those who are better, and replace 
me for them with one who is worse.” 

 َ  ِ
ِ ول َْْ وَد َْْ َْوَأََ ِْْ ََْ  نْ ِْْ َِ َ نْ َُ،ََ ََ نَ َْْ فأَ

ََ ِ مَََّلَِْكََّْْ لَّاه ا ْْْ وَكََّْْ لََََ:فقَِّ غَْْ

َِ وََِ ََ،اه ا ْْ نََا َُِْْ َ اُ ِْْ نَْأّ وََ اَلقَِ ْْمَُِّْْ َُْْ

لَِل َِ ْْا ولَََ!وَالِْ َْْ َْْ هِْ ََْ:فقَْ مََّ.اْ اََّ ِْ ْْْ َ:فقَِّْ

نهّْ َْ ُِْْ ْ َاَ ْْْ ااَ َدهِِْْ ّ لَِللنََِْاه ا ْْْ لَِللهَّْ ََ،أَد ْْْ وَأَد

لهَّْ َُِنهْ ااَ َ.دَِْشَ  

1َ
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COMMENTARY 

1  The phrase ‘malakatnī ʿaynī’ literally means my eye[s] overcame me, and is 

a figure of speech that connotes falling asleep. The beauty of this phrase lies in the 

fact that sleep is depicted as an agent that overcomes an individual, for indeed 

once one is asleep, he is prevented from undertaking any action, just as a king would, 

for example, forbid his subject from performing a specific deed (M). Subsequently, 

he uses the verb ‘sanaḥa’, which literally means to show or present oneself, to 

describe how the Messenger of Allāh (ṣ) appeared to him in a vision or dream. In 

a footnote, al-Sharīf al-Raḍī himself explains that the terms ‘al-awad’ means 

crookedness and deviation, while ‘al-ladad’ refers to antagonism and dissension. 

He also notes that this is one of the most eloquent speeches. Indeed, one would be 

hard pressed to find another example of a close servant (walī) of Allāh having to 

bear such a level of animosity, betrayal, and rebellion, as Imām ʿAlī did. Some stood 

against him from the very beginning, opposing him at every turn during the 

twenty-five years after the demise of the Prophet when he remained away from 

the administration, as well as the short period of his caliphate. Hence, it is not 

surprising that when he saw his beloved Prophet in a vision, he complained of his 

situation to him (N). In fact, by his complaining thus, we realize how deeply 

saddened the Imām was due to their behaviour, and by his telling the Imām to 

supplicate against them, the Noble Prophet also showed his displeasure with them 

(MB).  

In the first part of his supplication, may Allāh replace them for me with those 

who are better, the Imām is either asking Allāh for better companions to support 

him in this world, or he is seeking a swift transfer to the proximity of the Noble 

Messenger (ṣ) in the Hereafter (R). Of course, when he says replace me for them 

with one who is worse, that does not mean that he was bad, because the superlative 

here is not employed in a comparative sense, but only to signify the quality of 

being extremely bad. Alternatively, it is used from the viewpoint of those people 

who thought that the Imām was not a good ruler (MB). Indeed, history attests that 

this supplication was answered by Allāh, for the rulers who came after him were 

tyrannical and considered far worse in their conduct by the people (Z). A question 

that may arise here is: if the Prophet is a mercy unto all of mankind, as the Qurʾān 

states, why did he tell Imām ʿAlī to supplicate against the people? The answer to 

this is that sometimes the ingratitude and recalcitrance of a group reaches such 

extremes that no room is left for mercy, and the only thing left for them is divine 
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punishment. In such cases, cursing them is the single prudent course of action. 

That is why we see that despite their patience and steadfastness, sometimes the 

Prophets of Allāh would curse their people. For instance, the Qurʾān quotes Nūḥ 

(ʿa) praying to Allāh, “My Lord! Do not leave on the earth any inhabitant among the 

disbelievers” (Q71:26). Nevertheless, it was a sign of respect and etiquette on the 

part of the Imām that he did not pray against the people until he received 

permission to do so from the Messenger of Allāh (N). Finally, it is noteworthy that 

some have recounted all the details of the martyrdom of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) in 

their commentaries on this sermon (I, T). 
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CONDEMNING THE PEOPLE OF IRAQ 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This is from a sermon that was given after the Battle of Ṣiffīn. Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī 

has mentioned only part of it here, while other parts thereof have been mentioned 

1 Now then; O people of Iraq, you are 
like the pregnant woman who was 
gravid, yet upon completion of her 
term, she miscarried [her child]. Her 
husband also died, and her widowhood 
was long, until her most distant 
relations inherited from her. By Allāh, 
I did not come to you of my own accord; 
rather, I came to you perforce. I have 
been informed that you are saying 
“ʿAlī lies.” May Allāh condemn you! 
Against whom do I lie? Against Allāh, 
while I am the first to have believed in 
Him, or against His Prophet, while I 
was the first to attest to his veracity?! 
Certainly not, by Allāh; rather, it was 
an expression that you failed to 
comprehend and of which you were 
unworthy. Woe be to you! [I offer you] 
a measure [of knowledge] without any 
charge, if only there was a vessel [to 
hold it]; and you will certainly know its 
tiding after a time. 

لِلَّ  ْْْ وَدءَْ ََِِ،أَُْْْا َ ا لََالءِْْْْ ْْْ وَأَ ْ وََ،غَْْْ َْْ فإََِامْ

لَِ َالحَْوُِْْْ ُِ ولمَْْ أَ مََْ،أََْْْْ ّْ َهَْْْ َ،َ مََِْْْ

مَْ َْْ ِصَْْ ُْ مَْأَ ْْا وَأَ مَْْ ْْا وَ ََ،فَِمَْْ َْْ وَُْْ

و َْْ وَ،قَ همّهْْ َْْ ولََ ََ غ مّهْْ َْْ وََ،وَطْْ َْْ وَوَكِ هَْْ

َ ّّ ّ ْْْ وَأَ َ ْْْ َْْ َُْْْ
ِ وَوَاه ا َْْ لِّلَ و.َأَُْْْ َْْ أَدءْْْْ

وكااَ َْْ َْْ ْ ّْ ََ،ااْ ِ ْْ َِلْْ مَّ ْْْ نَْدئِْْ ِْْ وَلَ ْْ

ْ قواَ ََْْْْْ،ََْ لِْلَدَِغَنَِْْْْْ ْ َوَلقََْْْْْ أََا ّْْْْْ

ََِّ: قَّ لّْْْْ  ََ  ِ َغَ ْْْْْ وْ
و ََِ ّّ ََ.َ ِِْْْْ قَْْْْ

َّ ََِّ!اه ا  ِ ْْْ نَْأَهْْ َْْ نَُْْ َْْ نََ؟فءََِْْ َْْ أََ ِْْ

َِ ِْْ ََِ؟اه ا نََدْْ َْْ نَْآُْْ َْْ لَُّْْ وَأَوا َْْ أَْ ََ!فََ َْْ

ْْه َِ نَََ ِ ْ َْْ قَ ََّ؟َ ِْ لِلا َْْ نََْْ َْْ لَُّْ وَأَوا َْْ َ!فََ َْ

َِ َوَاه ا ئا َْْ ْْْ ّْ ََ،هْْ ْْ 
َِْ   َْْ وَلهَْجْْ َْْ لَِ ناهْْ

و َْْ ْ َ َ ّ َ،َ نهْْ َْْ ووَلْ نَْأَْ ِهَِْْْ ِْْ َ؛َّْْْ اَُْ

لَّ ْْْ ْْه َِٱَوَغْ نَ َ!ُْ َْْ ِ َ مَْ ْْْ َدغَِ ْ َْْ ئْا ْ ََ،هْ َْْ لْ

و َ  َْْ ّ َوِ  َْْ وَ َل َْْ لَِلَ»َ؛ه ْْْ َ ّ َدءَ َْْ  َََ َْْ ءَِْمَّنا وَل

َ«.ِ  نَ

1َ
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in other sermons of Nahj al-Balāghah. Prior to this, al-Shaykh al-Mufīd reported 

this sermon with slight variance in wording, and according to him, Ibn Daʾb, who 

was one of the courtiers of the Abbasid caliph al-Hādī, also related parts of this 

sermon (S). In this oration, the Imām reproaches a group from the people of Iraq 

for abandoning the fighting when they had the upper hand and were close to 

victory. In addition, they had the gall to accuse the Imām of dishonesty and lying, 

since he had made certain prophecies specifically about the future of Iraq in some 

of his sermons (N). In the version of this sermon mentioned by al-Mufīd in his 

Kitāb al-Irshād, the Imām’s address was specifically to the people of Kūfah, and 

before reproving them for their accusation against him that he has lied, he told 

them about the future they will have to endure. He also mentions the qualities of 

the tyrants who will come to rule over them and torment them with all kinds of 

persecution (T). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The comparison of the people of Iraq to a pregnant woman who, upon 

completion of her term, miscarried her child, was quite apt as there are at least five 

ways in which they were comparable. First, the initial preparations of the Kūfans 

to fight the enemy is analogous to the readiness of that woman to bear a child. 

Second, their closeness to victory was similar to the closeness to her date of 

delivery. Third, their refusal to fight on when victory was at hand was comparable 

to her miscarrying the child at the last moment, which was something not 

generally expected. Fourth, disobedience to their leader left them in a state of 

weakness and disunity, which is just what the woman would have felt upon the 

death of her husband. Finally, their being overcome by the enemy, who proceeded 

to raid their camps and steal their wealth, was comparable to the woman who, 

having lost her child and husband, had no near relative to inherit from her so 

her wealth went to her most distant relatives (M). Some commentators have 

interpreted the term ‘al-abʿad’ as the disloyal or treacherous [among her heirs] (R). 

By stating that he did not come to them of his own accord, the Imām declared that 

it was not his choice to go to the people of Iraq, and had it not been for the 

rebellion that led to the Battle of Jamal, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) would not have left 

Madīnah for Kūfah. Indeed, he would have preferred to remain in the city of the 

Prophet (ṣ), next to his blessed grave and the resting place of his beloved wife 
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Fāṭimah. Yet circumstances had forced him to leave and go to Iraq (I). The Imām 

then turned his attention to the accusation that he was lying to the people and 

condemned them for such a vile allegation against him.  

He asks them against whom do they allege that he lies – against Allāh, while 

he was the first among them to believe in Him, or against the Prophet, while he 

was the first to testify to his prophethood?! The statements he made about the 

unseen and what would transpire in the future, which people could not comprehend 

or digest, were what led them to make this accusation against him (MB). This was 

not the first time that someone accused the Imām of lying. It is reported that one 

day Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) said from the pulpit, “If the opportunity is given to me, I would 

judge between the people of the Tawrāt with their Tawrāt, and between the people 

of the Injīl with their Injīl, and between the people of the Furqān with their 

Furqān. And there is no verse from the Book of Allāh that was revealed on a plain 

or a mountain but that I know when it was revealed and about whom it was 

revealed.” When he said this, one of the people sitting in the gathering commented, 

“O Allāh! What an untruthful claim!” And there are a couple of other recorded 

instances where such accusations of dishonesty were levelled at the Imām as well 

(N). The phrase ‘lahjatun ghibtum ʿanhā’ is rendered an expression that you failed 

to comprehend, and refers to those statements of his which comprised of secrets 

and signs that were unknown to the people. And by saying that they were, literally, 

absent or hidden from them, he meant that they lacked the ability to understand 

and grasp the meanings of those realities (M). It is also possible that he was referring 

to the statements of the Prophet (ṣ) which he heard while they were absent (I).  

The phrase ‘wayl ummih’ has been written as one word in some manuscripts, 

and as two separate words in others. It is a phrase that is employed for rebuke, but 

also for praise. Most linguists say that it gives the meaning of expressing wonder 

and surprise (S). The knowledge that he offered them without any charge (‘bighayri 

thaman’), referred to the very same information about the turbulent events 

(malāḥim) that would occur in the future (T). The Imām ends with part of a verse 

of the Qurʾān, saying and you will certainly know its tiding after a time, thereby 

alluding to what would transpire after his death, as that was when people would 

realize the outcome of their ignorance, rejection, and opposition to what he was 

saying (MB). 
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TEACHING THE PEOPLE TO SEND BLESSINGS UPON THE PROPHET (Ṣ) 

 

 

 ATTRIBUTES OF ALLĀH  صفات الله َ

1 O Allāh, Spreader of the [vast] surfaces 
and Raiser of the firmaments, Creator 
of hearts upon their innate nature: the 
wretched of them and the felicitous. 

ا َِ  لِْلّ  ا َْْ َالمْْ َْ
ِْْ ََ ا ْ ّْْ ا َ ََ،الِاهْ ِْْ وََ ا ْ

مّ هوَ َِ ْْْ نََ،المَْأ َْْ ِ ََ ِِ  ّْْ لََالقِّْ ِْْ وَدَود

ءِ لِِلَ وََ:فِطَْ  هَِو ََ َ.شَقِ ههَوَوَ

1َ

 ATTRIBUTES OF THE PROPHET     صفات النب َ

2 Send Your loftiest blessings and most 
munificent bounties upon Your servant 
and Messenger,  Muḥammad, the seal 
of what preceded [him] and opener of 
what had been sealed, the proclaimer 
of truth with the truth, the repeller of 
uprisings of falsehood, and the nullifier 
of misguiding influences. Since the 
burden [of prophethood] was placed 
on his shoulders, he bore it faithfully, 
carrying out Your commands and 
rushing quickly towards Your pleasure, 
without faltering in his stride or 
weakening in his resolve. He was 
mindful of Your revelation, protective 
of Your covenant, striving to execute 
Your commands; until he lit the torch 
for the seeker and illuminated the 
path for those lost in the dark.   

ََِ ا ِ ََ  َ انَِ َََْْْ لَْشَْْْ ََ،ادْءَْْْ َْ
َ اُِ وَََْْْ

ََ ِْْ لِِلَ ََ،دََ هوَ ْْ ْْْ ْْ  ََ
لِل  ْْا ُّحَمْْ نَ َْْ ِْْ َ

ّْْ لِ ََ َََِ،وَكََْْ َ َْْ وََْْ َْْ و ِِ َلمِْْ َْْ َ،اللَْْْ

ََِ َْْ وَاَغَِْ َْْ و ََِِلمِ َْْ ََ،وَالفْ اِ َْْ نَِالحْ ِْْ وَالمّْءِْ

هَِ ولحَْ ِْْ ْْلََِ،د دَوَطِ  ْْ وِ َا َْْ افِِ َدَ شْ ْْلِلا َ،وَال

ولِ لَِ َْْ ضَْ ْْ ِ َا َْ  ْ َْْ تََِْ
اُِ وََ،وَالْْْلِلا َْْ همَْ

طََِ ََ ْْْ لََفوَضْْ ْْه ُِْ  َََ،ّ مْْ  َ ِْْ دْْ ْْواَ َ،قوَنمِْْ

و ِ ََ َْْ ْ ض َُ َْ
ِْْ ف ْْْ َْ فِ ااَ ََ،ُّأ ل  ِْْ َ ََوَه ْْْ  َْ

لِّل َ  نَْقّْْ َْْ  ،َ َ  ْ َْْ َْ َفِْْ َوَا   َْ وَا ِ ْْواََ،وَ

لِِل َََ،لَِ ْ  ِْْ ََ لءَِهْْْ َ َ،َ وفِوْْواَ وضِْْ نََُ َِْْ َ واَ

ََ  ِ ْْْ وِ َأَُْْ َْْ ََ؛َفَْْ َِ َ َْْ نَأَوْكَهَقْْ ْْا ْْ  َ

َْالقََْ ِْْ َْودْْْْ ِِ،ََ َْْ َْوَأَضْْْْ ْْا َْوَ َالطْْْْ َِ ِ غ

َِْْلِِلَََْ ََ.للَِّْود

2َ
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CONTEXT 

In this sermon, Amīr al-Muʾminīn taught the people how to send blessings 

(ṣalawāt) upon the Noble Prophet (ṣ), and highlighted some of his qualities before 

praying for him (ṣ). The oration commences with a mention of some of the 

attributes of Allāh, the Glorified. Unfortunately, we do not have any information 

regarding the time and place when it was spoken. However, due to the general 

nature of what is mentioned therein, lack of a specific context for this oration 

does not impede a correct understanding of what was meant by the Imām (ʿa). It 

is noteworthy that a number of sources, prior to al-Sayyid al-Raḍī and after him, 

mention this sermon, with and without chains of transmitters (S). The sermon 

itself is actually made up of three parts. The first section is quite short, and in it 

Imām ʿAlī speaks about some of the divine attributes as a prelude to requesting 

that blessings and mercy be showered upon the Noble Messenger. The second 

section describes how blessings should be invoked for the Prophet, and notes his 

exemplary traits and unmatched service to humankind and to the cause of truth. 

In fact, that is the reason for our sending blessings upon him in the first place. 

Finally, the third section comprises a supplication which is profound in meaning, 

in which we pray for a continual connection with the Prophet and seek his 

proximity in the Hereafter (N). 

 

 

 Hearts were guided through him after 
being plunged into strife and iniquity. 
He instituted clear guideposts and 
enlightening ordinances. He is Your 
trusted emissary and the custodian of 
the treasure of Your knowledge. He is 
Your witness on the Day of Judgement, 
Your envoy with [the message of] 
truth, and Your Messenger to the 
people. 

وِ َ  َْْ لَِلَاَْ ض ْْْ َدءَ ِّ  ّْْ ِ َالقِّْ ِْْ لِِلغمََْد ّْْ وَ 

ِْْ نََِ و ََِالفْْ َْْ حَوِ ََ؛وَاْ  ْ ِْْ وَ َدمِّ ضْ َْْ وَأَقْ

و َِ َْْْ  َْ ْْ َ اِ َا ئَِ َوَََ ْْْه ْْْْ َ ْْ َ ََ،ا فهَّْْْ

َّ  ُّ ْ َْْ َ َالمْْ ّْْ َ ََ،أَُِ نْ ِْْ وغِّ َ ِِمْْ َْْ وَاْ

ّ و َِ ْْْ غنََِ،المَْلَْ ْْلِله ْ َ َالْ َْْ هِ لِّلَ َغْ َْْ َ،وَشْ

هَِ ولحَْ َ َدِْْْْ نََ،وَدءَِ اّْْْْ َِلَْْْْ وَكََّْْْْ لَّ َ

َ.اللََِِْْ

َ
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COMMENTARY 

1  The first attribute of Allāh he mentions is that He is the Spreader of the [vast] 

surfaces, meaning that He extended the earth and spread it, as stated in the Glorious 

Qurʾān: And Allāh made the earth a vast expanse for you (Q71:19). The term ‘al-

masmūkāt’ comes from samk, which literally means something that is raised up, 

like a ceiling or canopy, and here it refers to the sky or the firmament (R). The 

Qurʾān says: He raised high its canopy and fashioned it (Q79:28). The third and final 

attribute of Allāh mentioned in this section is that He is the Creator of hearts upon 

their innate nature – both the wretched and the felicitous among them. The term 

‘jābil’ means khāliq, i.e. Creator (T). This statement should not be misunderstood 

to mean that Allāh made wretchedness or felicity part of the nature of certain 

individuals. Rather, it means that Allāh has placed within all human beings – 

whether they are those who end up wretched or those who become felicitous – an 

innate nature and intrinsic knowledge, even though some may use it to attain 

success and felicity, while others may suppress or misuse it and end up casting 

themselves into wretchedness. This is also reflected in the well-known prophetic 

tradition, “Every child is born upon the fiṭrah” (N). 

2  In the second section of this sermon, the Imām talks about the attributes of 

the Noble Prophet (ṣ). He begins by asking Allāh to send His loftiest blessings and 

most munificent bounties upon the Prophet. He then proceeds to list the qualities 

of the Honourable Messenger saying that he (ṣ) was the seal of what preceded [him] 

and opener of what had been sealed. If the particle ‘mā’ is referring to that which 

possesses intellect (dhawi al-ʿuqūl), then the first phrase means that he was the seal 

of all the Prophets who preceded him, but if it refers to non-intelligent beings, 

then it means that he (ṣ) was the bringer of the final code of divine laws, thereby 

abrogating all the previously revealed ordinances (N). As for being the opener of 

what had been sealed, it refers to the opening up of guidance for the people which 

had been sealed by the prevalent ignorance and distortion of the previously 

revealed teachings (MB). He was the proclaimer of truth with the truth, meaning 

that he made it manifest through proofs and clear evidence which was irrefutable 

and could only be rejected by those who obstinately stand opposed to the truth 

(Z). Being the repeller of uprisings of falsehood and nullifier of the influence of 

misguidance meant that he stood against the polytheists and their continuous 
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plots to try and extinguish the light of Allāh, and actively fought against attempts 

to mislead the people and cause them to deviate from the right path (MB).  

Since the burden [of prophethood] was placed on his shoulders, he bore it 

faithfully translates ‘kamā ḥummila faḍṭalaʿa’, and some commentators say that 

the first letter ‘kāf.’ here may actually give the meaning of ‘lām al-taʿlīl’ meaning: 

send Your loftiest blessings upon him because he carried out the duties placed 

upon him faithfully. However, if the letter is understood with its original meaning, 

the phrase would mean: send Your loftiest blessings upon him in the same way 

that he carried out the duties placed upon him faithfully. Yet the former meaning 

seems more correct (MB, N). This statement is followed by some examples of how 

the Noble Prophet (ṣ) faithfully and devotedly carried out his duty. He executed 

Allāh’s commands and rushed quickly towards His pleasure, without faltering in 

his stride or weakening in his resolve. The term ‘mustawfiz’ literally connotes haste 

and swiftness, and here it means that the Prophet was quick to do that which 

would bring him closer to Allāh’s pleasure (N). By saying that he was mindful of 

Allāh’s revelation and protective of His covenant, the Imām meant that the Noble 

Messenger understood the revelation (I), as he listened attentively to it (T), and 

employed all his faculties to grasp it completely (MB). Then he strove to implement 

Allāh’s commands, until he lit the torch for the seeker and illuminated the path for 

those lost in the dark. The word ‘qabas’ here refers to the light of truth (R), though 

its literal meaning is ‘flame’ and al-qābis is one who seeks fire (T).  

The term ‘al-khābiṭ’ refers to one who travels by night on an unclear or unknown 

path that is far from the main road (I), and here it connotes one who is lost in 

the dark and is unsure about his direction. The clear guideposts and enlightening 

ordinances instituted by the Prophet (ṣ) helped those who were lost in the labyrinth 

of ignorance to find their way to the truth. These comprised of rules of the sharī.ʿah, 

both in social matters as well as individual acts of worship like prayer, fasting, etc. 

(N). The last five traits of the Messenger of Allāh mentioned in this section, which 

complete a total of twenty-four qualities that are cited in this sermon, may be 

deemed a summary of the attributes of the Final Prophet (ṣ). He was a trusted 

emissary and the custodian of the treasure of divine knowledge. He is Allāh’s witness 

on the Day of Judgement, His envoy with the message of truth, and His Messenger 

to the people. All these five qualities have been mentioned clearly in the Glorious 

Qurʾān as well (Q53:3-4, Q53:5, Q4:41, 2:119, & Q4:79 respectively). 
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3  In this section, Imām ʿAlī supplicates to Allāh for the Noble Messenger (ṣ) 

and in doing so, he actually teaches the people how to pray for the Prophet. He 

begins by asking for six things from Allāh for the beloved Prophet. First, he asks 

Allāh to grant him a vast expanse in His shade [of mercy]. Using the metaphor of a 

shade is apt because one who goes under a shade gains comfort from the intense 

heat of the sun. In the same way, one who is under the shade of divine mercy gains 

the comfort of divine proximity while being protected from the heat of hellfire 

(M). Second, he asks that the Prophet be awarded ever-multiplying boons from 

Allāh’s [infinite] grace. By this, he prayed for his blessings to be multiplied 

manyfold and continuously, since the levels of Allāh’s blessings are endless (MB). 

Third, he asks Allāh to elevate his edifice above all other built structures, meaning: 

make his religion prevail over all other religions (Q61:9). Indeed, the Noble Prophet 

himself gave the analogy of a building that was erected by previous Messengers 

and which he completed by laying the final brick. Thus the religion he brought is 

 SUPPLICATION FOR THE PROPHET     الدعاء للنب َ

3 O Allāh, grant him a vast expanse in 
Your shade [of mercy], and award him 
ever-multiplying boons from Your 
[infinite] grace. O Allāh, elevate his 
edifice above all other built structures, 
ennoble his position before You, and 
perfect for him his light. Reward him 
for undertaking Your mission by 
accepting his testimony and agreeing 
with his words, which are based upon 
just speech and decisive oration. O 
Allāh, join us with him in the life of 
bliss and incessant bounty, satisfied 
desires and enjoyed pleasures, complete 
comfort, utmost tranquillity, and gifts 
of great value.  

 

ْْه ََ  ِِ َْ ِْْ ف حواَ َْْ فأْ َُ َ ّ َْْ َل َْ َْْ َافأْ ّْْ ا َ،الِاه

نَْ ِْْ َُْْ ِ ْْْ وَ فوَِ َاللََْ ْْ َْْ ُّضْْ َ ِ ِ ْْْ وَادْْ

ََ ِِ ْْْ وِ ََ.فضَْ َْْ نَدنِْ َْْ لََِ ِْ ْْْ َوَأَ ْ ّْْ ا الِاهْ

وَِ نََ َْْ وَ  َّالْ  َْْ َْْ ََّ،َدنِ نِْ لَ  َُ لَِلغَْ َ َْْ ِ ْ َل ْْْ َ،وَأَه

ّْْ كَ َّ ََ ّ َْْ ْ َل َ ََ،وَأَ مِْْْ نَِادْ ءَِو ِْْ َُِْْ ِ ِ وَادْْْ

َُِ هَوَ  ْْا ّْْ لََالش قْ  َُ َ ّ َْْ َْْ ََِ،ل َالمَْقوَل اْ
ْ ضِْْ َُ،َ

لَ  ْْْ َفصَ
  َْْ َوَاّطْ 

لِْلل  َْْ  َ  ِ ِْْ نطْ َُ ََ.َ اَ ّْْ ا الِاه

َْْ شَِْ ْ ِ َالءْ َْْ َْد
ِْْ ّ َف َْْ وَوَدَ نْ َْْ ْ َدَ نْنَ َْْ َ،ادْم

َ اكَِالنهءْمَْْْ َِ هََ ا ََِ،وَقَْْْ نَالشْْْا نَْْْ ُّ َ،وَ

ا َِ ْْا ا َ اِ َالِْ ْْْ َْْ ََِ،وَأَ ْ وِ َاللِلا ْ َْْ َ،وَكَاْ

مَ َِْ نَ َِ نْ هََنَالط  ُّ َُ ََ،وَ َ.وَ حَِّ َالْ ََ ا

3َ
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the final and most perfect religion, just as he was himself the final Messenger and 

the seal of the Prophets (T). The fourth and fifth thing he asks for are that Allāh 

should ennoble his position before Him and perfect for him his light. Both of these 

requests deal with elevating the rank of the Noble Messenger and bringing him 

even closer to Allāh.  

Finally, the sixth thing Imām ʿAlī prays for is that he (ṣ) be rewarded for under-

taking Allāh’s mission by accepting his testimony and agreeing with his words, 

which are based upon just speech and decisive oration. This pertains to the Day of 

Judgment (I), when the Prophet will bear witness and intercede on behalf of his 

sincere followers (MB). Some commentators equate this reward to the praiseworthy 

station (maqāman maḥmūd) mentioned in the Glorious Qurʾān (Q17:79), as noted 

in certain traditions (N). The last thing that Imām ʿAlī asks Allāh for is to join him 

with the Honourable Messenger in Paradise, in the life of bliss in which there is no 

toil or hardship and incessant bounty that never ends. This is a place of satisfied 

desires and enjoyed pleasures which souls crave and eyes find delightful (Q43:71), 

complete comfort, utmost tranquillity, and gifts of great value reserved for the close 

friends (awliyāʾ) of Allāh. Bounties that that no eye has beheld and no ear has heard, 

and no imagination has envisioned before (MB). 
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ABOUT MARWĀN IBN AL-ḤAKAM 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

The Battle of Jamal was fought in 36 AH, and in it the army of Imām ʿAlī was 

victorious and Marwān ibn al-Ḥakam was taken captive as a prisoner of war. This 

oration was made after Marwān was captured, and in it Amīr al-Muʾminīn speaks 

about the treachery of Marwān before mentioning some prophecies about his 

future (S). It is reported that he spoke these words in Baṣrah, addressing Marwān 

indirectly (N). Al-Sharīf al-Raḍī says that when al-Ḥasanayn (ʿa) came to seek 

intercession for him, after accepting their request and releasing him, they asked if 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn would permit Marwān to pledge his allegiance, and that is when 

the Imām responded with this oration. Marwān was the son of al-Ḥakam ibn Abī 

al-ʿĀṣ, who was the paternal uncle of ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān, and both he and his son 

Marwān had been banished from Madīnah by the Noble Prophet (ṣ). They remained 

in Ṭāʾif until ʿUthmān came to power and brought them back to Madīnah. There 

are differing views regarding the reasons for their banishment. Some said that it 

was because he would hide and listen to what the Prophet was telling his close 

companions, and then convey the information to the polytheists among Quraysh. 

Others said that he would spy on the Noble Messenger when he was with his wives 

1 Did he not pledge allegiance to me 
after the assassination of ʿUthmān? I 
have no need for his allegiance! It is 
but a [treacherous] Jewish hand; if he 
were to pledge allegiance to me with 
his hand, he would betray it with his 
derriere. Verily, he will come to power 
for as long as it takes for a dog to lick 
its nose. He will father four chieftains, 
and the ummah will face bloody days 
from him and his sons. 

و ََ  َْْ لَِّ امْْ ْْْ لَِلَقَ ْ ْْْ وغءِْنَِْدءَْ َْْ ْ َغّ ْ َْْ َ؟أَوَلْ

َِ ِْْ َْدَ ءَْ ْْ ِْْ َْفْْ ِْْ َ َلْْ َْْ ََ ودْْ وََ!َْ َْْ ََِاهْْ

ْْا َ  َغهَّ ِ غْ َْْ و ِ ََ،هْ ْْه وغءََنَِْدِ فَْ َْْ ْ َدْ َْْ لْ

َْْ ا ِ َِ لَِلكََدأِْْ َْْ ََ.لغَْْ اُ  َ ْْْ َُِْْ َ ّ َْْ َلْْ َِ ا وَ َْْ أَُْْ

ِ َأََفَْْْْ َّ ِ َالْ َِْْْْ َ َأَدّْْْ ََ،هَِءَْقَْْْ وَ ّْْْ

َِ َْْ كَْدءَْ ْْ ْْْ شَِّا هَْ ْْ ّ ََ،ا ْْا ُّْ ْْ َْْ َِقْنََا وََْ

أَْ مَ  َ.ُِنّْ َوَُِنَْوَللَِِلِ َغَْ ُواَ

1َ
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and then mockingly discuss what he saw with the hypocrites. It is further reported 

that he would mimic the Prophet’s walk and gestures in order to make fun of him. 

In any case, it was clear that he was filled with jealousy and hatred for the Prophet 

of Allāh (ṣ) and his actions led to his banishment (MB). Indeed, there are many 

narrations in which the Noble Messenger is said to have cursed Marwān and his 

father (T). Despite this, during ʿUthmān’s reign, he was made the caliph’s confidant, 

advisor, and scribe (Z). This sermon has been reported through different chains of 

transmission, and in some versions it contains an additional phrase that is not 

present in Nahj al-Balāghah (I). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  By asking the rhetorical question whether or not Marwān had pledged his 

allegiance after the death of ʿUthmān, Imām ʿAlī wanted to emphasize the worth-

lessness of his pledge, for if he was so quick to rebel against the Imām despite 

having pledged his allegiance the first time, what difference would it make if he 

did so a second time? Indeed the Imām was in no need for such worthless oaths or 

pledges of loyalty (N). By describing it as a [treacherous] Jewish hand, the Imām 

meant that it was bound to be betrayed, and the reason for attributing treachery 

to the Jews is because disloyalty was prevalent among them (MB). In fact, they 

were known as a treacherous nation from the past, and they would exemplify the 

worst forms of betrayal and disloyalty in every situation (Z). The reason for 

mentioning Marwān’s backside (‘sabbah’) was either as a means of disparaging 

and criticizing him, or as a literal reference to his betrayal. This is because it was a 

common practice among Arabs that when they broke a pledge they had made, 

they would break wind in order to mock the oath that they had sworn (I). The 

prophecy that Marwān would one day come to rule over the people is followed by 

a figurative description of the length of his reign, which the Imām said would be 

as long as it takes for a dog to lick its nose. Indeed, it is reported that he only ruled 

for six months (R), or four months and ten days (M).  

The four rulers from Marwān’s progeny are referred to with the term ‘al-

akbush’, which literally means rams or male sheep, but Arabs would also use this 

term to refer to chieftains or rulers. They were ʿAbd al-Malik ibn Marwān, who was 

his immediate successor, ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz ibn Marwān, who became the governor of 

Egypt, Bishr ibn Marwān who was the governor of Iraq, and Muḥammad ibn Marwān 
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who ruled over al-Jazīrah. All four of these individuals carried out evil acts of 

tyranny and oppression. Marwān had other children, but it was these four who 

attained positions of power and they were the ones whom Imām ʿAlī was likely 

referring to in this sermon (N). Some commentators have mentioned other names, 

including those of Marwān’s grandchildren, saying that the four despots from his 

progeny were ʿAbd al-Malik, al-Walīd, Sulaymān, and Hishām (R). The last three 

were all sons of ʿAbd al-Malik, and grandsons of Marwān ibn al-Ḥakam. However, 

since he was the only one whose caliphate was succeeded by four of his sons (the 

fourth one being Yazīd ibn ʿAbd al-Malik), each of whom became a tyrant, and the 

Imām had foretold that the ummah will face bloody days from him and his sons, they 

are considered to be the four whom Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) was referring to (M). 

Indeed, this prophecy also came true, and Muslims saw days of great bloodshed 

and torment at the hands of these Umayyad rulers, as history attests (Z). 
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73 

WHEN THE SHŪRĀ DECIDED TO PLEDGE ALLEGIANCE TO ʿUTHMĀN 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

It was in Dhū al-Ḥijjah of the year 23 AH when ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb was fatally 

attacked, and before he died, ʿUmar appointed a six-man council to determine 

who would be the next caliph (S). Three of the appointees gave their vote to 

ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn ʿAwf, Saʿd ibn Abī Waqqāṣ, and Ṭalḥah 

chose ʿUthmān to become the next caliph. At that point, Imām ʿAlī held back from 

pledging his allegiance. He addressed them and reminded them of his special 

relationship with the Noble Prophet: how he was chosen as the Prophet’s brother 

during the pact of brotherhood between the Muslims, how he was declared as the 

mawlā of the Muslims by the Prophet, and how his status and relationship to the 

Messenger of Allāh was compared to that of Hārūn with Mūsā. As he mentioned 

these unique merits, the atmosphere of the gathering began to shift, and when 

ʿAbd al-Raḥmān saw this, he interrupted him saying, “O ʿAlī, the people want 

ʿUthmān, so do not trouble yourself!” Then he turned towards a group of about fifty 

people, led by Abū Ṭalḥah, who were waiting outside and asked, “What had ʿUmar 

instructed you to do?” Abū Ṭalḥah replied, “He instructed me to kill anyone among 

you who opposes the majority opinion and thereby divides the Muslims.” Then 

ʿAbd al-Raḥmān turned to ʿAlī (ʿa) and said, “So you see, it would be wise for you to 

give your allegiance otherwise what ʿUmar had instructed would be acted upon 

1 You know that I am the most deserving 
of it over all others. By Allāh, as long as 
the affairs of the Muslims are secured 
and there is no oppression in it save 
upon myself only, I shall submit in the 
hope of attaining reward for it and 
merit [from Allāh], and eschewing 
what you vie for of its attractions and 
allurements. 

وََ  وِ َدهَِْْ َالناْْ  ِ َْأَ َْْ نَْلقَلَِْلََ ِمِْْْ ّْ َأََهْْ ُِْْ

َ ِ ْْْ ِمَِمََْ،َْ ْ َْْ وََْ َْْ َُْ ِمَِنا ْْْ َّْ َْ َ
ِ وَوَاه ا

ِمِِ نََ ْْْ ّْْ كَّالمّْأْ وََ،أُّْ َْْ نَْفِ هْ ّْْ ْ َغَ ْ َْْ وَلْ

َاَوَْْا اَ اْ َْْ ِ ََ اْ َِ َ ْ ك  ِ ََ،دَْْ ْْْ دَ ِْ الْ مَِوَْْواَ

َِ ِِ َ َوَفضَْْْ ِْْ وَ نَوَفأَْْْ مّّ ّ ََ،َ ل  مَْْ
فِ لِلااَ وَغّ ْْْ

َ.ُِنَْغّاّْ فِِ َوَغِدِْ دِ 

1َ
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with respect to you.” It was at this juncture that the Imām gave this oration before 

involuntarily pledging his allegiance to ʿUthmān (N). From the various reports that 

have reached us, it is apparent that the oration mentioned here is part of a longer 

speech given by Amīr al-Muʾminīn after ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ibn ʿAwf and others had 

pledged their allegiance to ʿUthmān as the next caliph (I). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The opening statement of this oration alludes to the fact that those who 

were present in the council all knew that Imām ʿAlī was the most rightful and 

deserving among them to be the caliph, since they had admitted that they were 

aware of his unique merits (T). The pronoun ‘it’ in deserving of it refers to the 

pledge of allegiance (bayʿah), or the caliphate itself (Z). Subsequently, the Imām 

informs them that his interest in it is not out of greed for the glitz and glamour of 

this world, or out of desire for political power, as was the case with others. Rather, 

it was only for ensuring that which is good for Islam and the state of the Muslims 

(MB). Hence, he said that he is ready to submit as long as the affairs of the Muslims 

are secured and there is no oppression in it save upon myself. His acceptance of the 

matter was not because he deemed ʿUthmān to be more worthy than himself, but 

because his priority was to safeguard justice and security in the Muslim society, 

lest the enemy take advantage of any infighting to attack the Muslims. He also 

wished to prevent unnecessary bloodshed among the believers (N). The question 

that may then arise is: why did Imām ʿAlī not submit to Muʿāwiyah, or to the 

Companions at the Battle of Jamal, and overlook his own rights there for the same 

reason? The answer, in the view of some commentators, is that the oppression by 

Muʿāwiyah and the Companions of Jamal was not restricted to his person alone; 

rather, it was against Islam and the Muslims in general. And because they were 

incapable of ensuring that the same conditions were met, i.e. that oppression 

should not beset the Muslim society, the Imām could not have submitted to them 

(I).  

However, other commentators deem this to be a weak argument for they note 

that even during the time of ʿUthmān, oppression and injustice was witnessed 

against the Muslims. An example of this is how ʿUthmān had dealt with the 

respected Companion of the Prophet, Abū Dharr. Therefore, they say that the real 

reason why Imām ʿAlī was forced to submit was because he had no supporters at 
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that time, with whom he could rise up and demand what was rightfully his, but 

during his caliphate he had an army with which he could counter the mischief of 

the rebels (MB). Finally, Amīr al-Muʾminīn states that by his submission, he seeks 

two things: firstly, attaining reward for it and merit [from Allāh], for indeed 

exhibiting patience for the sake of Allāh is a difficult thing that is praiseworthy and 

brings great reward; and secondly, eschewing what you vie for of its attractions and 

allurements, since the caliphate was not something he was allured by or craved 

(N). 
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WHEN ACCUSED BY THE UMAYYADS FOR ʿUTHMĀN’S MURDER 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

Subsequent to ʿUthmān’s assassination in Dhū al-Ḥijjah of the year 35 AH, the 

Banī Umayyah accused Amīr al-Muʾminīn of participating in ʿUthmān’s killing. 

When he heard this allegation, Imām ʿAlī responded to it and gave this sermon. 

There is another version of this sermon that is slightly longer, found in other 

sources (S). Historical reports recount how this was not the first time that the 

Umayyads had levelled such an accusation against the Imām. Al-Ṭabarī narrates 

that on one Friday, ʿUthmān ascended the pulpit to give a sermon when someone 

from the crowd stood up and shouted, “Act upon the Book of Allāh!” ʿUthmān 

asked him to sit down, but the man interrupted his speech again in the same 

manner. When he did this a third time, ʿUthmān ordered that he sit down. At that 

point people started pelting ʿUthmān with pebbles until he fell down from the 

pulpit, unconscious. He was carried to his house in that state and Imām ʿAlī went 

to visit him while he was still lying unconscious, with a group of the Banī Umayyah 

around him. When they saw him, they all turned towards him and said in unison, 

“O ʿAlī, you are the one who has done this to him…” So Imām ʿAlī left in anger (T).  

1 Did their acquaintance with me not 
prevent the Umayyads from blaming 
me? Did my precedence [in Islam] not 
keep these ignorant people from 
accusing me? What Allāh has admoni-
shed them with is far more eloquent 
than my speech. I am the opponent of 
the apostates and the adversary of the 
doubters. It is through the Book of 
Allāh that ambiguities are resolved, 
and it is on the basis of what lies in the 
hearts that servants are requited. 

 َ ِْْ َ َدنَْ ْْْ ْ َغنَْ َْْ َْأَوَلْ ِْْ وَدْ َْْ َ َ ِِمّْهْ ْْا ْ َُ َْأّ

ْ ِْْ نَْقَْ فْْ َْْ ولَََ؟ ْْ ْْا وَوَغَاََالجّْهْْ َْْ أَوَُْْ

ْ ِْْ نَْ هَّمَ ْْْ َْْ ودقَِ َِْ ْْْ َْْ وََ؟َْْْ َْْ وَلمَْْْ

وَِْ َْْ نَْلأِْ
ِْْ تَُّْ َْْ ِ َأَدِْْ ِْْ َدْ ّ ّ َاه ا ّْْ َ.وََ وَهْ

وكِقِ نََ َْْ ِْْ ّ َالمْْْ وََ جْْ َْْ ِْْ ّ ََ،أََْْ وَاَصْْ

ودِ نََ ََ.المّْْ  َْْْْْْ ِ َاه ا ِِ و نَهِ َْْْْْْ َِْْْْْْ َ

ولَّ َْْ اْْْ ُْ َ ْْ َ ّ َا ْْْ ََْ، ءّْْْ ِْْ وَفْْْ َْْ وَدمِْْْ

لِّلوكَِ جَّوغَهَالءِْ وَ  َ.الص 

1َ
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ʿUthmān’s reign was fraught with injustice, nepotism, and oppression against 

the people. As such, a large group of Muslims rose up against him. However, since 

most of the people considered him culpable, but not deserving of death, the 

majority were displeased with his assassination. It was for this reason that certain 

groups with political aspirations used a diabolical ploy to blame their opponents 

for the death of ʿUthmān in order to defeat them and seize political authority and 

power. The Banī Umayyah, and foremost among them Muʿāwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān, 

were the most vocal in this regard. Ironically, they had been completely silent 

when ʿUthmān’s house was attacked, as they witnessed what was happening from 

the sidelines. On the other hand, though Imām ʿAlī had rebuked ʿUthmān for his 

actions, he actively prevented the people from harming him on many occasions. 

He even sent al-Ḥasan and al-Ḥusayn (ʿa) to prevent the people from attacking 

ʿUthmān’s house. Despite this, the Umayyads accused Imām ʿAlī of being complicit 

in ʿUthmān’s murder (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The term ‘qarf’ literally means finding fault or laying blame, and here it is 

used to refer to the allegation made against the Imām by the Banī Umayyah. By 

asking how they could blame him when they knew who he was, the Imām was 

alluding to their knowledge of his status in Islam, and how he has been praised 

both in the Book of Allāh and the speech of the Noble Messenger (ṣ) (MB). 

Furthermore, they were aware of his qualities and knew that he would not stand 

for the slightest injustice, and would never harm anyone in any way without just 

cause (N). The word ‘wazaʿa’ means to hold back or inhibit, thus a sheepdog is 

called wāzi ʿ because it keeps the wolves away from the flock (T). The precedence 

of Imām ʿAlī in accepting Islam, and his being ahead of all the people in merit and 

honour, as the most veracious, trustworthy, and upright individual was sufficient 

evidence that he could not have been an accomplice in ʿUthmān’s assassination. 

His background was known to the people and they were aware of his qualities, 

having lived by his side for many years. Hence, it could only have been their 

ignorance that would impel them to make such a baseless accusation. That is why 

they have been referred to as the ignorant people (‘al-juhhāl’) (Z).  

His statement what Allāh has admonished them with is far more eloquent than 

my speech is a kind of argument that explains why such people would stoop so low 
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as to accuse him – because even the admonishment of Allāh (as in Q49:12) did not 

affect them or prevent them from making such false accusations (M). Though 

some early commentators have interpreted the term ‘al-māriqīn’ in his statement 

‘ana ḥajīj al-māriqīn’ to refer to the Khawārij (R), that interpretation is anachronistic 

since this sermon was given before the time of the Khawārij. Rather, it refers generally 

to all those who have left the religion. Some commentators have understood this 

statement, which is translated as I am the opponent of the apostates, to refer to the 

role that will be played by Imām ʿAlī in the Hereafter, where he will stand in 

judgement against certain groups and argue against them (I). However, this construal 

has been deemed weak by others since it does not match with the context of the 

Imām’s speech here (N). Likewise, he is the adversary of the doubters, meaning that 

he stands in opposition to them and argues against them with irrefutable evidence 

(Z).  

The term ‘al-amthāl’ literally means examples or similes, but since ambiguous 

matters have many interpretations that are similar to each other in certain ways, 

the term sometimes refers to ambiguities, as it does here (N). When anything is 

ambiguous, it is through the Qurʾān that its meaning is made clear, as we are told 

in a number of traditions (T). Finally, the Imām reminds the people that it is on the 

basis of what lies in the hearts that servants are requited. In other words, not only is 

he innocent of the accusation they made, he did not even incline towards it in his 

heart. Rather, they are the ones who would be punished for in their hearts they 

know that he is innocent, yet they are still wrongly accusing him to further their 

own ends (I). 
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75 

ENCOURAGING RIGHTEOUS ACTION 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

Parts of this sermon have been narrated in earlier sources, such as al-Kāfī, 

through Imām Muḥammad al-Bāqir (T). Some of al-Sayyid al-Raḍī’s contemporaries 

have also narrated this sermon. For instance al-Muḥaqqiq al-Karājakī (d. 449 AH) 

has narrated it from Imām al-Ṣādiq (ʿa) who said, before quoting this sermon, that 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn made 24 statements, each of which was as valuable as the 

weight of the heavens and the earth. Only 20 statements of the sermon have been 

mentioned in Nahj al-Balāghah, however, and this serves as evidence that al-Karājakī 

1 May Allāh bless the person who listens 
to a piece of wisdom and learns it, and 
when he is invited to the right path, he 
draws near it. He follows a guide and is 
saved; he is heedful of his Lord and 
fears his sins; he proceeds with 
sincerity and acts righteously; he 
earns valuable treasure and eschews 
the perilous; he aims at the [right] 
target and secures [divine] compen-
sation; he overpowers his desires and 
rejects his [false] aspirations; he makes 
patience the means to his salvation 
and piety the provision for his death; 
he embarks on the illuminated path 
and sticks to the clear highway. He 
seizes the opportunity, anticipates 
death, and takes the provision of 
[good] deeds. 

ْْواَ  مَِ َّ  مْْْْ َْْ َ أاََْْْ ْْْ َّاُْْْ َ َاه ا
ِْْ كَ ْْْ

َ َ ن َْْ لَِلَوََ،فْ َْْ َفْ و   َْْ نَكَشْ َْْ َِلْ َ َْ
ِْْ َ،وَّ  ْ

و َْْ َفنَجَْ و   َْْ ْ َ ُِ  َ ْْْ َ َدحِّجْ َْْ َ ََ،وَأَاْ َْْ كَاقْ

َّ َْْ وفَََ َْ ْ َْْ ّ َوَاْ ْْا ْْواََ،كَدْ َ َاَولصِْ لِلا َْْ َ،قْ

ولحِواَ َْْ لَََْْْْْ ِْْ َ ََ،وََ مْْْْْ َْْ اهْ أَْْْْْ

ْ اّ كااَ َْْ ّ وكااََ،ُْْْ ْْْ َُحْْْ َ َ َْْ َ،وَادْ نَْْْ

ْْواَ نَََْ ضْْ َْْ ْْواََ،وَكَُْْ َ غََ َِ ضْْ ْْْ َ،وَأَ ْْ

َ ا َّ َْْ ودََ َ ْ َْْ و ََّ،هْ َْْ نْ ُّ َ َِ َْْ ا لَََ،وَهْ َْْ دَءْ

َِ ِْْ َ ََجََو ْْ ْْا طِ ْْ َُ ْْا َْ َ َ هََ،الصْْ ْْْ وَال اقْْ

َوَفوَ ِْْْْْ َِ َُ لِلا ّْْْْْ ،ََ َ ِ غقَْْْْْ َ َالطا كَهِْْْْْ

ا ََ و َََ،الغَْْْْْ ا َ َالْ َ ضَْْْْْ ِ َ َالمَْحَجْْْْا َ،وَلَْْْْ

لََ َْْ نََ َالمَْهْْ َْْ لَََ،اْْ ْْ َْْ دَْْ ْْ وَ كََا َْْ َ،وَدْْ

َ َُِنََالءَْمَل َ.وَ ََ وا

1َ
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did not narrate it from al-Sayyid al-Raḍī (S). Many later scholars, from both schools, 

have narrated this sermon with some variances. The beautiful ethical advice and 

moral instruction found in this oration is timeless, and not knowing the exact time 

or place when it was spoken does not detract from its significance in any way. The 

title of this sermon, as found in the current editions of the text, shows that Amīr 

al-Muʾminīn’s intent was to encourage the people and motivate them to perform 

virtuous deeds. Despite its brevity, this oration is pregnant with meaning, and the 

qualities mentioned in it are so important that the Imām prays for Allāh to shower 

His mercy on anyone who inculcates them within himself. One commentator opines 

that this sermon comprises a complete program for spiritual wayfaring in summary 

form (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The opening statement is a prayer for mercy (taraḥḥum) upon the believer 

who espouses the traits mentioned therein. This is meant to be a form of incentive 

for the listeners to try and adopt these qualities in themselves (MB). The first 

quality mentioned by the Imām is for a person to listen to wisdom and learn it. 

The term ‘ḥukm’ here means wisdom (ḥikmah), the same way it has been used in 

some verses of the Qurʾān (such as Q19:12) (I). This means that one should listen 

attentively to wise teachings, learn them, and then act on them (R). The second 

quality is that when one is invited to the right path, he draws near it. The right path 

here refers to the guidance given by the religion in what pertains to an individual’s 

worldly life and the Hereafter (M). Third in the list of qualities to espouse is to 

follow a guide and thereby be saved. The phrase ‘akhadha biḥujzati hādin’ literally 

means holding on to the waist-band or belt of a guide, and it is a metaphor for 

holding on firmly to one who guides you aright (R), and letting him lead you to 

safety. The guide being referred to here is one who shows a person the path to the 

truth, and it is to him that one must cling and whose words he must act upon (Z). 

Quality number four is being heedful of one’s Lord, which, according to the 

traditions, means acting upon what Allāh has commanded and abandoning what 

He has forbidden (T). Ethicists tell us that one of the fruits of strong faith is al-

murāqabah, which refers to a state of the heart wherein one is ever-heedful of 

Allāh and careful of doing only that which He approves of (MB).  
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The fifth quality is for one to fear his sins. This entails eschewing sinful actions 

to begin with, and if ever a sin were to be committed, to immediately repent and 

make amends out of fear of disobeying one’s Lord and knowledge of the punishment 

that awaits those who sin in the Hereafter (S). Proceeding with sincerity in all 

actions is the sixth quality to adopt, and it means doing everything sincerely for 

the sake of Allāh, whether it be words that are uttered or actions that are 

undertaken (M). A tradition from Imām al-Ṣādiq (ʿa) states that a sincere action is 

one for which no praise is sought from anyone save Allāh (MB). The seventh 

quality is to act righteously, and for an act to be deemed righteous, both its doer 

and the act itself have to be good. That is why the Qurʾān always places faith and 

virtuous deeds side by side (S). Quality number eight is for one to earn valuable 

treasure, meaning that which is stored and reposited for the Day of Need, as a 

readied provision for when it will be required the most in the Hereafter. And this 

valuable treasure is nothing other than Godwariness (taqwā), and the submission 

to Allāh that stems therefrom, which takes the form of striving to do whatever 

pleases Him, as we have been told in the Qurʾān and the teachings of the Noble 

Messenger (MB). Ninth on the list of qualities is eschewing the perilous, which 

means keeping away from what one has been warned against of grave sins and 

misdeeds, and from doing that which has been proscribed in religion, as it would 

lead to chastisement in the Hereafter (M). Aiming at the right target is the tenth 

quality, and it means orienting oneself towards the truth, just as one who wishes 

to shoot a target turns towards it and aims at it, not shooting blindly or without 

taking aim (I).  

The eleventh quality is striving to secure compensation, which is divine reward 

(I), or the eternal provisions of the Hereafter that are exchanged for the perishing 

provisions of this world (MB). Some commentators say that the phrase he aims at 

the [right] target and secures [divine] compensation is actually an analogy for one 

who rushes to perform virtuous deeds, just like the person who participates in an 

archery competition and upon shooting the right target at the perfect time, he 

wins a prize (T). Overpowering one’s desires is the twelfth quality that one should 

inculcate within himself. In some manuscripts the term ‘kābara’ which means 

overpower, has been written as ‘kāthara’, in which case it would mean that he 

should overwhelm his desires with many rational arguments in his mind, since the 

word literally means to overwhelm with a multitude or with great numbers (I). 

Thirteenth in the list of qualities is rejecting one’s false aspirations, because 
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believing in such aspirations leads to destruction (T). Hence, one must firmly 

reject the aspirations and false hopes that Satan tries to give him, since he has 

vowed that, among other things, he will misguide the people through false hopes 

(Q4:119). The fourteenth quality is to make patience the means of one’s salvation. 

The word ‘maṭiyyah’, translated here as means, literally refers to a riding mount or 

steed. Patience is described thus because with it one can traverse through the 

thorny landscape of trials and vain desires, and undertake arduous acts of worship, 

until successfully completing the test of this life and moving to the Abode of 

Felicity in the Hereafter (MB). Making piety and Godwariness the provision for 

one’s death is the fifteenth quality, for indeed the Glorious Qurʾān clearly tells us: 

verily the best provision is al-taqwā (Q2:197). One who espouses Godwariness does 

not fear death and is ready for it when his time comes (M). The sixteenth quality 

is embarking on the illuminated path, which is a clearly distinguishable road (R), 

since rectitude has been made distinct from error (Q2:256). What is being referred 

to here is the path of the sharī.ʿah, which is clear and takes the one who follows it 

closer to Allāh (MB). Seventeenth is sticking to the clear highway, which is the 

same as the illuminated path; however, this quality differs from the previous one 

in that here there is adherence to the path, not simply following it. This adherence 

(luzūm) entails remaining on the path and never diverting from it (M).  

Quality number eighteen is that one should seize the good opportunities that 

are presented to him before they are lost. This is echoed in a tradition from Imām 

al-Ṣādiq in which he said that when you decide to do something good, then be 

quick in carrying it out, for the future is unknown to you (T). The nineteenth 

quality is to anticipate death, meaning be ready for it before it arrives (Z). Since 

the exact moment when one will die is unknown, a believer is always in a state of 

submission to Allāh and is never heedless, such that when death comes to him, he 

does not die in a state of negligence (ghaflah) (S). Finally, the last of the twenty 

qualities mentioned by Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) in this sermon is preparing and taking the 

provision of good deeds for the Hereafter, where they will be required. We pray 

that Allāh grants us the ability to inculcate these traits within ourselves, thereby 

becoming worthy of His mercy and bounty (MB). 

 

 

 

 



362                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 75 
 

 

 

 
 

                

 

  



363 

76 

ON THE BANĪ UMAYYAH 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) is reported to have spoken these words when Saʿīd ibn 

al-ʿĀṣ prevented him from taking what was due to him from the public treasury 

during the caliphate of ʿUthmān. The latter had placed his own kinsmen in authority 

and had appointed Saʿīd ibn al-ʿĀṣ as the governor of Kūfah. It is reported that at 

one time, Saʿīd prepared some gifts and sent them to Madīnah, telling his courier, 

Ḥārith ibn Ḥubaysh, to inform the Imām that he had not sent anyone – except the 

caliph ʿUthmān – a greater share of these gifts than what he had sent for him. In 

reality, he sought to show that he had done the Imām a favour thereby. It is in 

response to this action that Imām ʿAlī is said to have spoken the words of this oration, 

in order to clarify that what was sent to him was nothing compared to what was 

his right. Subsequently, he clearly and courageously stated that if he remained 

alive and attained authority, he would do away with the Banī Umayyah and expose 

their true vile nature (N). Some commentators note that it was the practice of 

ʿUthmān to spend lavishly on his family members, and he would send only small 

sums to the Imām (Z). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The phrase ‘yufawwiqūnanī’ literally means they are giving it to me little by 

little, just as a nursing she-camel is allowed to suckle its young briefly before it is 

turned away in order to be milked (MB). Al-Sayyid al-Raḍī notes that the term 

1 Verily the Banī Umayyah are indeed 
limiting my access to the inheritance 
of Muḥammad (ṣ), except in fragments. 
By Allāh, if I remain [alive], I will get 
rid of them the way a butcher gets rid 
of the dust on the flesh [of an animal]. 

َ اَ َ  ّْْ ّْْ َنََِْ ْْ قْْ َ َلَ فَّ ه ْْا ْْ َُ َْأّ
ِْْ َدنَْْ َِ ا

َ لِل  ْْا ْْواََُّحَمْْْ ئنََِْ. فَِْ غقْْْ َْْ َلْْْ ِ وَاه ا

َ َ ناهّْ ََفَْْْْْْ ََفْضَّْْْْْ َْ َ ْ دقَِ ْْْْْمَّلهَّْْْْْ

وِ َالِْ َ اَ َال اِ دَ  َ.الِاحا

1َ
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implies that they only gave his right to him bit by bit, as the term fuwāq literally 

refers to the interval between two milkings, or the time it takes to open one’s hand 

and grasp the udder and then let it go. Here, it is a metaphor for how they would 

give Imām ʿAlī only a small portion of what was rightfully his, before blocking him 

from the rest. Indeed, it has always been a common practice among the worldly 

politicians to put their opponents in financial constraints and restrict their economic 

progress in any way they can. And this is exactly what the Banū Umayyah did with 

Imām ʿAlī (N).  

The reason for calling their wealth the inheritance (‘turāth’) of the Prophet was 

that its source was the fay.ʾ, meaning the collective wealth of Muslims derived from 

the taxation of conquered disbelievers, without war. Allāh had bestowed this upon 

the Muslims through the blessed presence of the Noble Prophet, and the message 

he brought. It was meant for the Imām, not for just anyone among the Muslims, 

but ʿUthmān had withheld his right to it, except what was paltry (Z). Some 

commentators suggest that it may have been a specific reference to the land of 

Fadak (N). While it is true that Amīr al-Muʾminīn lived an abstemious life, he would 

nevertheless always take his share of the spoils during the time of the Prophet and 

use it to assist the needy. The Imām then declares what he will do with them if he 

remains alive and comes to power. I will get rid of them translates ‘anfuḍannahum’ 

which comes from the verb nafaḍa, meaning to shake something vehemently in 

order that what is upon it might fall off. Some commentators have said that by this 

he meant he would prevent them from usurping the wealth and seize from them 

that which is unlawfully in their possession before punishing them for their injustice 

and evil (MB).  

Al-Sharīf al-Raḍī notes that in one version of this oration, the statement ‘al-

turāb al-wadhimah’ is mentioned instead of ‘al-widhām al-taribah’, and this is due 

to transposition (al-qalb) in the narration. He further says that the term ‘al-widhām’ 

is the plural of  wadhamah, which refers to a piece of flesh from the stomach or 

liver which falls on the ground, and then the dust is shaken away from it. Some 

commentators have interpreted this analogy differently, stating that when a piece 

of flesh falls on the ground and gets covered in dust and soil, people are naturally 

disgusted by it, so the butcher throws it away, thereby removing it from the other 

meat he is selling. Likewise, the Imām meant that if he remained alive, he would 

expose the true nature of the Banī Umayyah and thereby remove them from positions 
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of authority, since the Muslims would feel aversion towards them when they knew 

what they were doing, just as people feel revulsion for soiled flesh (MB). 
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77 

HIS SUPPLICATION 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This is one of the supplications that Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) would recite, and it 

contains within it some valuable lessons for the people (N). Some commentators 

consider it to be a part of the previous sermon of Nahj al-Balāghah, and suggest 

that the Imām might have supplicated in this way because he felt that his earlier 

statement may have had an admixture of rage, even though it was because of the 

injustice he saw (Z). A narration found in al-Kulaynī’s al-Kāfī gives us an idea of 

the possible context of this supplication. He reports from ʿAlī ibn al-Nuʿmān, who 

says that Amīr al-Muʾminīn would ascend the hill of al-Ṣafā, face the Qiblah, and 

then raise his hands and recite a similar supplication, seeking forgiveness from 

Allāh. The supplication he quotes contains one of the lines of this supplication, 

but is not the same (T). It has also been posited that there are clues (qarāʾin) 

which suggest that the Imām would regularly recite this supplication (N). In their 

commentaries on this supplication, some commentators discuss the issue of the 

1 O Allāh, forgive me [for] what You 
know more about than I do; and if I 
return [to sin], then do return to me 
with forgiveness. O Allāh, forgive me 
what I had promised myself yet You 
found I did not fulfil. O Allāh, forgive 
me that by which I sought nearness to 
You of my words, but which my heart 
then opposed. O Allāh, forgive me for 
the signalling glances of the eye, the 
vain utterances, the desires of the 
heart, and the slips of the tongue. 

 ََ ْالِاهّ ا ِ َُِنهْْ ِْْ ّ َد مََأَْ َِْْ ْْْ وَأََ َ،اْفِْْ َلََُِْْْ

َُِ ولمَْغفَِْ  ِْْ َدْ اْ َْْ لِْلََ ِْ ّْْ لِْلّ َفءَْ ّْْ إِْ َ ْ َْْ َ.فْ

نَْ ِْْ مَُّْ ْْْ وَوَأَغْ َْْ َُْْ
ِْْ ْ َلْ ِْْ َاْفْْ ّْْ ا الِاهْ

ْ ِْْ لِِلََ،َفَأْ ْْْ َ ِن و ا َْْ ّ َوَف َْْ لِْلَل ِْْ ْ َ جَ َْْ َ.وَل

َ َ ْْْ َِلَ  َ ِ ِْْ مَّد ْْْ د وَ قََ ا َْْ َُْ
ِْْ ْ َل ِْْ َاْفْ الِاهّْْ ا

وَِْ َاَولفََْْ ََّ،دِِأَِْْ ّْْ ا  ْ ْ ََ.َقَِْ ِْْ َاْفِْْْ الِاهّْْ ا

و َِ َْْ لَحْْ ْْ َ اِ َا َْْ َْكَُْ
ِْْ قطََوِ ََ،لْ َْْ وََْ

و َِ َْْ لَفْْْْْ ْْ و ََِ،ا َْْ هََ اِ َالجَْنْْْْ َْْ َ،وَشْْْْ

َ.وََ فََ اِ َالِهأَو َِ

1َ
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philosophy of supplicating to an Omnipresent and Omniscient Lord, and also talk 

about the supplications that have reached us from the Noble Prophet (ṣ) and his 

pure progeny (I). It is noteworthy that this entire supplication is about seeking 

forgiveness from Allāh, and the forgiveness (maghfirah) of Allāh entails covering 

up a person’s sins in the Hereafter, so that he is saved from perdition (M). It bears 

reminding that since the Imām was infallible, his repentance was not for actual 

sins; rather, it was either for abandoning a better course of action (tarku awlā), or 

in order to teach the people how to supplicate to Allāh and seek forgiveness (N). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  In the first line of this supplication, Imām ʿAlī asks Allāh to forgive him for 

that which Allāh knows better than he does. Indeed, Allāh knows even what is 

hidden in the heart of His servant, and has better knowledge of the sins of His 

servants. At times a person may do something and not consider it a sin, whereas it 

is considered a sin, or even a grave sin, in the sight of Allāh. Furthermore, a servant 

often forgets many of his sins, but Allāh does not forget anything at all (T). Having 

forgotten his misdeeds, a person often thinks of any sin he commits as his first and 

only wrongdoing, overlooking the fact that he has committed many similar sins in 

the past. Hence the Imām asks Allāh if I return [to sin] then do return to me with 

forgiveness. Indeed, such forgetfulness of one’s sins is detrimental and one should 

always try to recall his misdeeds and repent, before it is too late to do so. The 

Qurʾān describes this reality beautifully when it states: On the day when Allāh 

resurrects them all together, then informs them of what they did. Allāh has kept 

account of it, while they forgot it; and Allāh is Witness over all things (Q58:6) (N). The 

second thing for which Amīr al-Muʾminīn asks forgiveness is that which he had 

promised himself, yet was not found to have fulfilled. The verb ‘waʾaytu’ is derived 

from waʾā, which means to promise (I), or to make a decision about something 

with a firm determination to adhere to it (N). This refers to any promise one makes 

to himself, or to Allāh (ʿahd), that he will undertake or eschew an action, but then 

fails to keep that promise and adhere to what he had pledged. One seeks forgiveness 

for this because not fulfilling a promise or pledge in this manner results in being 

forsaken (khidhlān), and its consequence is loss (MB).  

The third thing for which forgiveness is sought by the Imām are the words by 

which he sought nearness to Allāh, but which his heart then opposed. This refers 
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to those acts of worship which one undertakes, saying that he is performing them 

to come closer to Allāh, but his heart then thinks of impressing others thereby. 

Indeed, any act of worship that is not done sincerely for Allāh alone is a grave sin 

(T). Finally, the Imām seeks forgiveness for four things: the signalling glances of the 

eye, the vain utterances, the desires of the heart, and the slips of the tongue. The 

phrase ‘ramazāt al-alḥāẓ’ refers to signals that are conveyed through glances, usually 

by looking with the corner of one’s eyes, with the intention of mocking someone 

or pointing out his faults (N). Vain utterances translates ‘saqaṭāt al-alfāẓ’, which 

literally means lowly, vile, useless, or vain speech which clearly shows that the 

speaker is not careful about what he says. A tradition from the Noble Messenger 

states that if you see a person who neither cares about what he says nor about 

what is said to him, then know that he is the partner of Satan (MB). The phrase 

‘shahawāt al-janān’ is translated as the desires of the heart, and connotes those 

things which the heart inclines towards of this worldly life and its glamour which 

are forbidden (Z). The slips of the tongue that the Imām seeks forgiveness for refers 

to speech that is forbidden, such as backbiting, slander, etc. which is uttered due 

to negligence, and not on purpose, since the term ‘hafawāt’ means slips, blunders, 

or errors (N). It is precisely to avoid such slip-ups that we have been recommended 

to speak less. The Noble Prophet (ṣ) is reported to have said, “Blessed is he who 

spends the excess of his wealth [in charity], and withholds the excess of his words 

[by speaking less]” (MB). 
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WHEN SETTING OUT FOR BATTLE AGAINST THE KHAWĀRIJ 

 

 

 

 

1 Do you think you can guide one to the 
hour at which he may depart without 
any evil befalling him? Can you caution 
one about  the time at which if he 
departs, he will be besieged by harm? 
Whoever accepts this has rejected the  

Qurʾān and sees no need of seeking 
Allāh’s help in achieving his desired 
objective and averting misfortune. 
What you say would necessitate the 
one who acts upon your words to praise 
you rather than his Lord, because in 
your view, you are the one who guided 
him to the hour in which he would 
acquire benefit and remain safe from 
harm! 

 َْ وَ ِ َالا ِْْ نَالأْْا َِلَْْ لِِلََ َ َ هَْْْ ْ ّ ّ َأََاْْ أَ َْْ

َّ   ْْ ّ َالأ ْْْ ِ فَََ ن ّْْ وََ َْْ  ه
وكََفِ َْْ نََْ َْْ َ؟ُ

وكََ َْْ نََْ َْْ َُْ
ِْْ وَ ِ َالا  نََالأْْا ِْْ فَُّ َْْ ه وَ لَّ

 َ  ْْ ِ َالضْْ ِْْ َدْْ َِ و َْْ وَ ْْ َْْ نََْ؟فِ هْْ َْْ فمَْْ

َ َِ َْْ ا لِْلَهْْْ َْْ َ اَفقَْْْ َْْ قََ َدهِْْْ لِلا َْْ َْْْ

ْ آ ََ ََ،القّْْْ ِ وه ا ِْْ َْْْ ءَِوََِ َد
ِْ نَِا وَاَْْْ غَنْنََ َْْ

ّ و َِ ْْْ ِ َالمَْ  ْْْ َوََ ف ِِ  ّْْ لَِالمَْحْ  ْْْ  َََْ
ِْْ َ.ف

ِ َ َأَْ َغنَْ ََوََ ُْ  َ ِْْ لَِد
ِْْ َ َلِِءَْوُ ِْْ َْقَْ ل ِْْ َْف غِْْ

ْْه َِ لَِلَّ وَ َكَدْ ْْْ َ َالحَْمْ َْْ ْْا َََ،غّ لِ ْ ََْ ِْ،َ

َ َأََ مََدَِ ْ مِْْ وَ ِ ََ،َْْْ نَالأْْا َِلَْْ َ ّ َ لَِلغْ َْْ

نََالض  اَ
َ!الا ََِْوَلََفِ هَوَالنافَْ َوَأَُِ

1َ

2 Then he (ʿa) advanced towards the 
people and said:  
O People, beware of learning about the 
stars, except that by which guidance is 
sought on land or sea, because it leads 
to divination. [Indeed] an astrologer is 
like a soothsayer, and a soothsayer is 
like a sorcerer, and a sorcerer is like an 
unbeliever, and an unbeliever will go 
to Hell! Depart in the name of Allāh. 

َ: ِنَالنو َفقولَ  َأق لََ 

وّ َ ْْا وَالن َْْ ّْْ  ََِ،أَغ ه َ َالن ج  ْْ وهّْ َوَ ءََِ ْْا َ،َِغ

َأَوَْدحَْْْ َ  َْْ ق َْد
ِ َفِْْ ِْْ لَِلهَد وَغهّْ َْْ َْْ َُ اْ َِ،َ

َِ َْْ نَالْ هََوَ َْْ َِل لِْلّ  َ َْْ وَ  َْْ ّ ََ،فإََِاه نجَه ّْْ وَالمْ

و ِنَِ َْْ وِ  ََِ،هوَلْ ْْ ْْا و ِنَّهوَلأْْ َْْ َ،وَالْ ْْ

وفِ َِ َْْ وِ ّ َهوَلْ ْ ْْا ََْ،وَالأْ ِْْ وفِّ َفْ َْْ وَالْ ْ

ََِ  َََّ!الناوكَِ ِ َاه ا َْ َ.واََ ِنََا

2َ
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CONTEXT 

The context mentioned for this sermon in Nahj al-Balāghah itself is that it was 

addressed to one of the companions of Imām ʿAlī who had advised him to defer 

his march against the Khawārij, because he feared that they would lose since that 

is what he had concluded from his knowledge of astrology. He said, “O Amīr al-

Muʾminīn, if you march at this moment, I fear that you will fail to attain your goal, 

as this is what I conclude from [my] knowledge of the stars.” In response, the Imām 

gave this oration. Other sources give more detailed, but differing, accounts of what 

led to this oration by the Imām. One report states that Imām ʿAlī decided to march 

from Kūfah to Ḥarūriyyah (or Ḥarūrā), which was where the Khawārij were based. 

Among his companions, there was one who was versed in astrology. He said to the 

Imām, “Do not depart at this hour. Rather, wait for three hours after the day dawns 

and then depart. If you depart now, great harm will befall you and your companions, 

but if you go at the time that I advise, you will triumph, and attain your goal.” Imām 

ʿAlī asked him, “Do you know what is in the womb of my horse – is it male or 

female?” The man said, “If I calculate, I can come to know that.” So the Imām said, 

“Whoever believes you has rejected the Qurʾān, for Allāh says: Verily with Allāh lies 

knowledge of the Hour, and He sends down the rain and knows what is inside the 

wombs… (Q31:34).”  

Then he said, “Verily Muḥammad (ṣ) never claimed to know what you claim 

to know… So whoever believes in you with regard to this has disbelieved in him, 

and is like one who has taken a rival or peer for Allāh!” Then he addressed the 

people and warned them about the evils of astrology, before marching at the time 

he had already decided. After attaining victory, he again turned to the people and 

said, “Had we marched at the time given to us by the astrologer, people would have 

said, ‘They were victorious because they followed the advice of the astrologer.’ O 

people, put your trust only in Allāh…” Another report differs slightly and states 

that the Imām intended to march to Nahrawān when an astrologer approached 

him with advice, which he rejected. A third report says that it was a Persian dehqān 

who had advised the Imām not to proceed on that day; and there are a number of 

other narrations that differ in their details but give the same overall message (T). 

It is noteworthy that many commentators of Nahj al-Balāghah have also explained 

the different types of sciences related to stars and celestial bodies, and discussed 

which of them are permissible and which are not (I, MB, N). 
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COMMENTARY 

1  The first part of this oration is addressed to the individual who had sought 

to advise the Imām to delay his march against the Khawārij. Amīr al-Muʾminīn 

begins by posing two rhetorical questions: Do you think you can guide one to the 

hour at which he may depart without any evil befalling him? Can you caution one 

about the time at which if he departs, he will be besieged by harm? Some commentators 

say that the individual was ʿAfīf ibn Qays, the brother of the accursed Ashʿath ibn 

Qays al-Kindī who was the head of the hypocrites and the causer of strife during 

the caliphate of Amīr al-Muʾminīn (MB). By asking these rhetorical questions, the 

Imām is actually rejecting the notion that one can arrive at definite knowledge of 

these things through astrology (N). Subsequently, he notes two negative consequ-

ences of belief in astrology. The first is that it entails a rejection of the Qurʾān 

because it separates events from their natural causes, and consequences from the 

actions that brought them about, which the Qurʾān has emphasized in a number 

of verses. This is the system based upon which Allāh has created the universe, and 

it cannot be altered. Therefore, everything follows a natural system and universal 

laws that have been put in place by the Wise Creator, and there is no place for 

superstitious beliefs that are not based on sound knowledge of these laws and 

causes (Z).  

Another way in which acceptance of astrology entails rejection of the Qurʾān 

is that since the astrologer claims to know the future and the unseen, his claim 

goes against verses that restrict such knowledge to Allāh alone (and to some of His 

specially chosen servants), like the verse which states: With Him are the keys [of the 

treasures] of the Unseen; no one knows them except Him… (Q6:59) (MB). The second 

negative consequences of belief in astrology is that one sees no need of seeking 

Allāh’s help in achieving his desired objective and averting misfortune. Indeed, when 

one starts thinking that the stars and other celestial bodies affect his life and bring 

fortune or misfortune, he stops asking for Allāh’s help as he feels bound by those 

forces. The same goes for other superstitious beliefs in objects that are deemed 

felicitous or unlucky. The Qurʾān, on the other hand, tells us that it is only Allāh 

who decides what harm or benefit should come to an individual: If Allāh touches 

you with affliction, there is none who can remove it except Him; and if He visits you 

with good, then He has power over all things (Q6:17) (T). The Imām then turns to the 

astrologer and tells him the outcome of his advice is that the one who acts upon 
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his words would have to praise him rather than his Lord, because he will attribute 

his success to the astrologer’s advice, and will think that he was the one who 

guided him to the hour in which he would acquire benefit and remain safe from harm. 

Thus, by making his predictions and claims, the astrologer deems himself worthy 

of being praised by the one who believes in him (M). In wanting to be praised 

besides Allāh, the astrologer undertakes an activity that is sullied by shirk (N). 

2  Having spoken to the astrologer, Amīr al-Muʾminīn turns to the people and 

addresses them, warning them about the evils of astrology. Indeed, there have 

been many recorded instances where astrologers were completely wrong in their 

predictions. For instance, in the year 284 AH, astrologers told the people that there 

would be a great flood and most of the land would be engulfed by water, yet in the 

same year, the people experienced such severe drought that they had to travel long 

distances in search of water (T). The Imām warned the people of learning about 

the stars except that by which guidance is sought on land or sea, for that is one of 

the legitimate reasons for studying the stars and benefitting therefrom. Hence, we 

note that while astronomy is a respected and appreciated science, astrology is 

frowned upon and forbidden. Indeed, the Qurʾān tells us: It is He who made the 

stars for you, so that you may be guided by them in the darkness of land and sea 

(Q6:97) (Z). Explaining the reason for its proscription, Imām ʿAlī says that astrology 

leads to divination (‘al-kahānah’).  

Some early Arabs believed that the soothsayers (kahanah) would be given 

knowledge of certain unseen events by the jinn. Perhaps the reason astrology leads 

to divination is because it gradually causes one to become interested in divination, 

or to make claims about the future like those of the soothsayers. That is why an 

astrologer is like a soothsayer (MB). And a soothsayer is like a sorcerer because both 

of them use deception and trickery to dupe simple-minded people, and a sorcerer 

is like an unbeliever since he does not trust in Allāh and relies upon other things. 

He does not see Allāh as the Ultimate Cause; rather, he looks to magic and sorcery 

as a means of attaining what he seeks (N). A tradition from Imām al-Ṣādiq states 

that the Noble Prophet (ṣ) said, “Whoever goes to a sorcerer or a soothsayer, and 

believes what he says, has thereby disbelieved in what Allāh has sent down in His 

Book” (Z). Some commentators say that since there is no qualification here, the 

statement encompasses all types of sorcery and magic in its various forms (MB). 

Just like an unbeliever will go to Hell, so too will the sorcerer and the soothsayer, if 

they do not repent (T). 
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79 

CONCERNING WOMEN 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

This oration was given by Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) after the Battle of Jamal. 

Though the speech refers to women in general, it is specifically in reference to 

ʿĀʾishah. Some commentators compare this kind of reference – where a general 

statement can be used to refer to a specific individual or vice versa – to the verse 

of Sūrah al-Taḥrīm which mentions the wife of Nūḥ and the wife of Lūṭ as an 

example that applies to all disbelievers (Q66:10). And this interpretation has been 

accepted even by a number of Sunnī scholars (T). Hence, the purpose of this 

sermon was to reprimand ʿĀʾishah and castigate those who followed her (MB). 

1 O People, verily women are diminished 
in faith, diminished in shares, and 
diminished in intelligence. As for their 
being diminished in faith, it is their 
abstention from prayer and fasting 
during their days of menstruation. As 
for their being diminished in intellig-
ence, it is that the testimony of two 
women is equal to that of one man. As 
for their being diminished in shares, it 
is that they inherit half of what men 
do. So beware of those women who are 
evil, and be on your guard even from 
those who are [apparently] good. Do 
not obey them in virtue so that they do 
not [then] desire [your obedience] in 
vice. 

وِ َ  ْْا َ َالنْ ِْْ ءَوشْ َُ،ََ ِّ
َ اقِ َْْ وَ ََْ َْْ َالنهأْ َِ ا

و َِ َْْ ّْْ  ََِ،اخِْغم َالحّْو ِّ
َ اقِ َْْ ََ،َ ِّ

َ اقِ َْْ َ

ّْْ لَِ ََ.الءّْقْْ وَهِِنا َْْ َِغمْْ وّ َ َْْ وََقّصْْْ ْْا فََ ُْْ

َْ ِْْ ْْه وَِ َف َوَالص
ُِ ئَ ْْا نَِالص َْْ  َ ّْْ ّ ّ نا فقَءّ

هِناَ وِ ََ  ضِْْْ ْْا ََ،أَغ وّ َّ قّْْ لهِِنا وََقّصَْْْ وَأَُْْا

لَِ ّْْ دْ َال ا
ُِ هَوَ  َْْ َ أَ َ نَِْهشَْ ْْْ َُّاُْ هَوَ  َْْ فشَْ

لِلَِ ِْْ ََ،الَْ ا ْ ّْْ  هِِنا وّ َّ وْ َْْ وََقّصْْ ْْا وَأَُْ

ََ ْْ نَا َِْْْْ ََ َ اكِغاهّّنا نَْفمََْْْ وفَُِِْْْْ َصَْْْْْ

ولَِ دَْْْْ َ اكِغْْْْفَِال ه َ اكَََ؛َُ و اقّ اَشِْْْْ فَْْْْ

و َِ َْْ نََ،النهأ َْْ ِ ََ وكِ ِنا َْْ نَْاِ 
ِْْ ّْْ اَُ وَهّ َ

َ كَ  َْْ ّ وفََِ،  ْْْ َْالمَْء ِْْ َف ّْْ ّ نا َ طِّ ء َْ وَ

َغطَْمَءْنََفَِْالمّْنْ َ  َْ َ.َ  انَ

1َ



Sermon: 79          Translation and Commentary of Nahj al-Balāghah 375 

According to some sources, this sermon was actually part of a letter that the Imām 

wrote after ʿAmr ibn al-ʿĀṣ annexed Egypt and Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr was 

martyred. In it he mentioned all the painful events that had transpired after the 

demise of the Noble Prophet (ṣ). He then instructed that the letter be read out for 

the people, so that they are made aware of what had happened. However, it is quite 

possible that this sermon was spoken more than once – the first time being after 

the Battle of Jamal, and then later again as part of a longer written letter. Some 

accounts report that Imām ʿAlī gave this sermon in Baṣrah right after the Battle of 

Jamal was over.  

This oration has been narrated with slight variance in earlier sources such as 

al-Kulaynī’s al-Kāfī, al-Thaqafī’s al-Ghārāt, and some others (N). It is noteworthy 

that this sermon has been the object of much debate, especially in recent times. 

With the advent of the feminist movement, and the seepage of feminist ideas 

among Muslims through processes such as indoctrination, colonization of 

education, and the like, some Muslim intellectuals have actually taken up the 

feminist cause and sought to dismiss or reinterpret anything they deem to be out 

of line with their ideals. However, it is not only feminists who find this sermon 

difficult to accept or grasp; even some scholars of the ḥawzah ʿilmiyyah have raised 

questions about its attribution to the Imām. The Lebanese commentator Muḥammad 

Jawād Mughniyah did not give a commentary on this sermon, and instead offered 

five reasons why the idea that it was spoken by the Imām regarding ʿĀʾishah was 

not acceptable to him (Z). On the other hand, there have been some extremely well 

argued papers that endeavour to explain what the Imām meant by this sermon in 

a way that would satisfy most readers who have questions regarding it. One such 

work, written by Ḥaydar Masjidī, is titled Nadhrah Jadīdah li Waṣf al-Nisāʾ bi Nawāqisi 

al-ʿUqūl, and offers a unique interpretation of this oration. 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  At the outset, we should note that general statements, such as those found 

in this sermon, do not always encompass or include every individual of a group or 

category. The Glorious Qurʾān itself refers to human beings in many negative ways 

as being unjust and ignorant (Q33:72), manifest ingrates (Q43:15), and other such 

descriptions. Of course, this does not lead us to the conclusion that all human beings 

are ingrates or ignorant. Rather, it is evident that these general statements refer to 
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specific individuals who do not follow the path of guidance and rectitude. The 

same applies to womenfolk; there are some great individuals among them, many 

of whom outshine men in virtue. On the other hand, there are some who are 

depraved and evil (N). Keeping this in mind, we can now embark on the commentary 

of this oration. Addressing the people, Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) says that the three 

things in which women are diminished or deficient are: faith, shares of inheritance, 

and intelligence. He then proceeds to give an explanation about why this is the 

case. Their faith is deficient because of their abstention from prayer and fasting 

during their days of menstruation. Some commentators say that the link between 

prayer and fasting and an individual’s faith is clear, since these two acts of worship 

constitute a spiritual exercise that enhances one’s faith, and women are deprived 

of this for a while during their monthly periods (M). Of course, there are also other 

acts of worship that they cannot perform during this time such as entering the 

masājid and reciting the verses of the Qurʾān that have to be followed by obligatory 

prostration. And even though they make up for their fasts later, they miss out on 

the few days of the blessed month of Ramaḍān in which they cannot fast (T).  

The Imām then says that their deficiency in intelligence is evinced from the 

fact that the testimony of two women is equal to that of one man. The reasoning behind 

this ruling has been explained by some commentators who say that it is because 

women are more emotional and can easily be influenced by their sentiments, and 

this can negatively impact their testimony (N). In one report, we find that a woman 

once came and asked the Messenger of Allāh why the testimony of two women 

was equal to that of one man in matters of inheritance. In response, the Noble 

Prophet said that it was the decree of the Wise Lord who never wrongs any of His 

creation, and then he (ṣ) proceeded to explain to her how a woman’s emotions can 

negatively influence her (MB). Their deficiency in shares is because they inherit 

half of what men do. This happens in most, but not all, cases as there are times 

when a woman may actually inherit more than a man, depending on her relationship 

to the deceased (details of this may be found in the books of Islamic law). The 

Qurʾān states: Allāh enjoins you concerning your children: for the male shall be the 

like of the share of two females (Q4:11). Scholars and exegetes have offered some 

explanations as to why the female is given half the share of the male, saying that 

perhaps it is because he is responsible for providing for his wife and children, while 

the woman does not have such a responsibility and her wealth is for herself (M).  
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Subsequently the Imām warns the people about those women who are evil, but 

he also instructs them to be on guard even from those who are [apparently] good. 

Being careful about evil women is understandable, but why would one need to be 

wary of those who are good? Some commentators suggest that it is because of the 

nature of women, who are highly emotional and easily influenced. As such, even 

those who are good among them may at times be negatively influenced (M). 

Alternatively, it is possible that those being referred to are only apparently good, 

because their true nature is not yet known. The final statement do not obey them 

in virtue so that they do not [then] desire [your obedience] in vice is also difficult to 

grasp, and has been explained by commentators in various ways. Some say it does 

not refer to keeping away from the virtue, but from their obedience; meaning, do 

not perform the virtuous act out of obedience to them; rather, do it because it is a 

virtuous deed (I). Refraining from complete submission to women is to ensure that 

they do not become audacious and expect one to accept whatever they say, and 

act upon their every instruction, whether it is positive or negative, good or bad. 

Though these words of the Imām are general, they seem to be more applicable in 

spousal relationships. As such, they do not contradict the injunction to enjoin good 

and forbid evil (N). In the end, it bears reminding that what has been mentioned 

in this sermon does not impugn the egalitarian outlook of Islam when it comes to 

spiritual matters. Indeed in Islam, the woman and the man are equally able to 

attain the loftiest stations of the Hereafter through their deeds in this world, as has 

been mentioned in a number of verses of the Qurʾān (such as Q4:124 & Q16:97). 
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80 

ABOUT ABSTEMIOUSNESS 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

The first part of this sermon has been reported by al-Shaykh al-Ṣadūq in his 

Maʿānī al-Akhbār and al-Khiṣāl before al-Sayyid al-Raḍī. The second part thereof 

has likewise been reported before al-Raḍī by al-Barqī in his al-Maḥāsin, albeit with 

slight variance in wording. A number of scholars after al-Sayyid al-Raḍī have also 

reported this oration in their works. Though there is no mention of where and 

when Imām ʿAlī spoke these words, its general purport precludes the need to know 

these details in order to understand what is meant by the Imām in this sermon. 

The sermon commences with a comprehensive and beautiful description about 

the reality of zuhd. (We have translated zuhd as ‘abstemiousness’, and not the 

more commonly used ‘asceticism’. That is because the latter term comes with 

baggage from the Christian tradition, and is also linked to self-denial and living 

without any comfort, which is not an accurate definition of the recommended 

Islamic practice of zuhd). Having explained what zuhd entails, the Imām advises 

those who find themselves unable to practice it to at least refrain from what Allāh 

has forbidden and show thankfulness for His blessings (N). 

 

1 O People! Abstemiousness means shor-
tening aspirations, being grateful for 
blessings, and eschewing what has 
been prohibited. If you are unable to 
do this, then [at least] ensure that 
what is forbidden does not overwhelm 
your patience, and that you do not 
forget to show gratitude for blessings, 
as Allāh has left no excuse for you by 
[sending] manifestly lucid proofs and 
clearly accessible books. 

وّ َ  وَالنْْا لََِ،أَغ هَْْ ََُْْ ْْ ّ َا َُّقصَِْْ وَ  َ،ال ا َْْ

لَِلَالْْنهءَ َِوََ لَِلََ كََالَْْْوَََ،الشْْ  ّْ َ ِنْْْْ اَّ ِنْْْْ

ئََََ،المَْحَوكِ َِ نْ ّْ َفَْْ َْْ َ َ ََ لِْْ َِ  َ إِْ َ َْْ فَْْ

َ اّ َََْْْ َْ هّ َْ ِ َالحَْْْْ
ْ اََ،غغَِِْْْْ َ نَأَْْْْ َْ وَ

ّْْ َْ هّ َْ ْْنهءَِ َش لَِلَال ْْْ ََّ، ِن َ كََاه ا ْْْ لِْلَأَ  َْْ فقَ
 َُ و َِ  َْْ ْْ َ ُ فَِ  ْْْ ُّأْْ  َ َْْ َْْ ْ ّْ َدحِّجْْ َ،َِلْْ

َالءّْْ كَِوَاضِحَ َ  ُِ َدوَكِغَ َ.وَهّ ّ  

1َ
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COMMENTARY 

1  The trait of zuhd or abstemiousness is voluntary and applies only to that 

which is within one’s grasp and ability, albeit with some effort. As for what is out 

of one’s reach, zuhd cannot apply to that for it would be like the story of the fox 

and the grapes which it could not reach (Z). Imām ʿAlī uses the term ‘al-zahādah’, 

which here refers to al-zuhd (I), and summarizes it into three actions: shortening 

aspirations, being grateful for blessings, and eschewing what has been prohibited. As 

for the first of these three, scholars have said that zuhd has been described in the 

verse of the Qurʾān that states: so that you may not despair over what has escaped 

you, nor exult in what He has given you (Q57:23). And one cannot have this kind of 

indifferent attitude towards what he gains or loses except by shortening his 

worldly aspirations (T). Having lengthy aspirations and ambitions is a trait of 

worldly people, but the zāhid never espouses such aspirations (N). Some commen-

tators understand shortening aspirations to mean being aware of the fact that 

death can come at any time, and preparing for it with good deeds (Z). The second 

action mentioned by the Imām is being grateful for blessings. The link between 

zuhd and shukr is seen when a servant’s attention towards, and love for, Allāh 

increases in proportion to his disinterest in this world. This means the more a 

person becomes indifferent towards this world, the closer he becomes to Allāh and 

to the understanding of the truth that all the blessings he enjoys are only from 

Him. This realization thus makes a person thankful to the Almighty (M).  

The third action is eschewing what has been prohibited, which is an integral 

part of zuhd and a consequence thereof, for we are told that the root of all evil is 

love of this world. Therefore, when one is disinterested in this world and its 

glamour, he would not undertake any action that Allāh has forbidden just to enjoy 

temporary pleasure in this life (N). Hence we see how these three actions constitute 

what it means to be abstemious according to Islamic teachings. However, since 

doing all three of these things is not easy for most people, the Imām gives those 

who are unable to practice all three together permission to overlook the first 

action, i.e. shortening aspirations, while ensuring that they practice the other two 

(MB). The term ‘ʿazaba’ literally means being distanced from something, and here 

it means being unable to attain these qualities (N). The manifestly lucid proofs he 

mentions refer to what is perceived by the intellect and the senses (Z), or to 

evidence from reason and revelation, through the external and internal proofs 
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(ḥujaj) (MB). The term accessible translates ‘bārizat al-ʿudhr’ and describes the 

Books and scriptures sent by Allāh as guidance for mankind. The literal meaning 

of ‘bārizat al-ʿudhr’ is something which is so clearly apparent that it can be perceived 

by everyone, and nobody is left with any excuse for not seeing it. To summarize, 

keeping away from what is forbidden and being thankful for blessings are two 

qualities that we have no excuse to overlook, and are considered an integral part 

of faith (N). 
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81 

ABOUT THE WORLD AND ITS INHABITANTS 

 

 

 

CONTEXT 

There are three different contexts reported for this sermon. In the first one, a 

man is said to have visited Amīr al-Muʾminīn and after offering greetings, he asked 

the Imām to describe this world to him. So the Imām gave a description similar to 

what is mentioned here. A second report states that Imām ʿAlī was once crowded 

by people and that is when he addressed them and told them about the true nature 

of this world (T). The third possible context is that this oration was given by Imām 

ʿAlī when, while he was giving a sermon, a man stood up from the audience and 

said, “O Amīr al-Muʾminīn, describe this world to us.” So the Imām obliged and 

gave this description. Some scholars have said that the description of this world 

that is mentioned in this sermon has been narrated through various chains in a 

number of different sources, and may even be considered mutawātir. Even before 

the time of al-Sayyid al-Raḍī, a number of scholars like al-Ṣadūq, Ibn Shuʿbah, Ibn 

ʿAbd Rabbih, and others mentioned this sermon in their works. And after Nahj al-

Balāghah, it was included in many other works by both Sunnī and Shī.ʿah scholars 

(N). In this oration, Imām ʿAlī aims to make people incline away from this world 

1 How can I describe an abode whose 
beginning is pain and whose end is 
annihilation; for that which is lawful 
of it there is accounting and for what 
is proscribed of it there is punishment? 
Whoever becomes rich in it is tested 
and whoever is poor suffers grief. 
Whoever hankers after it loses it and 
whoever ignores it is approached by it. 
It gives insight to the one who looks 
through it, but blinds the one who 
looks at it. 

و َ   َْْ وََ نْ َْْ لهّْ َأَوا نََْ اك 
ِْْ َُْ ّ ِْْ وَأََْ َْْ ُْ،َ

و َ  َْْ وَفنَْْْ َْْ َْ َََ؛وَآاِّ  ْْْ ِْْ وَفْْْ َْْ ئَلهِْْْ

 َِ و َِ َ،ِ أَْْْْ و وَ ِقَْْْْ ََْ َ اُهَِْْْْ َ؟وَفِْْْْ

ّْْ نََِ وَف َْْ ْْْ غَنْنََفِ ه نَِاَ َْْ ُ،ََ َ َْْ نَِافْ قَ َْْ وَُ

ََ  ِ َْْ وَ ْ َْْ ْْْ ََّ،فِ هْ وَ وَ وَفوَ َ ْ َْْ نََْْ َْْ َ،وَُْ

َّ ْْْ وَوَا َ  َْْ لَِلََ نهْ َْْ نَْقءَ َْْ َ ََ،وَُ َْْ نَْأَدصْ َْْ وَُ

َّ ْ  َ وَدصَْْْْا وََ،دهَِْْْْ َِلَ هَْْْْْ َ َ نَْأَدصَْْْْْ وََُْْْْ

َ.أَْ مَ ْ 

1َ
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by pointing out its negative attributes, and to this end he mentions ten of its 

qualities (MB). 

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  The opening statement of this sermon is a rhetorical question: How can I 

describe an abode whose beginning is pain… for indeed from the first moment of an 

individual’s life in this world, he is a target of pain (Z). Childbirth is painful for 

the mother, and is also distressing for the newborn as he is removed from a closed 

and protected environment to an open one, which is totally different (N). Some 

commentators interpret this phrase as a reference to how a person has to strive 

and struggle to acquire sustenance at the start of his life (T). As for its end being 

annihilation, that is understood as an allusion to death, which every soul must 

taste, at which point a person is removed from this life and separated from his 

loved ones (MB). The reality of death is not hidden to anyone, and it does not 

matter what a person’s background is. Everyone will one day have to bid farewell 

to this material world, be it sooner or later (N). The third quality mentioned by 

Imām ʿAlī is that for what is lawful of this world there will be an accounting in the 

Hereafter. Indeed, even for our lawfully acquired wealth, we will be asked about 

where and how we spent it (Z). Fourth is that for what is proscribed of it there is 

punishment. This is obvious and there is no ambiguity regarding it. Hence we see 

that whether one acquires wealth that is lawful or unlawful, he cannot escape 

some form of difficulty in the Hereafter. In one tradition we are told that the Noble 

Prophet (ṣ) said, “The poor will enter Paradise five hundred years before the rich.” 

The reason for this is because the rich will have to give an account for their wealth. 

Of course, the difference is that those who sought the unlawful will be punished 

severely (N).  

The fifth attribute of this world is that whoever becomes rich in it is tested. 

Indeed, one who deems himself rich and financially independent often neglects to 

remember Allāh and is thus misguided from the right path. That is why wealth is 

described as a trial in the Qurʾān, when it states: Your property and your children 

are only a trial; but it is Allāh with Whom there is a great reward (Q64:15) (MB). On 

the other hand, whoever is poor suffers grief since he lives in a world where anything 

he desires to attain can only be acquired through money. And since he is unable 

to acquire what he desires because of his poverty, he lives in sadness and grief (M). 
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The seventh and eighth qualities of this world are that whoever hankers after it loses 

it and whoever ignores it is approached by it. The phrase ‘sāʿāhā’ literally means to 

run after it, or make an effort and strive to acquire it (N). It also gives the meaning 

of overpowering something, and therefore according to some commentators, this 

phrase means that if one contends with the world, he may acquire something 

thereof, but he will lose a lot more. That is perhaps because whenever a human 

being attains something of this world, it opens the door for him to hope for more. 

As such, it does not fulfil a single desire but that it leads to a thousand more – most 

of which will forever remain unfulfilled (Z). Another interpretation for the loss 

suffered by those who hanker after it is that since it perishes very quickly, even 

what they attain does not last (MB). In any case, what we find in history, and 

indeed even in our daily experiences, is that striving harder for worldly wealth 

does not lead to becoming rich, just as being uninterested in this world does not 

lead to penury (N).  

As for its approaching those who ignore it, this reality about the world is 

portrayed beautifully in a tradition related on the authority of Imām al-Ṣādiq from 

the Noble Messenger who said, “Verily Allāh, exalted is His Majesty, revealed to 

this world: ‘Follow the one who serves you, but serve [only] the one who rejects 

you.’” And it has been said that this world is like a person’s shadow, the more he 

chases it, the further it runs, but if he leaves it alone, it follows him everywhere (T). 

Regarding the last two qualities of this world mentioned in the sermon, al-Sayyid 

al-Raḍī says, “When a thinker ponders over his statement, ‘It gives insight to the 

one who looks through it,’ he finds therein an amazing meaning and a profound 

connotation, the depth of which is beyond comprehension, especially when it is 

annexed to his statement ‘but blinds the one who looks at it.’ For he finds the difference 

between looking though it and looking at it to be as clear as day, and overwhel-

mingly astounding.” This statement implies that whoever considers the world to 

be a means for attaining perfection and acquiring a lofty station in the Hereafter, 

the veils are lifted for him and he sees the realities of this world as they truly are. 

But the one who looks at the world as an end in itself, not as a means to a higher 

goal, has his sight covered by a thick veil, such that his heart and mind are not able 

to perceive its realities. Thus he ends up becoming a lover of this world and its glitz 

and glamour, forgetting everything else. This sums up the difference between the 

devoted servants of Allāh and the greedy devotees of this material world.  
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Two other interpretations have also been offered for these last qualities of the 

dunyā. The first is that looking through this world refers to observing the signs of 

Allāh in creation, for whoever constantly does this gains insight. On the other 

hand, looking at this world means restricting one’s gaze to the material world, and 

that results in being deprived of cognizance of Allāh and insight into the realities 

of this life. The second interpretation is that the phrase looks through it refers to 

looking at the flaws of this world and its temporary nature, and taking a lesson 

therefrom. Undoubtedly this kind of observation leads to insight and understanding. 

Conversely, looking at it means gazing at the glitter and apparent beauty of this 

world, which blinds the inner eyes of a human being. It is possible to join all three 

of these interpretations, as all of them are applicable (N). 
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THE SERMON OF AL-GHARRĀʾ 

1 Praise be to Allāh, Who is exalted by 
His might, and is near [the creation] by 
His beneficence; Bestower of every 
bounty and grace, and Dispeller of 
every calamity and hardship. I praise 
Him for His incessant kindness and His 
copious blessings. I believe in Him as 
the First and the Manifest, and I seek 
His guidance as [He is] the Near and 
the Guide. I seek His succour as [He is] 
the Subduer and the Mighty, and I 
depend upon Him as the Sufficer and 
the Supporter. And I bear witness that 
Muḥammad (ṣ) is His servant and 
Messenger. He sent him to execute His 
commands, leave no room for excuse, 
and to warn the people. 

 َِ ِْْ ئََدحَِْ لْْ َْْ ْْ ََ ِ ْْا َالْْ ِ لِّلَهِ ا ْْْ َ،الحَْمْْ

وَدطَِْ لِْْْ َِ ََ،وََ ََْْْ َْنَِ مَْْْ   له وَََِِهّْْْ َُْْْ

لَ  ََ،وَفضَْْْْْ  مَْْْْ  
ََ وِ له ِ َهّْْْْ وَهوَشِْْْْ

ِ ََ.وَأَغْلَ  ِْْ نََ َ اطْْْ َْْ لِّلّ ََ ِْْْ َْْ أَْ مْْْ

َ ادتََِِءَِمِْْْ ََِ،هََ ُِْْْ َِ ِ ََ؛وَََْْْ نَّدِْْْ وَأّوُِْْْ

ْْواَ َدوَِ غْْْْ اْ ْْواََ،أَوا ْْْ هَْلِِلغِ َقَِ غ ْْْْ وَأََْْْْ

ْْواَ وِ كااََ،َ وِ غْْ َْْ قْْ و ِ ااَ َْْ ْْْ ءَِ نّّ َقْْ َ،وَأََْْ

َوََِْْْْْ ااَ ِ َهوَفِ ْْْْْواَ لََّ َِ ْْْْْْ َ.وَأَ ََ هْْْْْا

لِلااَ ُّحَمْْْْْا َ هَلِّلَأَ ا لِّلّ ََوَأَشْْْْْْ ْْْْْْ  َ

ّْْ لّ َّ ِ  ََِ،وَكََْْ ْْْ وِ َأَُْْ َْْ َِّ َخَِِفْْْ َْْ َ،أَكَْْْ

ََِهَْوِ َّ ْ كِ َِ َ.وَ قَلِِْلغِ ََّّ كِ َ،وَ

1َ

 ENJOINING PIETY  لتقوى َ الوصية ب 

2 I advise you, O servants of Allāh, to be 
mindful of Allāh, who has set forth 
parables and determined for you your 
lifespans. He covered you with apparel 
and provided abundant sustenance for 
you. He encompassed you with [His] 
reckoning and prepared recompense 
for you. He has honoured you with 
ample blessings and extensive gifts, 
and has warned you through unequi-

 َِ َ هَاه ا ْْْ َدِ قَ ِ وَ َاه ا َْْ  
ِ َ ّْ  ِْْ ِ َََ،أّوَ ْْا ال

ولََ َْْ اْْ ُْ َ ْْ َا َِ  َ َْْ ّ ََ،ضْْ ّْْ مََلَ ْْ ْْا وَوَقْْ

ولََ وَ ََ،اْ دَْْ غَْْ تَََ،وَأَلْ أََْْ ّّ َال ه وَأَكْفَْْ

وَ َ ّ َالمَْءَْْْْ ّ ََ،لَ ّْْْْ وَ َدِ ّْْْْ وَأَ َْْْْ

و ََ َْْ َ ا َََ،اخِْْ صْ َْْ ّ َالجْْ ّْْ لَِلَلَ ْ َْْ َ،وَأَكَْْ

َ ادتَِِ ْْا ولنهءَِ َالأْ ِْْ َ هّْ َدْ َْْ لِِلََ،وَآ ْ َْْ فْ وَال ه

تَِ ِْْ وَاف َ كَهّْ ََ،ال ا ْْْ تَِوَأََ ِْْ ولحّْجَ َِالْ ََ ال ِْْ َ،د

2َ
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CONTEXT 

This is an amazing oration that is called al-Gharrāʾ, meaning the radiant, 

brilliant, and splendid. In it are mentioned the attributes of Allāh, Exalted is He, 

followed by an exhortation to be mindful of Him. Subsequently, there is a call for 

disaffection with this world, followed by that which pertains to the Day of 

Judgment. At the end of the sermon, al-Sayyid al-Raḍī states, “It is reported that 

when he gave this oration, the skins quivered (‘iqshaʿarrat lahā al-julūd’), the eyes 

wept, and the hearts trembled. And among the people are some who call this 

sermon al-Gharrāʾ.” This statement by al-Raḍī shows that this sermon was well-

known among the people; so much so that they had even named it. According to 

some accounts, it is reported that Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) was conducting a funeral, 

and when he placed the deceased into the grave, the man’s family members began 

wailing loudly. At that point, the Imām said, “By Allāh, if these people could see 

what their deceased relative is seeing, they would forget their mourning [and 

would instead weep for themselves!]. By Allāh, death will come to each and every 

one of them, and will not leave out a single one among them!” Then, seeing that 

the people present at the funeral were receptive to admonition at that moment, 

Imām ʿAlī stood up and gave this sermon.  

The contents of this sermon show that the Imām was seriously intent upon 

preparing the hearts and awakening the souls of his audience. It was in the most 

appropriate of conditions that he gave this profound and beautiful oration, which 

contains within it a complete program for self-reform, and it is unlikely that one 

who reads it carefully would not be positively affected thereby. This sermon has 

been narrated before al-Sayyid al-Raḍī by a number of authors, including Jāḥiẓ, 

who reported from some of his teachers that Jaʿfar ibn Yaḥyā, one of the most 

vocal proofs. He has counted your 
numbers and has decreed for you 
durations in the place of trial and the 
abode of admonition, wherein you are 
tested and for which you are held to 
account. 

لَِل ااَ َْْ وهّْ َ ْ َْْ ْ ََ،فََ ْ صْ ّْْ َ َلَ ْ ْْا وَوَ ْ
 َُ  َ َ اكَِاِ ْْْ َْقَْْ

فِْْ لَِل ااَ ُّْْ،َ َُ  َ ْْْ 
َ،وََ اكَِ ِ

و َْْ ّ وَ َفِ هْ َْْ ُّلَْ َ ْ َ ّْ ْْْ َْْ ّ َ ََ،أََْ ُّحَوَْ وَ

َ.َ َِ هَْو
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articulate early scholars, used to look for examples of subtle points of eloquence 

from this sermon (N).  

 

 

COMMENTARY 

1  In the opening section of this sermon, Imām ʿAlī praises Allāh and mentions 

four attributes of His Majesty. Subsequently, he speaks about the qualities of the 

Noble Prophet (ṣ) as well. The first attribute of the Almighty he mentions is that 

He is exalted by His might. This is because there is nothing in existence that is 

higher, or more perfect, or nobler than Him (M). This exaltedness and loftiness is 

not like what is commonly understood to mean being higher or above in the 

perceptible or imaginable sense; rather, it is exaltedness by ascendency and 

predominancy through might and power (MB). The second attribute is Allāh’s 

nearness to the creation by His beneficence. The term ‘ṭawl’ here means bounty, 

beneficence, and granting of favour. Thus we understand from this phrase that the 

nearness of Allāh to His creatures is through His blessings, kindness, and bestowal 

of favours (Z). And it is not a physical nearness that could be perceived in spatial 

terms (T). He is the Bestower of every bounty and grace, since every blessing comes 

from Him, and He is the source of every bounty (MB). The Glorious Qurʾān states: 

He grants His grace to everyone possessed of merit (Q11:3). And lastly, He is the 

Dispeller of every calamity and hardship. The term ‘azl’ literally refers to narrowness 

or constriction, and it is also used to denote dire straits and hardship (N). Together, 

these last two attributes signify that all goodness comes from Allāh, whether it be 

in the form of something given, like good health, intelligence, and wealth, or 

something removed, like hardships, etc. (M).  

The phrase ‘ʿawāṭifi karamih’ is translated as incessant kindness, since it refers 

to His generous kindness which repeatedly encompasses His servant, time after 

time (MB). The term ‘bādiyan’ is derived from badw which means being or becoming 

manifest, or beginning anew. While most commentators have understood it to 

refer to the first meaning, the second meaning could also apply here (N), in which 

case the translation would read: I believe in Him as the First, and the Originator [of 

all else]. Regarding the Imām’s statement I seek His guidance as [He is] the Near 

and the Guide, it has been noted that seeking guidance from one who is far away – 

even if he is a guide, or from one who is not a guide – even if he is near, is futile. 

Therefore, both these qualities are necessary in one from whom guidance is sought 
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(T). Likewise, he seeks help from Allāh as the Subduer and the Mighty, since one 

who is weak and incapable cannot defend himself, so he would be in no position 

to help anyone else (MB). And since Allāh is the Sufficer and the Supporter, he 

entrusts all his affairs to His care, as He frees him from needing anything from 

anyone else, and supports him against those who would harm him (Z). Subsequently, 

Amīr al-Muʾminīn testifies that Muḥammad is the Messenger of Allāh, since that 

is the second pillar of faith and is inseparable from the first, which is tawḥīd. He 

then proceeds to succinctly describe the responsibility that was placed on the 

shoulders of the Noble Prophet (ṣ). Allāh sent him to execute His commands, leave 

no room for excuse, and to warn the people. The term ‘nudhur’ is plural of nadhīr, 

which means warner, and here it refers to the divine signs and reports of past 

nations which serve as warnings to the people (N). 

2  In the second section of the sermon, Amīr al-Muʾminīn advises the people 

to be Godwary. He mentions ten things that could motivate them to espouse 

taqwā (N). First, Allāh has set forth parables for the people in the Qurʾān in order 

to explain certain realities to them and to admonish them. In some manuscripts, 

the word ‘lakum’ is present, so it reads ‘ḍaraba lakum al-amthāl’ in which case the 

translation would be: who has set forth parables for you, and according to some 

commentators this is the correct form (T). The Qurʾān itself states: We have set forth 

for humankind in this Qurʾān every [kind of] parable, so that they may take heed 

(Q39:27). Indeed, one finds numerous parables and examples in the Qurʾān, by 

which people are invited to remember, reflect, ponder, and take lessons (MB). 

Second, Allāh has determined the lifespans of the people, which He has decreed 

for them. And just as each individual has a decreed lifespan, so too does each 

nation; as the Qurʾān states: There is a [preordained] term for every nation: when 

their time comes, they shall not defer it by a single hour nor shall they advance it. 

(Q7:34) (Z).  

Third, Allāh granted people the blessing of clothes with which they could 

cover themselves. The term ‘al-riyāsh’ is the plural of al-rīsh, which means apparel 

and clothing, especially those that are colourful and fine. It is also used to refer to 

fruitfulness and wealth, such that when you say irtāsha fulān, it means so-and-so 

has become prosperous. If this meaning is intended, then the verb ‘albasakum’, 

meaning He covered you, would have been used in a metaphoric sense (I). Fourth, 

Allāh provided abundant sustenance for you, as the Qurʾān states: He provided you 

with good things (Q40:64) (M).  
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Fifth, He encompassed you with [His] reckoning, meaning that the accounting of 

Allāh is precise, and every act of an individual is recorded and scrutinized, with 

nothing being left out (N). Sixth, He has prepared recompense for you, multiplying 

rewards for those who have performed righteous deeds and reserving a painful 

punishment for those who perpetrated evil actions (MB). 

 BEING AVERSE TO THIS WORLD  التنفب  من الدنيا َ

3 Verily  the watering place of this world 
is turbid and the path leading to it is 
muddy. The [outward] appearance of 
this world is attractive but its reality is 
destructive. It is a mutable deception, 
a fading light, a passing shadow, and a 
bent pillar. When one who was averse 
to it becomes comfortable with it and 
one who was not acquainted with it is 
reassured by it, [that is when] it leaps 
with its hind legs, hunts him with its 
snares, targets him with its arrows, 
and ties the noose of death around the 
person’s neck, dragging him to a narrow 
grave and a frightful abode where he 
will be shown his [final] place and the 
reward of his deeds. This continues 
generation after generation, with death 
never ceasing its advance and survivors 
never turning away from sin. They 
follow each other’s footsteps and proceed 
in groups towards the final end and 
the tryst with annihilation. 

َ دهَّو  ْْْ شْْ َُ َ  ِ
ِْْ َْ وََكََْْ ْْلِل  َالْْ إِ ا َْْ كَِ َِ َ،فْْ

َ ّ هَو شْْْْ وَ،َُ نوَّْ  َْْْ َُ َ ِّ
ََ،غّ َِْْْ ِّ وَغّ دِْْْ

و لَْ َّ  َْْ لَ َ،َُ ِْْ ََ ون ّ وك  لَ َ،ّْْْ ِْْ ْ   َآف َ،وَضَْْ

لَ  ِْْ َغَانْْْ لو ِْْ لَ َ،وَ ْْْ ِْْ ونْْْ َُ َ نوَ  
ِْْ َ،وََْْْ

و ََوَفِّ  َْْْ َِ
ََِ اَأََِْْْ نَ ََ،َ  ْْْا َ  ا وَاطْمَْْْ

و َْْ وَ،َوَهِّ   َْْ مَْدَِ كْدِّهِ َْْ مََْ،قمََص َْْ وَقنَصَ

و َْْ هّمهَِوَ،دَِ ْ  ِّهِْْْ ْْْ لَِلْ َدَِ َْْْ َْْ َ،وَأَقصْْْْ

ْْا َِ َالمَْنِ  َِ و ْ َ َأَوْ َْْ َْْ مَِالمْ ََ،وَأَْ ِقََْْ اُ لَِل ِْْ قوَن

جَ َِ نِْ َالمَْضْْْ نَضَْْ َِلَْْ َ ّ ِ ََ،لَْْ وَوَْ شَْْ

َْ لهََ،مَْ دِْْْ َِال ِ َالمَْحَْْْ ءَوغنََْْْ ُّ ََ،وَ ِِ َ ا وَ َْْْ

لَِ َْْ ِ ََ،الءَْمْ ْْْ ّ َدءَِقْ َْْ َ لَِ َاللََِْْ َْْ وَهْ

َِ َِ ْْا ْْواََ،الأ ّ َااْ َِ اُ ْْا ّ َالمَْنِ  ِْْ َ قِّْ َْ،ََ َْ وَ

وقّ َ َادْ َِ اُْْْواَ ِ ََالْ َْْْ ّ وَ ََ،غَْ  َْْْ غحَْ َْْْ

َ اْ و َْْ ََ،ُِا اْ و َْْ ّْْ َ َأَكَْ ِ ََ،وَغمَْض َْْ نَْوَغ َْْ َِل

َْ هَِو َِ ِْ َ.ََ   كَِالفْنَوََ وََََ،ا

3َ
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Seventh, He has honoured you with ample blessings and extensive gifts. The 

term ‘ātharakum’ comes from īthār, which generally means to grant something to 

someone while being in need of it, thereby preferring that person to oneself. 

However, it is obvious that this meaning cannot apply to Allāh, so here it means 

that Allāh chose them and honoured them specifically, by granting them ample 

blessings and bestowing upon them lofty gifts (Z). A similar meaning of this term 

has been employed in the Qurʾān where it states: Allāh has certainly chosen you 

over us (Q12:91). Eighth, Allāh has warned you through unequivocal proofs 

comprised of rational arguments, divine revelations, and the intrinsic nature 

(fiṭrah) present in each individual (T). Ninth, He has counted your numbers, and 

knows precisely how many you are, just as the Qurʾān states: He has indeed taken 

account of them, and has numbered them precisely (Q19:94).  

Tenth, He has decreed for you durations in the place of trial and the abode of 

admonition, which summarizes the reality that for our entire lives, we are undergoing 

trials and tests, and that is the purpose of this world. The fact that Allāh keeps 

count of everything we do, and has decreed our lifespans, is repeated twice in this 

section. This could be in order to emphasize these points (MB), or to highlight a 

different dimension, in which case the previous mention of counting was regarding 

keeping a record of every action performed by human beings (and that is why it 

was immediately followed by mention of recompense), while in the second instance 

it refers to counting the people themselves, without leaving anyone out (N). 

3  In this section of the sermon, Imām ʿAlī criticizes the world, after having 

mentioned that it is a place of trials. He says that the watering place of this world is 

turbid and the path leading to it is muddy. Usually, most of the large rivers from 

which people would take water were low-lying and could not be easily accessed. 

For that reason, they would have to dig a path to the edge of the river. That sloping 

path was called mashraʿ, and the point at which the water could be accessed was 

termed mashrab. Now if that path became muddy, or the point at which water 

could be taken became turbid, then it would be extremely difficult to get clean 

water. By using this beautiful analogy, the Imām is comparing the acquisitions of 

this world to water which can only be reached by a muddy path and a turbid access 

point. Seeing this water from afar attracts thirsty individuals but the moment they 

come closer, they realize that the water is murky. This is the state of all that is 

attained of this world, be it wealth, status, or embellishments. To attain these 

things, people have to overlook many moral and ethical matters, and give in to 
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lying, betrayal, accepting humiliation, etc. all of which are like the muddy path by 

which to reach what they desire. Then, once they attain what they seek, they see 

that it is turbid in that it brings about many hardships for them, like jealousy of 

others, attacks, accusations, etc. (N). This is precisely why the [outward] appearance 

of this world is attractive, but its reality is destructive. The apparent and outward 

aspect of this world contains beauty, glitter, allure, and delight, all of which cause 

people to get attracted to it. However, its true nature is different, and contains 

within it fatal poison that leads those who are enthralled by it to destruction, and 

to painful punishment in the Hereafter (MB). It is a mutable deception because it 

constantly changes, altering its colour and state. The term ‘ghurūr’ can also be read 

‘gharūr’ in which case the translation would be a mutable deceiver (M). This quality 

of the world shows how when weak-minded people rely upon it, it deceives them 

and turns against them in betrayal (Z). The Imām also describes this world as a 

fading light, because even though it shines and glitters, its light does not last and 

fades away quickly. It is like a passing shadow which does not remain for one who 

relies upon it. And it is like a bent pillar which cannot support that which leans on 

it (N). Other analogies are then given by the Imām to describe this world. He 

compares it to a steed that leaps with its hind legs, taking by surprise one who has 

become comfortable with it and reassured by it. He says it is also like the hunter that 

hunts him with its snares, and like the archer who successfully targets him with its 

arrows. Subsequently, it ties the noose of death around the person’s neck, dragging 

him to a narrow grave and a frightful abode where he will be shown his [final] place, 

in Paradise or Hell, and given the reward and recompense of his deeds. The phrase 

‘waḥshat al-marji ʿ’ has been interpreted by some as a reference to the final return 

and the Day of Judgment (Z). Others say it refers to the grave and the fight and 

terror one experiences after being separated from his possessions, children, and 

loved ones (MB). Finally, the Imām notes that this condition is not limited to any 

particular time, but continues generation after generation, as the people follow 

each other’s footsteps and proceed in groups towards the final end. The phrase ‘lā 

tuqli ʿ al-maniyyatu ikhtirāman’ literally means death does not stop cutting them 

off and extirpating them; and indeed it continues its advance until they all meet 

their annihilation. 
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4  In this section, Imām ʿAlī talks about what happens to people after death, 

and what difficulties and terrors await them on the Day of Resurrection. Some 

commentators consider this section to be the truly brilliant part of this sermon, 

from which it got its name al-Gharrāʾ (N). The Imām starts by mentioning what 

will happen once matters are severed, time comes to an end, and the Resurrection 

draws near. The phrase ‘taṣarramat al-umūr’ means affairs are cut off and come to 

 AFTER DEATH, THE RESURRECTION  بعد الموت البعث َ

4 Then, once matters are severed, time 
comes to an end, and the Resurrection 
draws near, He will take them out from 
the midst of the graves, the nests of 
birds, the lairs of beasts, and the sites 
of destruction. Hastening towards His 
command, rushing towards the place 
of final return, in groups quietly 
standing within arrayed ranks, they 
shall be within sight and the caller will 
make them hear [the call]. They will 
don the garb of submission and [face] 
the abasement of surrender and 
humiliation. The contrivances are now 
rendered ineffectual, hopes are cut 
short, hearts sink into silence, voices 
are reduced to whispers, and perspir-
ation is so profuse that it reaches the 
mouths. Fear abounds, and ears ring 
with the thundering sound of the 
caller towards the final judgement, the 
exchange of recompense, the meting 
of retribution, and the granting of 
reward. 

ّْْ كَّ  ُّ ْْ مَِا َُ َْْ ا ََِ اَ صَ نَ ْْا مََِ،َ   ْْا وَ قَضَ

ّ  كَّ ْْلِل  ّْْ كََّ،الْ َ دَهّْ ََ،وَأَغِفََالن شْ ْْْ أَاْ

ّْْ كَِ َ انََِِالقّْ  نَْضَْْ
وكَِالط  ََّْْ،ُِْْ َ، كَِوَأَوْهَْْ

ْْه وَاَِ َالأ
ُِ  َ ِْْ ِْْ ََِ،وَأَوْد وكِ َِالمَْهَول َْْ ط َُ َ،وَ

َِ  ِ ْْْ نَأَُْ َْْ َِلْ َ ا واَ
ِْْ نََ،َْ َْْ َِلْ ِْْ نََ ُّهْطِءْ

وِ  َِ ءَْْ مّ  واََ،َُ ََّْْ  ئا
فّ فواََ،كَ ِْْ َّْْ ْْواَ  وَُ

َ،قِ

َّ َْْ ّ ّ ّ َالْ صَ ّْْ مِءهّّ ََّ،غنَفْ ْْْ ا َِْوَغأّ ْْلِلا َ،ال

ْْْ ِ وَََ َِ َْ
ِْ ّْْ ّ َا َْْ هِْْ َلَ ْ َ اََّ،َ ِْ َْْ وَضْ

ئََ ْْْ َْ أِْْ
ِْ ْْا َِا لْْ ِامََِ،ِ َوَال ه َْْ لِْلَضْْ َْْ قْْ

لَّ لََّ،الحِْ َْْْ ََُْْْ ْْ َ َا َ ِ ََ،وَاَقْطََْْْ وَ َْْْْ

َْْ اَ َُّهوَ ِمْْْْ لَِل ِْْ فَئْْْْْ ْْ ءَمََِ،ا َْْ وَاَشْْْْ

هَ نْمَِْْْ اَ ُّ َ اّ َ ََْْْْ ْْ ََِّ،ا  َ َ َالءَْْْْ َ،وَأَلجَْْْْ

َِّ فَ َ َالشْْا مَواََّ،وََ وّْْ ََْْْ ْْ لَِلِ َا
وَأكّْ ِْْ

َ ِِ و َْْ لَِاللَِْط ْْْ نَفصَ َْْ َِل ا َِْ ْْلِلا َال
ُِ  َ ْْْ َ،لَِ د

َ ا َِ ِ َالجَْْْْ قوَغضََْْ ُّ ََ،وَ ِِ و ولَِالءِْقَْْْ َ،وَََ َْْْ

َ.وََََ الَِالااَ اِ

4َ
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an end (I). This may be a specific reference to the actions and deeds of this worldly 

life, and the closing of the door of repentance (Z). This is when the time of each 

individual on the earth has come to an end, and they are now awaiting the 

Resurrection (M). It is then that Allāh will take them out from the midst of the graves 

if they were buried in graves when they died, or the nests of birds if they were eaten 

by birds of prey, or the lairs of beasts if they were devoured by predators, or sites of 

destruction if they were killed in battle, or fell in a well, etc., and wherever they 

may be, Allāh will raise them up and bring them all together (MB). The phrase 

hastening towards His command echoes what is mentioned in the verse: the day 

they will come forth from their graves, rushing, as if they were racing towards a goal 

(Q70:43), and rushing towards the place of final return decreed by Him is also 

mentioned in the verse: rushing toward the Caller… (Q54:8). The word ‘muhṭi ʿīn’ 

comes from ahṭaʿa which literally means extending one’s neck, directing one’s 

head, and rushing forward (T). The literal meaning of ‘raʿīl’ is a troop of horses 

(I), but here it connotes movement of people in groups. The people who are 

resurrected shall move together quietly (‘ṣumūtan’), and will stand in rows, based 

on their rank which is determined by their actions and conduct in the world. 

Hence, people will be grouped along with those who behaved like them and they 

will face a similar fate.  

Alternatively, it could mean that all those who were buried in the same 

graveyard will rise up and move out together as a group (N). The Qurʾān states: the 

Day the Horn will be blown, and you will come [forth] in droves (Q78:18). Despite 

being numerous, they shall be within sight and none of them will be hidden. 

Likewise, their vast numbers will not prevent the caller from making them hear 

his call. In this regard, the Qurʾān states: And listen [with anticipation] for the Day 

when the caller calls from a nearby place (Q50:41). Exegetes say that the call is from 

a nearby place because all the people will hear the call with the same clarity, so it 

will be as if they have all heard it from somewhere close by (MB). Subsequently, 

the Imām describes in vivid detail the state of the people on that Day. They will be 

in a state of submission, abasement, and surrender. That is because now all their 

contrivances are rendered ineffectual and their hopes are cut short. And so it is that 

hearts sink into silence, voices are reduced to whispers, perspiration is so profuse that 

it reaches the mouths, and fear abounds.  
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The phrase ‘aljama al-ʿaraq’ literally refers to a line of perspiration that forms 

around the mouth, like a bridle. This means that one will sweat so much that if he 

were to open his mouth, it would be filled with perspiration (N). Indeed, we are 

told in a tradition that people will perspire so much on that Day, that for some it 

will reach their knees, for others it will reach their chest, and for some it will reach 

their mouths. Another tradition states that the rich person will be held to account 

[with severity] until his perspiration will be so much that if it were given to forty 

camels to drink, it would suffice them (MB). It is then that the ears ring with the 

thundering sound of the caller towards the final judgement, the exchange of 

recompense, the meting of retribution, and the granting of reward. The reason for 

 ADMONISHING THE PEOPLE  لق َ تنبيه الحه

5 [They are] servants who have been 
created by [His] power and nurtured 
by [His] might. With the approach of 
death, their souls are taken and they 
are then placed inside graves where 
they turn to dust. Then they will be 
resurrected individually and awarded 
recompense, [after] having been held 
to account for their own actions. They 
had been granted respite in order to 
seek deliverance and were shown the 
clear path. They were granted a life 
long enough to make amends. The 
dark clouds of doubt had been removed 
for them and they were let free to race 
towards virtue, to think about how to 
attain the ultimate objective, and to 
calmly seek it out with the light of 
guidance, within the allotted time and 
the available opportunity. 

لَِلاكااَ  ّْْ َ َاقْ ِْْْْْْْ لَِّْ قْْْْْ َُ َ و   َْْ ْْْْْ ِ ،َ

وكااَ َْْ ّْْ َ َاقْ أِْْ ْ دّ دْْ َُ ّْْ َ ََ،وَ قْ ّ ضْْ َُ وَ

وكااَ َْْ لَِلا واََ،اْ  ضِْْْ ْْْ نّ َ َأَدْْْ ما َْْ ُّضْْْ َ،وَ

ْْواَ وننِّ َ َكّفوَ ْْْْ َْْ ّْْ َ ََ،وَهْْْْ َُ ءّْ  ْْْْ وَ

َ ا ااَ ْْْ َ ا اََ،أَفْْْْْ َْْ لِِلغنّ َ َدْْْْْ َْْ َ،وَُْْْْْ

ودواَ ّ وَ َِ أَْْْ مَ ْْْا ُّ ََْ؛وَ هِِّْْْ اَفِْْْ ُْ لِْلَأّ قَْْْ

َ لَِ ْْْ ِ َالمَْلَْْ َْْ َْْ ِ لَََ،طَِْْ لِّلواََْْ ّْْ وَ ْْ

نهَْ َِ َْْ لَََ،المْْْْْْْ َْْ هْْْْْْ َُ ّ واَ ْْه وَّ مْْْْْْ

ْْْ ءَْ ِِ َ نهّْْ ََ،المّْأْْْْ َْْ فمََْ ْْْْ ِْْ وَهشّْْْْ

َ ِ غَْْْ لَِلفَّال ه ّْْ مَوكََِ،َْ وَاِّْْْ  اَلمِضِْْْْ

و َِ َْْ و َِوَكَََ،الجِْ ْْ َْْ كْ ِ ْْ
ِْ ِ َا ْْا ََ،وِغْْ ُِ و َْْ وَأََْْ

و َِ َالمّْْ  َْْْْْ ِِ ِ َْْ ََ،المّْقْ ْْْ ُِ لِلا َُّْْْْْْ
فِْْْْْ

دََلَِ ْْ َالمَْهَلََ،ا ِِ ُّضْطََ  َ.وَ

5َ
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calling it an exchange (‘muqāyaḍah’) is that recompense is actually granted in 

exchange for the deeds that were undertaken by the individual (M). 

5  This is the section wherein Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) admonishes the people by 

describing their general qualities and reminding them of the purpose of their 

creation. The statement [they are] servants who have been created by [His] power 

and nurtured by [His] might means that the people have not played any role in 

their own creation and thus do not have any right to go against the commands of 

their Creator. Since they are nurtured involuntarily, and raised by Allāh from when 

they are children until they reach old age, without any volition or decision on their 

part, they have no choice in the matter of obedience, and must be submissive and 

obedient to Allāh (MB). Of course, this does not mean that human beings lack free 

will in their own actions; rather, it pertains only to their creation, nurturing, and 

death, in neither of which they have any say or sway (N). With the approach of 

death, their souls are taken and they are then placed inside graves where they turn to 

dust, as is known to all and cannot be denied. In fact, this was the reason some 

people doubted in the resurrection saying: “When we have become bones and dust, 

shall we really be raised in a new creation?” (Q17:49) (T).  

The fact that people will be resurrected individually and alone, with neither 

wealth nor progeny, has been stated in the verse: Certainly you have come to Us 

alone, just as We created you the first time, and left behind whatever We had 

bestowed on you (Q6:94). Subsequently, they will be awarded recompense, [after] 

having been held to account for their own actions. The recompense will depend on 

their actions: rewards for good deeds and punishment for evil ones. The phrase 

‘mumayyizūna ḥisāban’ has been understood as a reference to the separation of 

believers from disbelievers, and the virtuous from the wicked, on the Day of 

Judgment (MB). Alternatively, it could mean that each person will account for his 

own specific deeds and will not bear the burden of the actions of others (N).  

The Imām then reminds the people that they have no excuse for going astray, 

since they had been granted respite in order to seek deliverance and were shown the 

clear path. Indeed, Allāh is just and compassionate, and He would not punish 

anyone until He has sent His clear proofs and guidance to him. Even when the 

servant disobeys, out of His mercy, He grants him respite in this world and opens 

the door of repentance for him. If the individual repents and returns to the right 

path, He forgives him, but if he persists in wrongdoing, then he becomes deserving 

of divine punishment by his own actions (Z). They were granted a life long enough 
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to make amends, meaning that the life they were given was sufficiently long for 

them to earn the pleasure of Allāh and make amends for any action that would 

bring punishment. The term ‘al-mustaʿtib’ comes from isti.ʿ tāb which means seeking 

someone’s acceptance and pleasure (I). The dark clouds of doubt had been removed 

for them through the blessing of the intellect which they were granted, and the 

Prophets who were sent to guide them and answer any doubts that they had. Thus 

people have been left to freely race towards virtue. The phrase ‘miḍmār al-jiyād’ 

literally means a racecourse for horses, and here it is used metaphorically to refer 

to competition and vying among people to do good deeds (M).  

They also have the opportunity to think about how to attain the ultimate 

objective and to ponder about what they need to seek out and acquire, as well as 

what they must ensure to avoid, namely divine wrath and punishment (Z). They 

have to do this within the allotted time and the available opportunity given to them 

in this world, and to calmly seek their objective with the light of guidance. The 

phrase ‘al-muqtabas al-murtād’ literally refers to one who has a torch in his hand 

and is searching for something lost in the dark with its light. And in this analogy, 

one moves calmly lest the torch get extinguished, or he inadvertently misses some 

areas and fails to search there. The phrase ‘muḍṭarab al-mahal’, translated as 

available opportunity, literally means the period of movement and effort (Z), since 

this life is where we can make an effort to seek right guidance and act upon it. 

Some commentators say that the term ‘muḍṭarab’, which also connotes agitation, 

has been employed because the human being does not know when his death will 

come upon him (T). 

6  Imām ʿAlī (ʿa) speaks about the advantage of reminders in the form of 

examples and advice, and who it is that can really benefit therefrom. He describes 

the examples and exhortations as pertinent and effective. This could be in reference 

to the parables he mentioned earlier in this sermon, or more generally to all the 

examples and exhortations that have reached us through revelation and the 

divinely appointed guides (N). They are pertinent (‘ṣāʾibah’) because they conform 

with reality completely, and they are effective (‘shāfiyah’) because they remedy the 

ailment of immorality and ignorance. This is reflected in the verse that states: O 

humankind! There has certainly come to you advice from your Lord, and a cure for 

what is in the hearts, and a guidance and mercy for the believers (Q10:57) (T). 

However, the condition is that they must be received by pure hearts, attentive ears, 

firm resolve, and sharp wits.  
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 THE BENEFIT OF REMINDERS    فضل التذكب َ

6 What pertinent examples and effective 
exhortations they are if received by 
pure hearts, attentive ears, firm 
resolve, and sharp wits. So be mindful 
of Allāh like one who hears and 
humbly submits, who perpetrates and 
admits, who fears and acts, who is 
cautious and hastens, who believes 
and does good, who is admonished and 
takes lesson, who is warned and heeds 
the warning, who is deterred and he 
desists, who responds to the call and 
turns [to Allāh], who returns and 
repents, who follows [the guide] and 
emulates him, and who is shown so he 
sees. He is quick in searching [for the 
truth] and flees to safety. He thus 
attains provisions and purifies his 
soul; he builds his final abode and 
packs supplies for the day of his 
departure and his intended destination, 
for his time of need and place of want, 
sending forth before him for the home 
of his [eternal] stay. So be mindful of 
Allāh, O servants of Allāh, while 
considering the purpose for which He 
created you, and be cautious of Him 
just as He has warned you to be 
cautious of Him, thereby being worthy 
of what He has prepared for you 
through the realization of His true 

ونِ َ اَ  َْْ ََْ اْ و َْْ اْ ُْ وَأَ َْْ وَلهَْ َْْ ََ،فَ ْ ََ َ ا ِ َْْ وَُْ

وفِ َ اَ وَ فمََْقِّّ دْْْْْواََ،شَْْْْْ َََْْْْْ ْ لَْْْْْ

 َْْْْْ اََ،غَاهِ َْْْْْ اَ
وَا ِ مَو واَ ََ،وَأََْْْْْْ وَآكَا ا

َْْ اَ َْْ اََ،َ وغُِْ َ وغُِْ ْْواَ ََ.وَأَلْ وَدْ َ و اقّ اَاه ا َْْ فْ

ََ َْْ مَِ َفلَََشْ َْْ نََْْ َْْ َُْ َ ْْا َ فَََ، قَِ ْ َْْ وَاقْ ْ

وْ  ََ فََ َْْ لَََ،فْ ِْْ لََفءََمْ ِْْ وَ كَََ،وَوَدْ َْْ وَ ْ

وَ كََ َْْ نَََ،فَ ْْ َْْ نََفََ ْ أْْ َْْ َ ََ،وَأَغقْْْ ْْه وَّ  ْْ

وْ  َ َ ََ َْْ ِ كَََ،فْْ َْْ كََفحَْْ ّْْ ه َ ََ،وَ ْْ ِْْ وَغّدْْ

وغَْ دَ ََ َََِ،فَْْْْْْْ و َفََ ََْْْْْْْ َِ و َ،وَأَدَْْْْْْْ

ََِ و َ َفَ َْْْْْْْْ لَِلهَ،وَكَادَْْْْْْْْ َوَاقْ َْْْْْْْْ

َ ه َْْ َ أَهَ،فوَْ  ْْ َْْ َفْْ ََ َ اَََ؛وَأكِّ ْْْ فََ َْْ

وََ وكِدْْْواََ،طَولِ ْْْواَ اََُ،وََجََْْْ وَ ََ اِ َْْْ  َ،فََ فَْْْ

اَُ ِ غَ  َْْ ََْْ َِ و َْْ و ااََ،وَأَطْْ َْْ ءْْ َُ َ َ ْْا َ،وََ مْْ

َِ ِْْ ْ ِ َكَِ  ِْْْْ َْْ لِ ْْْْ ْْْ وَْهََ َغَا ااَ َ،وَاَْْْْ

َِ ِِ ِ َْْ ََْْ ِ ْْْ ِْْ ََِ،وَوَدْْ ولََِ ودَ ْْ َْْ َ،وَ ْْ

َِ ِْْ ْ طِنَِفوَقَ ْْْ ّ ََ،وََُْْْْْ َْْ وُْْْ َُ َ َأَ لِلا َْْ وَقْْْ

قوَُِْْْْ َِ ُّ لَِلاكَِ
ََ.لِْْْْ ِ وَ َاه ا َْْْْ 

ِ َ َ و اقّ اَاه ا فَْْْْ

َّ َْْ ْ َلْ ّْْ وَاَِقََ ْ َْْ َُْ َ َْْ َ كّواََ،دهِْ ْْْ وَا ْ

نََْفَأِْْْْ َِ كَهّْ َُِْْْ وَ َْْْ ا ََُْْْ َ ّ َهنّْْْْ نْْْْ
ُِ،َ

َ ْ ّْْ َلَ ْْ لِلا َْْ وَأَ ْْ َْْ َُْْ ّ ْْْ نْْ
ْْْ حَِق  اَُِ وَاَْْ

6َ



398                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 82 
 

 

This means that the recipients of these exhortations would only benefit from 

them if their hearts are ready to accept guidance, their ears are ready to listen and 

grasp the advice, they are determined in seeking and following the right path, and 

they employ their intellect to properly understand what is beneficial for them 

(MB). The adjective ‘ḥāzimah’ comes from ḥazm which means prudence, sound 

judgment, and firmness of mind. Here it refers to having control of one’s affair and 

carrying it out properly (I), or thinking carefully and pondering deeply about the 

consequences of one’s actions and the different dimensions of any matter (N). The 

Imām then advises the people to espouse Godwariness like one who hears and 

humbly submits, meaning he turns fearfully in submission to Allāh alone, and not 

to any other human being like himself. His Godwariness should be like that of one 

who perpetrates and admits, meaning when he sins, he is remorseful and repents; 

who fears and acts, because when one is afraid of something, his fear is manifested 

in his actions; who is cautious and hastens, which describes how he acts due to his 

fear; who believes and does good, meaning he recognizes the truth as it is, and 

performs his actions well in accordance with it; who is admonished and takes 

lesson, who is warned and heeds the warning, and who is deterred and he desists, 

meaning that he acts on the advice he receives (Z).  

It is only such a person who responds to the call and turns [to Allāh], returns 

and repents, follows [the guide] and emulates him, and is shown so he sees. These are 

the actions that define a truly Godwary person and distinguish him from others. 

Because he is quick in searching for the truth and for virtue, and flees to safety from 

evil, He is able to attain provisions for the Hereafter and purify his soul from 

spiritual filth (MB). He thus builds his final abode and packs supplies for the day of 

his departure and his intended destination, for his time of need and place of want, 

sending forth before him for the home of his [eternal] stay. The phrase ‘istaẓhara 

zādan’, translated as packs supplies, literally means to carry one’s provisions and 

supplies on one’s back or on the back of one’s beast of burden (N). 

promise and being wary of the fright 
[and shock] of your return to Him. 

وِ  َِ َْْ َُِ ءْ ِِ لِْل ِْْ ِ َلصِْ ول انجَ  ِْْ َ كََِ،دْ َْْ وَالحْْ

ءَوِ  ُِنَْ ََ َُ َ.ْ لَِ
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 A REMINDER ABOUT DIVINE BLESSINGS  وب النعم ا: التذكب  بضه َ ومنه

7 He has given you ears for listening to 
what is significant, eyes for seeing 
what would have otherwise been dark, 
and limbs comprised of their parts – 
with appropriate curvature in the 
configuration of their forms and their 
[adequate] durability – in bodies that 
subsist on what benefits them and 
with hearts that seek their sustenance. 
You are steeped in His encompassing   
bounties, obliging favours, and protec-
tive barriers [of wellbeing]. He has 
decreed for you lifespans kept hidden 
from you, and has preserved for you 
the vestiges of bygone peoples as a 
lesson – those who were enjoying their 
lives without any hindrance. Yet death 
overtook them before the fulfilment of 
their aspirations, from which they 
were cut off by the end of their allotted 
time. They did not make arrangements 
while their bodies were healthy, and 
did not take a lesson early on in life. Do 
those who are in the prime of their 
youth expect anything other than the  
decrepitude of old age? And do those 
enjoying the boon of good health 
expect anything other than the 
affliction of ailments? And do those 
who are yet alive expect anything 
other than the hour of their death?  

 َ ْ ّْْ لََلَ ْْ َْْ وَدَءْْ َْْ َُْْ َْ
ِْْ لِ ءَْْ مَو واَ ْْْ أََْْ

و َْْ نََْ،َ نوَ ْْْ َْْ ْْْ َ َ ّْْ لِ جَِْْْْ وكااَ َْْ وَأَدصْْْْ

وَ و ََ،َ شَْْْْْْْْ َدَوُِءَْْْْْْْْ ا ئَ ا وَأَشْْْْْْْْْ

ونهَِو َْْ َْ ضْ وَ،ِْ َْْ َْ نوَنهِْ ِْ َ َْْ ا ئَنمِْ ُّ،ََْ ِْْ فْ

َ كَِ و ّْْ ََْ ِْْ وَ، َْ هِ ْ َْْ لَِلِ َّ مِّ  ْ ّْْ َ،وَُْ

و َدَِ كْفوَقهَِْْْْ َقوَنمَِْْْْ  
لَِلا   ََ،دَِ دْْْْْ  ِ وَقِّّْْْْ 

و َْْ كَْغَاقهِْْْْْْْ ِْ َ  ُ لَِل ِْْ ََْ،كَانْْْْْْْ ِْْ فْْْْْْْ

َِ ِْْ ئَِ ََءَِمْْْْ ْْه وِ ََ،ُّجَِْْْْ َْْ ُّ دِ ْْْْ وَ

َِ ِْْ ِْْ ََِ،ُِننَْْ َ ادِِ ََ وفِ َ ْْ َْْ كَََ.وَ ْْ لِلا َْْ وَقْْ

نْ ّ َْ ََْْْْْ ََ َ وَ َْْْْْ وكااَ ْ َأَْ مَْْْْْ َ،لَ ّْْْْْ

وكَِ َْْ نَْآ ْْ ِْْ ُْْ َْْ ااَ ْْ 
ِ َ ْ ّْْ َ َلَ ْْ ْْا وَاَِْْ

َْ ّ َِْ َْْ ِْْ نََقْْ ْْْ مَْ َِ ََ،المَْوضْْ ُّأْْ نَْ
ِْْ ُْْ

َْ ِْْ وقهِِ ََْ،اَئَقهِْْْ َْْ ََِاَنْْْ َْْ أْ فَأْْْْ ُّ َ.وَ

ولَِ َْْ وَّ وَ َاْ ُْْْ َْْ َْْ هّّْ َالمَْنوَغْْْ َ،أَكَْ قْْْ

ولَِ ّ َاْ دَْْ وَ لَََْْ   دهَّْ ََ نهَْْْ ْ ََ،وَشَْْ ا لَْْْ

لَِلا َِ دَْْْْ ْْ ِ َا َُ ئَ َََْْْْ
لِّلواَفِْْْ ْ ََ،غمَْهَْْْ وَلَْْْ

وََا َِ ْْ ِ َا ّْْ َْأَّْْ ِْْ ّ واَفْْ ِْْ لََْ؛غءَْ َ ْْ َْْ فهَْْ

َ اْ َِ َ ِِ ِ َالشْْْا وَ لَّدضََوضَْْْ ّ َأَ ْْْْ غنَْ وَِْْْ

َِ  َ َْْ َالهْْْ َْ
ِ َ اَ َْْ ََ؟ ْْ ُِ وكَ َْْ لَّْضَْْ ْْْ وَأَ ْْ

قَ َِ ْْا َ اغِلََالأْ َْْ ََْ اْ َِ َ ِ حا ْْه لََّ؟الصْ ْْْ وَأَ ْ

َآوَََِ َالفْنَوَ َِ اْ َِ َالْ قَوَِ َ ُِ لِلا َََ؟ُّ

7َ
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The Imām then advises the people to espouse taqwā once more, keeping in mind 

the purpose for which He created them. The phrase ‘jihata mā khalaqakum lahu’ is 

said to have an elided verb ‘aqṣidū’, meaning: direct yourself towards the objective 

for which you have been created, namely His worship (I). Doing this, and being 

cautious of Allāh as one ought to, will make the people worthy of what He has 

prepared for them. The phrase ‘al-tanajjuz li ṣidqi mī ʿādihi’ has been rendered the 

realization of His true promise, and according to some exegetes, it means seeking 

the fulfilment of His promise through obedience to Him (M). Doing this, and being 

wary of the fright [and shock] people will experience upon their return to Him will 

assist in keeping one Godwary, and thereby deserving of divine reward in the 

Hereafter. 

7  The Imām then proceeds, in this part of the sermon, to remind the people 

about some blessings of Allāh. He begins by speaking about the faculties that 

human being have been blessed with, and how beneficial they are. He says that 

Allāh has given us ears for listening to what is significant and useful, since traditions 

encourage us to turn a deaf ear to that which does not concern us (T). And the 

term listening here is also coupled with understanding and preserving or committing 

to memory (I). He gave us eyes for seeing what would have otherwise been dark, not 

just in the physical sense, but also in the deeper sense of insight that tears away 

the veils and darkness of ignorance, and enables us to see the underlying truths 

and lessons that can be derived from what we witness (M). After mentioning these 

two faculties that are the primary means of gaining knowledge, the Imām talks of 

the blessing of limbs comprised of their parts. Since both ‘ashlāʾ’ and ‘aʿḍāʾ’ mean 

limbs, commentators have attempted to distinguish the two here by suggesting 

that the latter refers to internal organs rather than external limbs, which is the 

 This, despite the imminence of separa-
tion, the nearness of departure, the 
restlessness of anxiety, the pangs of 
affliction, the choking of grief, and the 
futile search for assistance from one’s 
progeny, close relatives, friends, and 
companions. 

ولَِ  غَْْْْْْ َال ه ِِ  ْ َ َقّْْْْْْ وَأغّّوفََِ،َُْْْْْْ

ولَِ َْ قَِْْْْْ ِْ ََِِ،ا ِ َالقََِْْْْْْ ِ ََ،وََ َِْْْْْ وَأَلَْْْْْ

َ  ََِ،المَْضَْْْْْ َِ َالجَْْْْْْ ِِ َْْ َ،وَْصّْْْ

م  ْْ ََوَ َِفَْ ُِ لَِل َْْ َالحَْفْ ُِ  َ ْْْ ْْْ غِوَ َِ َدنِصّْ َْ
ِْ ا

قَِْ دوَ َِ ْْ َوَالقَّْ َوََ ََ،وَا ُِ َ ِ ا ْْ َ.وَا

َ
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meaning of the former term (I). Alternatively, it has been suggested that in this 

instance ‘ashlāʾ’ refers to the entirety of the human body, while ‘aʿḍāʾ’ refers to the 

limbs thereof (N). However, perhaps the best explanation is that  ‘ashlāʾ’ refers to 

the large limbs of the human body, while ‘aʿḍāʾ’ refers to smaller parts thereof, such 

as the part of the arm which comprises only the hand and the wrist (T).  

The limbs have appropriate curvature, meaning that each limb is curved in a 

way befitting its function (Z), in the configuration of their forms and their positions 

within the entire framework of the body. This means that every part of the body 

has been put in its perfect place considering the function it is meant to perform. 

As for their [adequate] durability, this apparently refers to the concordance of the 

lifespan of each limb in relation to its counterpart, such that one does not perish 

before the other (MB). Alternatively, it could be a general reference to making the 

limbs durable so that an individual can benefit from them throughout his life. By 

stating that these bodies subsist on what benefits them, the Imām means that the 

bodies we have been blessed with are able to help us achieve our goal and attain 

that which will benefit us (N). These benefits may be worldly or otherworldly, 

physical or spiritual (MB). Alternatively, this phrase could mean that every body 

exists for the benefits it was created to bring (M).  

As for the sustenance that the hearts seek, it most likely refers to spiritual 

sustenance like true knowledge of the sharīʿah, understanding the realities, faith, 

and conviction, all of which lead one to felicity in both worlds (MB). They do this 

while being steeped in His encompassing bounties, which are common (‘mujallilah’) 

in that they encompass and include all people, whether friend or foe, believer or 

non-believer (N). The phrase ‘mūjibāti minanihi’, rendered as His obliging favours, 

refers to the fact that the favours which Allāh bestows on His servants necessitate 

the obligation of gratitude on the part of the servants (MB). His protective barriers 

translates ‘ḥawājizi ʿāfiyatihi’, because the term ‘ʿāfiyah’ has been generally defined 

as Allāh’s defence of His servant (T). Since the more commonly understood meaning 

of the term ‘ʿāfiyah’ is wellbeing, some commentators have suggested that this 

phrase means the people are in a state of wellbeing wherein Allāh repels all harm 

from them (I). Others interpret the phrase as a reference to those things that prevent 

wellbeing from being lost (MB). Alternatively, it has been suggested that it is the 

wellbeing granted by Allāh which acts as a barrier that protects the people from 

much pain and difficulty (Z). One commentator says that part of the phrase has 

been elided here, and what he actually means to say is ‘mā yamnaʿu ḥawājizi ʿāfiyatihi’, 
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which would be translated as that which repels the factors that prevent his wellbeing 

(N).  

Imām ʿAlī then proceeds to once again talk about the limited time human 

beings have in this world. The fact that Allāh has decreed how long every individual 

will live, but has kept knowledge of this hidden, is meant to keep human beings 

from becoming negligent and heedless. In his explanation to Mufaḍḍal, Imām al-

Ṣādiq is reported to have said, “If a person knew how long he would live, and his 

lifespan was short, he would not enjoy his life as he would always think of his 

imminent death and be wary thereof…, and if his lifespan was long, he would know 

that he will remain alive and thus fall into sin and follow his base desires, thinking 

to himself that he will repent for that towards the end of his life…” (T). 

Furthermore, the vestiges of earlier nations are a source of lessons and examples 

to learn from. They included those who were enjoying their lives with nothing 

hindering them. The term khalāq in the phrase ‘mustamtaʿi khalāqihim’ means 

one’s lot or share. This meaning is also seen in the verse that states: …they enjoyed 

their share [of worldly existence]; you too enjoy your share, just like those who were 

before you enjoyed their share… (Q9:69) (I). The phrase ‘mustafsaḥi khanāqihim’ 

literally means their throats are expanded and given space to breathe, without 

being suffocated, and refers to their being given room to enjoy their lives without 

any hindrance (T). This continued until death quickly overtook them (‘arhaqahum’) 

before they could fulfil their hopes and aspirations, from which they were cut off 

by the end of their allotted time in this world. This means that despite the things 

they enjoyed, they remained unsatisfied and hoped for more. However, their 

lengthy worldly aspirations and hopes were dashed by the arrival of death (Z).  

There is a difference of opinion regarding the term ‘shadhdhabahum’, with 

some commentators saying that it is a compound word, made up of ‘shadhdha’, 

meaning separated or came apart, and ‘bihim’, thus connoting separation from this 

world through death. Others say it is from a single word, ‘shadhdhaba’, which 

means cut off, stripped, or repelled. This latter meaning is preferred by some 

commentators who say that it fits better with the context of what is being said (N), 

but in either case, the overall meaning remains the same. Since they were not 

prepared for death, these earlier generations did not make arrangements while 

their bodies were healthy, and did not take a lesson early on in life. The Imām then 

asks three rhetorical questions: Do those who are in the prime of their youth expect 

anything other than the decrepitude of old age? And do those enjoying the boon of 
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good health expect anything other than the affliction of ailments? And do those who 

are yet alive expect anything other than the hour of their death? This is a reflection 

of the oft-repeated tradition that advises believers to take advantage of their youth 

before old age, of their good health before sickness, and of their lives before their 

death (MB). They failed to prepare for death despite the imminent separation and 

the near departure, for indeed this life is short and death comes suddenly. And with 

it comes anxiety, pangs, and choking grief. It is at that moment, just as one is about 

to die, that one looks for assistance from one’s progeny, close relatives, friends and 

companions, but to no avail. 

8  The Imām then emphasizes the point by again rhetorically asking: Could 

those close to him prevent his death? Or were the mourners of any benefit? The word 

‘nawāḥib’ is the plural of nāḥibah, which refers to a woman who raises her voice as 

she wails and cries (I). Indeed, no one is of any benefit at that moment, when one 

is abandoned to be confined among the dead and left alone in the narrow grave. At 

this point, Imām ʿAlī begins describing what happens to the dead inside the grave. 

This is where noxious creatures (‘al-hawām’) tear one’s skin to shreds, and the 

agents of decomposition (‘al-nawāhik’) erode the freshness of one’s body. The 

individual who was known through his physical presence is consigned to oblivion 

as natural phenomena, such as strong winds, efface all traces of him and the 

vicissitudes of time obliterate all signs of him. Then, neither does there remain on 

the earth any news of him, nor any sign of his grave (MB). Bodies become skeletons 

after having been fleshy, and bones decay after having been strong. The term 

‘shaḥibah’ literally means altered, and here it is used to depict the change of the 

fleshy body into something different, namely a bare skeleton. That is with respect 

to the bodies. As for the souls, they are encumbered by the weight of their burdens 

of sin, and of the vile traits that they adopted in their lives (M). This is made worse 

for them by the certitude they attain of what they were informed of the unseen, and 

what the Prophets and Messengers had told them regarding the Day of Judgment, 

the Intermediate Realm (barzakh), the resurrection, the accounting for their 

deeds, and the recompense thereof in Paradise or Hell (MB).  
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8 Could those close to him prevent his 
death? Or were the mourners of any 
benefit? Rather, he is abandoned to be 
confined among the dead and left 
alone in the narrow grave. His skin is 
torn to shreds by noxious creatures 
and the freshness of his body is 
abraded by agents of decomposition. 
Strong winds efface all traces of him 
and the vicissitudes of time obliterate 
all signs of him. Bodies become 
skeletons after having been fleshy and 
bones decay after having been strong. 
The souls are encumbered by the 
weight of their burdens [of sin], having 
now attained certitude of what they 
were informed of the unseen. Yet 
neither can good deeds be augmented 
nor is there any means of atonement 
for evil actions. Are you not their sons 
and fathers, their brothers and close 
relatives, who follow in their foot-
steps, travel on their trails, and walk 
on their paths? But the hearts are too 
hard to benefit [from this lesson], too 
distracted to follow guidance, and 
[they] tread upon the wrong tracks; as 
though the addressee is someone else, 
and as though felicity is attained 
through the acquisition of worldly 
gains. 

 َِّ وكِ َْْ قَْ ْْ مَِا َْْ لََْ فءَْ َْْ مََِ،فهَْ َْْ أَوََْفَءَْ

ِ ََ؟الناَ ا ِْْْ َّ حَِْْْا َُ َْ
لِْلَّْْْْ ِ كََفِْْْ وَقَْْْ

َ اِ َكَ ِ نْْْْْواَ َُْْْْْْ ْْ ََ،ا ِِ َْضِْْْْْ  وَفِْْْْْ

ْْلِلااَ جَِ َوَِ  ْْ ْْْ مََِ،المَْضْْ َْْ لِْلََ  َ ْْ َْْ قْْ

َدِِلَِْل َْْْ َّ َ ا   َْْ ّ ََ،الهْْ مَِالناَ ا ِْْْ َْْ وَأَدِْْ

ّ َوَ َََ،دلِِلا َْْْْْْ َّ مَِالءََْ اَِْْْْْْ فَْْْْْْ

وكَ َّ ءَولمَِْْْْ ََّ،آ َْْْْ َُ لَِل وَّ َ وَالحَْْْْْ َُحَْْْْ َ؛وَ

لَِلَ ْْْ َدءَْْ حِ َ ا َْْ وّ َشْْ َْْ دَْأْْ ْْ وكَِ َا َْْ وََْْ

ْْا هَِو لَِلََ،دضَْْْ ْْْ َدءَْْْ اُ  َ ِْْ وّ ََلََْْْ َْْ وَالءِْوْْْ

و َْْ لََِ،قّ ا هِْْْ َْْ َداِقِْْْ َْْ ا ْ  هََنْْْ ُّ كَْوَاّ َ ْْ وَا

و وَ،أَْ  وَنهَِْْْ ِ َأََْ وَنهَِْْْ َدغَِ ْْْْ نَْْْ ا
ََ،ُّ قِ َْ

َ ِْْ ْْْ ََ اّ َُْْ و أّْْ َْْ ولَََِِ مَِهِْْ َْْ ََ،نََْْْ َْ وَ

و نَََْْْْ هحَِغَلَِهَِْْ
أَوَلأَْْْْ ّْ ََ. أّْْْ ءَْ َّ َُِْْ

و ََ َْْ ْ ِ َوَاْ دْْ َْْ وَ َالقْْْ َْْ َ اَهَّْ ََ،أَدنْْْ ْْْ َِاْْ وَ

و ََ َْْ قَِْ دْْْ ْْ َْْ هَّ ََْ،وَا اِِْْْ ُْ ّ وَ َأَ َْْ َ، حَْ ْْْ

لِلا هَّ َْ ِْْ ّْْ َ َقْْْْ ّْْ َ ََ،وَ َْ هَ ْْْْ وَ طََئْْْْ

و ا هَّ َْ َْْ نََْ؟دْْ َْْ ْْ َ  َ ِْْ َقوََْْ ِّ ولقِّّْ  َْْ فْْ

و ََ َْْ هْْْ لِِلَ وَ،وه ْْْ نَْكّشْْْ َْْ ْْْ َ  َْْ ْْْ 
ِ َْ،َ

مَوكَِ و ْْْ ِ َُضِْ ْْْ ْ ََْْ
ِْْ َفْ ولِ َ   َْْ َْ،ََ َ  ا َْْ هْ

َ اَ و ََِْْ اْ
ََْ،المَْءْنِْْ لَِلَفِْْْ شْْْ َال   َ  ا وَهَْْْ

َ.َِْ َ اغَِّ َْ وََ و

8َ
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However, this certitude and realization comes at a time when neither can good 

deeds be augmented nor is there any means of atonement for evil actions, since that 

can only be done while a person is alive in the world. Most commentators say this 

line of the sermon means that an increase in their good actions is not sought or 

expected from them, neither are they given an opportunity to repent or atone for 

their misdeeds (M). The Imām then addresses the people and asks: Are you not 

their sons and fathers, their brothers and close relatives, who follow in their footsteps, 

travel on their trails, and walk on their paths? This alludes to the fact that children 

sometimes die before their parents, and it is not known who will die first among 

family members (N). They follow in their footsteps by doing what they did, acting 

the way they acted, and traversing the path they followed. This is reflected in the 

verse that quotes a group of people saying: “Surely we found our fathers upon a 

creed, and we are [simply] following in their footsteps.” (Q43:23) (MB). Since they 

follow those who precede them, they ought to realize that they too will one day 

die like their predecessors. 

Then Amīr al-Muʾminīn mentions the main reasons why people do not take a 

lesson from the death of those who pass away before them. Firstly, it is because 

the hearts are too hard to benefit from this lesson. Indeed, when one’s heart 

becomes hard, no wisdom can penetrate it. Then it becomes as the Qurʾān has 

beautifully described in the verse: Then your hearts hardened after that, so they are 

like stones, or even harder. For indeed there are some stones that give way to flowing 

streams, and indeed there are some that split and water gushes forth from them, and 

indeed there are some of them that fall [to the ground] in fear [and awe] of Allāh. 

And Allāh is not heedless of what you do (Q2:74) (N). Secondly, they are too 

distracted to follow guidance, since the allurements of this world have preoccupied 

them and taken away their focus from seeking true guidance and looking for that 

which is truly good and beneficial for them. Thirdly, they tread upon the wrong 

tracks which lead them to destruction and perdition (Z). It is as though they 

believe the addressee (‘al-maʿniyya’) is someone else, and the guidance and divine 

commandments are not addressing them (MB), or that death will never come to 

them (N). They mistakenly assume that the right way to arrive at felicity (‘al-rushd’) 

is only through the acquisition of worldly gains. That is why they do not take a lesson 

from the death of those who precede them. 



406                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 82 
 

 

 WARNING ABOUT THE HORROR OF  
AL-ṢIRĀṬ   التحذت  من هول الضاط 

َ

9 Know that your passage will be over al-
ṣirāṭ, where the feet slip and there is 
fear of falling, with dangers one after 
the other. So be mindful of Allāh, O 
servants of Allāh, as would the wise 
person whose heart is occupied by 
thoughts [of next world], whose body 
is strained by fear, whose short sleep is 
interrupted by nightly worship, and 
who is kept thirsty in the midday heat 
by hope [of reward]. Abstemiousness 
has curbed his desires and glorification 
[of Allāh] is quick on his tongue. He 
remains fearful for his safety [in the 
Hereafter] and eschews all diversions 
from the clear path. He follows the 
most appropriate course towards the 
path to his goal, without being 
distracted by deceptions or confused 
by ambiguities. Having attained the 
joy of glad tidings and the serenity of 
[eternal] bounty, he experiences the 
soundest sleep [in his grave] and 
[awaits] a day of safety. He had passed 
the corridor of this ephemeral world 
in a praiseworthy fashion, and sent 
forth provisions for his felicity in the 
next. He hastened [towards virtue] out 
of fear and was quick to take advant-
age of the opportunity [to do good].  

ّْْ اَأَ اَ  نََوَاْ ِمَْْْْ َْْ وغَهّْ ََ ِْْْْ َْْ َُجْْْْ
َ ا َِ ْْه ََ ْ ضِْْْْْْ ََِ،الصْْْْ ِِ ِْْ َ الْْْْ َُ َ،وَ

َ َْْ ْْلَِغَلْ ِْْ ََِ،ِِ َِْوَأََ ووِغْ وكَاِ َأَْ َ الْ َْْ َ.وَ ْ

َ ّْْ ق َ َِ ََلْ ْْا َ قَِ ْ
ِ وَ َاه ا َْْ ْ 

ِ َ َ و اقّ اَاه ا َْْ فْ

ّ َقَِْ َْْْْْ َّ غلَََال افَ ْْْْْ  َ ََ،شَْْْْْ وَأََصَْْْْْْ

َّ َْْ ْ فَّدلََِلَْْ َْْ لِّلََ،اللَْْْ  ْْ هََ َال اهَجْْ ْْْ وَأََْْ

َِ ِْْ َ اكََََْ ُْْْ ِْْ وّ ََ،ْْْْ َْْ دْْْ َ َال ا َْْ وَأَْ مْْْ

َِ ِْْ َ ادَِ َغَْ ُْْ َْْ لِّلََ، ْْ ْْْ َ َال   ْْ َْْ وََ ِْْ

هََ ا ِ َِ هّْ ََ،شَْْْْْْْ َ َالْْْْْْْ ه وَأَوْدَْْْْْْْ

َِ وَِ َِد َْْ ِْْ ََِ،ِأِْْ وَْْ َُ َ
ِْ ْ فََ َْْ َ َاللَْْْ لِلا َْْ َ،وَقْْ

ََِ َْْ نَْوَضْْ َْْ ولَِ َ ْْ َْْ َ َالمَْلَْْ ْْا وَ نََ ْْ

ْْا ِ لَِ ولِِ ََ،الأْ َْْ لَِلَالمَْأْ َْْ ََِ َأَقصْْ َْْ وََْ

َ ِِ نَالْْْناهْ َِالمَْطِّْْْْ  ّ ََ،َِلَْْْ ْ َ فَْ ِِْْْْ وَلَْْْ

ّ وكَِ ّْْ و ئَِّ َالغْْ َْْ ِ ََ،فْ ْْْ ْ َِ ََ َ ْْْ ْ َ ءَْ َْْ وَلْ

ّْْ كَِ ُّْ ْْ ْْْ َ هَِوّ َا دفَََِ؛ُّشْ وفِ ااَ َْْ ْ َ ِ َْْْ  ْ

َ ه ْْْ نَ،الْ شّْْ َْْ ِ َالن ءْمْْ َْْ ََْ،وَكَا ْْ ِْْ فْْ

َِ ِْْ ُْ َََْ ِ َْْ ِْْ ََِ،أََءْْ نَِغَْ ُْ َْْ لِْلََ،وَآُْ َْْ وَقْ

ِ ََ مِ ْْْلِلااَ َ َالءَْودَِِْْْ ءْ َْْْ َُ َ َ َْْْ  َ،ََ َ لِلا وَقَْْْ

ءِ لِلااَ َْْ ََْْ ِ َْْ نََْ،غَاَ َاْ دِِْْ ِْْ وَ كََُْْ َْْ وَدْْ

هَلَ ََ،وَدَلَ  َُ ََ.وَأَهمَْشََفَِْ

9َ
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9  In this section of the sermon, the people are warned of the horror they will 

face when they cross the ṣirāṭ. Traditions tell us that there is a bridge over Hell 

which all creatures will have to cross, and it is that bridge which is known as al-

ṣirāṭ. Imām ʿAlī describes it as a place where the feet slip and there is fear of falling, 

with dangers one after the other, and we are told in the narrations that it will be 

thinner than a strand of hair and sharper than the edge of a blade (MB). Some have 

understood this to be a metaphorical reference to, or manifestation of, the separation 

between truth and falsehood, faith and disbelief, sincerity and ostentation, and 

between seeking nearness to Allāh and following one’s whims and caprice (N). 

Furthermore, commentators have said that it is this bridge of al-ṣirāṭ that is being 

referred to in the verse: And there is not one of you but that he shall come to it 

(Q19:71) (Z). After this warning, the Imām once again exhorts the people to espouse 

Godwariness and always be mindful of Allāh. He then mentions over twenty 

qualities of individuals who have taqwā, and whom we should emulate. These 

include the wise person whose heart is occupied by thoughts of next world, the 

resurrection, and the accounting. Such an individual is kept aloof by this preocc-

upation from love of this world and futile pursuits (M).  

Another quality of such an individual is that his body is strained by fear, 

meaning that the fear of Allāh and His chastisement in the Hereafter has put a 

strain on his physical body, until he becomes lean thereby (MB). Such a person is 

deprived of deep slumber by his nightly worship, for he prefers using the private 

time in the night to worship Allāh, while others sleep. The Qurʾān states in this 

 He was dedicated in seeking [what was 
to be sought] and in fleeing what was 
to be evaded. He was watchful during 
his day for the morrow and always 
kept his future in mind. Indeed, 
Paradise suffices as a reward and prize, 
while Hell suffices as a punishment 
and torment. Allāh is enough as an 
avenger and helper, and the Book is 
sufficient as a decisive argument and 
disputant. 

 َ   َْْ َْطَِْ ِْْ َ َفْ ِْْ نََْ،وَكَْْ َْْ ْ َ َ َْْ وََ  ْ

َ  ِ  َ َْْ لَِل ََّ، ْ َْْ َْْ ِ ِْْ َْغَْ ُْ ِْْ َ َفْ َْْ َ،وَكَاقْ

َّ َْْ وُْ َُ أَ لِّلُواَ ّْْ َ َقْ َْْ ِ ََ.وََوَْ ْْا نَدوِلجَْنْ َْْ فَ فَْ

َ اْ َ ا َْْ وََْ ْْواَ ْْواََ، ََ ادْ وكَِ ِقوَدْ ْْا نَدوِلنْ َْْ وَهفَْ

َ اْ و َْْ ْْواََ،وَوَدْْْ نْ قَِمْْْ ُّ َ
ِ وه ا ِْْ نَدْْْ َْْ وَهفَْْْ

ِْْ  ااَ ََ،وََصَْْْْْ ِِ و َْْ نَدوِلِْ  ْْْْْ َْْ وَهفَْْْْْ

وَاَصِ مو َ.َ جِ جواَ

َ
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regard: They used to sleep but little during the night, and in the moments before dawn 

they would plead for forgiveness (Q51:17-18) (T). He is one who is kept thirsty in the 

midday heat by hope of eternal reward, which either means that he fasts on hot 

days to attain divine pleasure and reward (M), or that he seeks the reward Allāh 

has promised the believers by striving and bearing hardships, like a thirsty person 

seeks water on an extremely hot day (Z). Abstemiousness has curbed his desires, 

and glorification [of Allāh] is quick on his tongue. The term ‘awjafa’ connotes swiftness 

and agitation, and here it means that the person is quick to remember and glorify 

Allāh, and does so constantly (M). A truly Godwary individual also remains fearful 

for his safety [in the Hereafter] and eschews all diversions from the clear path. This 

means that he keeps away from all the diversions that could preoccupy him from 

the right path, not that he would be kept from straying therefrom by what preoccu-

pies him, as some have suggested (T).  

The Godwary one always follows the most appropriate course towards the path 

to his goal, without being distracted by deceptions or confused by ambiguities. 

Indeed, such an individual is careful to choose the best path to the goal he seeks – 

a straight, balanced pathway, without diversions or detours – and in so doing, he 

avoids alluring worldly distractions and confusing uncertainties (M). The conseq-

uence of all this is then experienced by such a person when he leaves this world 

where, having attained the joy of glad tidings and the serenity of [eternal] bounty, he 

experiences the soundest sleep [in his grave] and [awaits] a day of safety. This 

alludes to the comfort felt by both his body and his soul (Z), and how on the Day 

of Judgment, he will be safe from punishment. The word ‘yawmihi’ connotes his 

time in general (M), and hence some commentators suggest that it refers to the 

safety felt by those who are admitted into Paradise, as the Qurʾān states: Verily the 

Godwary will be amid gardens and springs, [and it will be said to them,] “Enter in 

peace and security” (Q15:45-46) (MB). That is because he had passed the corridor of 

this ephemeral world in a praiseworthy fashion and sent forth provisions for his 

felicity in the next. Thus he left this world in a pure state, and entered the next life 

satisfied with what he had already sent forth of good deeds and praiseworthy 

actions (Z).  

In this life, such a person hastened [towards virtue] out of fear, meaning he 

performed virtuous deeds out of fear of Allāh (T), or out of fear that he may lose 

the opportunity to do them later. Hence, he was quick in taking advantage of the 

opportunity [to do good] before his death came and the chance to carry out virtuous 
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deeds was taken away from him (M). The verb ‘akmasha’ denotes being quick to 

seize something, and here it means swiftness in seizing the opportunity to act (T). 

The Godwary individual likewise was dedicated in seeking [what was to be sought] 

and in fleeing what was to be evaded in the world. This meant that he would eagerly 

do whatever pleased his Lord, and would avoid any action that could make him 

the target of divine wrath (M), or that he would eagerly seek the truth and flee 

from falsehood (MB). Finally, the last quality of the muttaqī that Imām ʿAlī 

mentions here is that he was watchful during his day for the morrow, meaning that 

he would work in this world for the Hereafter (Z), and always kept his future in 

mind. It is interesting to note that in his description of the Godwary, as in other 

parts of this sermon, the Imām employs rhyming prose (ṣaj.ʿ.) as a rhetorical device 

(M). Finally, Amīr al-Muʾminīn reminds the people that actions have consequences, 

and there are both rewards and punishments that await people in the next world. 

He says that Paradise suffices as a reward and prize, while Hell suffices as a punishment 

and torment, and it is between these two that we will find ourselves a destination.  

Some commentators bring to mind the statement of Ḥur ibn Yazīd al-Riyāḥī 

on the night of ʿĀshurāʾ when he said, “I find myself at the crossroads between 

Paradise and Hell!” (T). Subsequently, the Imām declares Allāh is enough as an 

avenger and helper, and the Book is sufficient as a decisive argument and disputant. 

He avenges the evil of the evildoers by punishing them, and helps the righteous 

people (Z). The Book being referred to here is the Qurʾān, which is both a decisive 

argument or proof against the people, and a disputant against those who contravene 

its teachings. This means that it is incumbent upon believers to learn the Qurʾān, 

teach it to others, and honour it. And it also alludes to the prohibition of trivializing 

or demeaning the Qurʾān. While some commentators say that this description of 

the Qurʾān is a metaphor, others insist that it is literal and that the Qurʾān will come 

on the Day of Judgment to present its case and argue against certain individuals 

(MB). 
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10  Once again, Imām ʿAlī advises the people to practice Godwariness and to 

always be mindful of Allāh. Indeed there is no possible excuse they could have for 

not doing so, since Allāh has sent sufficient warning to them (‘aʿdhara bi mā 

andhar’) and provided clear arguments as guidance for them (‘iḥtajja bi mā nahaj’) 

through His revealed Book and appointed Messenger (Z). Furthermore, Allāh has 

specifically cautioned them about their sworn enemy, Satan. This is a foe who sneaks 

into hearts stealthily and whispers into ears furtively in order to beguile human 

beings and lead them astray. Like in sermon no. 7, where the Imām described how 

Satan approaches and misguides people, he reminds the people that Allāh has 

warned them of how this accursed deceiver operates. He has recounted to them 

the way in which he misguided their forefather Ādam, causing him to be removed 

from the Garden, as stated in the verse: O Children of Ādam! Do not let Satan tempt 

you, like he expelled your parents from the Garden, stripping them of their garments 

 ENJOINING GODWARINESS  لتقوى َ الوصية ب 

10 I advise you to be mindful of Allāh, 
Who has left no room for excuse by 
warning you, and has exhausted the 
argument by showing you the clear 
path. He has warned you of the enemy 
that sneaks into hearts stealthily and 
whispers into ears furtively, thereby 
misguiding and destroying, promising 
and giving false hope. He makes the 
most evil offences seem decorous and 
trivializes the gravest sins. Once he 
has gradually beguiled his associate 
and bound his hostage, he disclaims 
what he had embellished, regards as 
serious what he had trivialized, and 
cautions about what he had claimed 
would be safe. 

 َِ َ هَاه ا ْْْ ِْْ  ّْ َدِ قَْْْْ ِ َََ،أّوَْْْْ ْْا الْْْْ

َ كََ ْْْ وَأََْْ َْْ َ كََدمِْْ ْْْ وََ،أَ ْْ َْْ َدمِْْ ْْْ َ ا وَا ْْ

ََ َْْ ََْ،َهَْ ِْْ َ َفْ َْْ َفَْ ااَ لِّلو  َْْ كَهّْ َ ْ َْْ ا وَ ْ

واَ  ْْ لِّلوكَِاَفِ ْْْ  ْْ ََْ،الصْْْ ِْْ فََفْْْ َْْ وََفَْْْ

واَ  ْْ َوَأَكَْ هَ،اْ َ اِ ََجَِ ْْْْْْ لا َْْ َ،فََ ضْْْْْْ

ن لَِلَفمََنْْْْا نََََْْْْ هئوَِ ََ،وَوَ َْْْْ وَغَغْْْْا

َ انِ َِ َْْ وِ ََ،الجْْْْْْ َْْ ُّ دقِْْْْْ َ َ َْْ ا وَ ْْْْْ

ونِ َِ َْْ ْْْ لَِْلكَلَََ،الءَْوْْْْ ََِ اَاَْْْْ نَ ْْا ْْْْ  َ

َكَ ِ نَ َْْْْ ََّ،قَِ غنَ َْْْْ َّ َِ َ َ ََ،وَاَْْْْْ غَِْ َْْ أََْ ْْ

نََ ْْا وَغَغْْ َُْْْْ،ََ َْْ ا ََوَاَْْْْْ وَ ْْ َْْ َ، ءَْوََ َُْْ

نَ اُ وَأَ َُ كََ َ.وََ  ا

10َ
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to expose to them their bareness. Indeed he sees you, he and his minions, from whence 

you cannot see them. We have indeed made the devils friends of those who have no 

faith (Q7:27). And since he cannot be seen, and approaches human beings stealthily, 

he is different from other enemies who are visible, and considerably more dangerous 

than them. It is possible, however, that the enemy being referred to here is generally 

any devilish misguider, be he from the jinn or humankind, as mentioned in Sūrah 

al-Nās: [I seek refuge with Allāh] from the evil of the slinking whisperer, who whispers 

into the hearts of humankind, from among the jinn and humankind (Q114:4-6) (MB).  

The goal of the Shayṭān is to misguide people using falsehood and fallacious 

arguments, and to lead them to their doom and destruction (Z). He does this by 

making false promises and causing the people to become engrossed in lengthy 

worldly aspirations, as he makes them think about a distant future that they will 

never reach and in so doing, they lose the opportunity to work in the present 

towards self-reform and building their Hereafter. In addition to this, he makes the 

most evil offences seem decorous and trivializes the gravest sins. Even those actions 

that are intrinsically abhorred by people are made fair-seeming to them by him, 

and he presents even the most ugly and vile actions as beautiful and decorous. He 

gives positive titles and praiseworthy names to the most despicable of acts in order 

to suppress the natural disgust one would feel for them.  

He also presents as insignificant or unimportant those evil deeds that are 

considered major sins, making them seem trivial and small. That in turn leads 

people to commit these actions more regularly without compunction or remorse 

(N). Satan misleads his follower and associate (‘qarīnuhu’) in this way until he has 

gradually led him to his perdition (‘istadraja’) by beguiling him, and has finally 

bound his hostage, leaving him unable to escape his grasp. Some commentators 

say that this refers to the time of the person’s death and what happens thereafter 

(T). At that point, the Shayṭān does an about-face and disclaims what he had 

portrayed as beautiful (‘ankara mā zayyana’), regards as serious what he had 

trivialized (‘istaʿẓama mā hawwana’), and warns about what he had claimed was 

secure (‘ḥadhdhara mā ammana’). This betrayal by Satan is depicted in a number 

of verses of the Qurʾān, such as the verse which states: Like Satan when he says to 

man, “Disbelieve!” But when he disbelieves, he says, “I hereby dissociate myself from 

you. Indeed I fear Allāh, Lord of the worlds.” (Q59:16) (MB). 
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 ALSO: ON THE CREATION OF THE  
HUMAN BEING  نسان   صفة خلق الإ

ا: فه  ومنه
َ

11 What of this [creature] whom He origi-
nated in the darkness of the wombs, 
within layers of coverings, [from] spilt 
seminal fluid, to a formless clinging 
mass, [then] a foetus, a suckling infant, 
a child, and [then] a young man. Then 
He granted him a retentive heart, an 
articulate tongue, and perceptive eyes, 
so that he may comprehend when 
taught, and desist when admonished. 
Once he reaches his prime and attains 
the height of physical maturity, he 
turns away conceitedly and treads 
recklessly. He draws bucketsful of 
what he desires, striving laboriously 
for his worldly goals, excitedly yearning 
for pleasures and [proceeding to] what 
he craves. Then he neither considers 
the probability of a calamity nor is he 
humbled out of fear [of God’s wrath]. 
He thus dies beguiled by temptation, 
having spent his short life in error. He 
neither earned any recompense, nor 
did he fulfil any obligation. The pangs 
of death suddenly descend upon him 
in his final moments of recalcitrance 
and frolic, so he turns perplexed and  
spends the night sleepless, 

وِ َ  َْْ َّْ ِمّْ َ ّ َفِْْْ َْْ ِ ََأََشْْ ْْا َ اَالْ َْْ أَْ َ ْ

و َِ َْْ كَْ ْ ْْ ْْْ وَكََِ،ا ََْ ْْ غِّ َا ّْْ ََ،وَشْ َْْ ا َطّْفْ

ْْواَ ََُّ،ِ َ وقْْ َ َْْ ا ْْواَوََ ِقَْْ ْْواََ،حَوقْْ وَدَنِ نْْ

ءواَ وَغوَفِءْْْْْواََ،وَكَاضِْْْْْ ََ.وَوَلِ ْْْْْلِلااَ  ّْْْْْ ا

َ وفِوْْْْْواَ ّ َقَِْ ْْْْْواَ َْْ نحَْْْ وَواََ،َُ وَلأَِْْْْْ

ْْواَ فِوْْ ْْواََ،َْ ِ وْْ َْ َْْ ااَ ِْْ فَهََْ ََ،وَدصَْْ لْْ

ءْ َ ِْْْْ ااَ ْ َ دِْْْْ ااََ،ُّ ُّ َ َ نََ؛وَغقّصَْْْْه َ  ْْْْا

َّ ّْْ وَ َاْ  لَِِلالْ َْْ ْْْ ََ هَ،ََِ اَقْ َ،ُِاوَلّْْْ ََّوَاَْ

ْْْ َ ْ ِ ااَ ُّأْْ َ َ َْْ وِ كااََ،َفَْْ َْْ َْْ لََلََّْْ َ،وَاْْ

َ ا َّ َْْ ْ َ ِِ  ْ َْْ َْْْ ِْْ فْ ْْواَ و حِْ ْْواََ،َُ هوَِ  ْ

لِّلَْ وَ َّ ِْْ لْ ءْ واَ َْْ َْ،ََِ ِْْ اِ َطََ دْ َْْ ا َْلْ ِْْ َ،فْ

َِ ِْْ لَِلوَاِ َأَكَدْْ َْْ ّ ََ؛وَدْْ ِْْ َغحَْ أَْْ َْ َ ّْْ ا ْْ 

ْْا اَ ْْا اََ،كَغِغْْ ّ َ قَِ ْْ َْْ َغلََْشْْ َْ وَ ََ،وَ َْْ فمَْْ

ِ ََِْ غْْْْ ااَ َْفِ نَْ ِْْْْ ََْ،فِْْْْ وَ َفِْْْْ وَ َْْْْ

َ ِْْ ِْْ  ااََ فَْ  ْ ْْواََ،ِ َغأَْ لِْلَ َِ ضْ ِْْ ْ َغفّْ َْْ َ،لْ

فْ ََ ضْْْْْواَ ُّ َ ِ ْ َغقَْْْْْْ ّ ََ.وَلَْْْْْ َ  ِمَ ْْْْْْ

ِ َدمَِو ِْْْ َِ َّْْ ْْْا ِ َفِْْْ وّ َالمَْنِ ْْْا َ،فجََءَْْْ

ننَََُِِ ا ِْْْْْ َِ وِ كااََ،وَََْْْْ َََْْْْْ لا َ،فوََْْْْ

و ِ ااَ ََ َََ،وَدوََ َ

11َ
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 in the throes of agony and excruciating 
pains and ailments; in the presence of 
a brother by birth, a loving father, a 
lady wailing sorrowfully, and another 
striking her chest restlessly. All the 
while, the man is absorbed in anguish, 
engulfing distress, agonizing moans, 
an excruciating extraction, and an 
arduous dispatch [from this world]. 
Thereafter, he is wrapped in a shroud 
silently and pulled away easily, without 
any resistance. He is then placed on 
planks, [his body] jaded by sickness 
and emaciated by illness. He is carried 
by the assistance of his sons’ helpers 
and brothers’ companions to his abode 
of solitude, cut off from all visitors, to 
remain there all alone. Once those who 
escorted him have left and the 
mourners return, he is made to sit in 
his grave where he can but murmur  in 
response to the questions, due to his 
bewilderment and [fear of] stumbling 
in the interrogation. The greatest 
calamity in this place is the welcome of 
scalding water and entry into Hell, the 
bursting flames of the Blaze and the 
roars of the raging fire. There shall be 
no period of rest, no comfort to alleviate 
the pain, no power to impede, no death 
to bring relief, and no drowsiness to 
make him forget the anguish.  

 َِ َْ َ اِ َاْ  َْْ َْْمَْْْ
ِْْ ََ،فْْْ ِِ َ اكِ َْْ وَطْْْ

قوَ َِ ْْْ ََْْْْ ْْ واَِوَا وَْدَْْْْْْ ْْ َْْ نََْأَ َ َ،ا دْْْْ
 َِ قِ  َْْ َِ َ،شْْ فِ  َْْ لِل َشْْ ِْْ ََ،وَوَالْْ   َْْ ْْ 

وََ ا ِ

لَِ ْْْ ْْواَدوِلَْ غْْ لِْلكََِ،دََ  ْْ ْْا َلِِصْْ   َْْ ُْْ ِ َْ وَ

ْْواَ ِهََِْ.قَِقَْ ُّ َ
 ُ  َْ َْْ ََْْ

ِْْ ْ ّ َفْ َْْ َوَالمْْ َْْ ْ 
 َ ،َ

 َ َْْ ُ َهوَكِ ْْ  َ ْْْ َْْ َ َ،وَْمَْْ ُّ دءِْْ َ
ْْا   َ،وَأََْْ

 َ َْْ ُّ ِْ دْْ َ
  َْْ َْْ َ َ،وَدَْ دْْ ْْ 

ُّ ءِْ َ
ْ قَ   َْْ َ.وََْْ

َْأَهفََْ َأّْ كِلََفِْْْْ ُّ ِْأِْْْْواَ ّْْْْ ا َ ِ
َ،وَِْْْْ

ِأِواَ ََ نقْوَ ااَ ُّ َ َِ  َ.وَدِّ 

َ اِ َكَدِ َْْْ َ ْْْْ َ ْْ نَا َِْْْ ََ َْ
َأّلقِْْْْ  ّْْْ ا

َ قَ َ َ،وَََْْ   َْْ ََ َ ْْْ ََُّ،وََضِ لَِل َْْ ّ ََ ف ّْْ  حَْمِِ

لَِلا َِ ْْْ َ ا ََِ،الِْ ل ْْْ َُّاخِْا لَِل َْْ نََ اكََِ،وََ ش َْْ َِل

ِ َغَوْكَ ِْْْْ ََِ،ّْْ دَ ِْْْْ َِ نقْطََْْْْ ُّ َ ِ ََ،وَ فْْْْْ ُّ وَ

َِ ِ َْْ َْْ ه ََّ،وَْ ش َ فََالمّْش َْْ ََِ اَاَصْ نَ ْْا   َ،َ

ْْه َّ َ َالمّْ فَجَ َْْ ِ ََ،وَكَد ِْْ َّْ فَْ   ِْْ لَِلَف ِْْ أقّءْ

الَِ ََ ِ َالأْْ  لِ هَْ َْْ واَ  ْْ و ََِ،َجَِ  ُْ حَِْْ
ِْ َا ُِ  َ ْْْ َ.وََ ا

ّ لَّالحَْمِْْ  َِ ّْْ ََ َ َدَِِ اْْ ا ِْْ وَّ نوَل ََُْْ ّ َ،وَأَْ وَْْ

َِ  ِْْ ِِ َّ َالجَْح ْْْ ْ كَاَ،وَ صَ َْْ ءِ  َِوَف ْْا َ،ّ َالأ

َِ ْْ فِ ْ ْ كَاّ َال ا َْْ َْْ َ َ،وََْ ِ غحْ ُّ َ ُ  َ ْْْ َفَ ْ َْ،َ

 َ َْْ ِ غح ُّ َ   َْْ   ََ َْ َُ ََ،وَ ودَِ  َْْ  َ ُ ّْْ ا َق َْ َ،وَ

 َُ ََوَدَِ    َ  ْ َُ َ َْ أَِه َ َ ََ،وَ ُّ َ نَ  
َِ َ َْ َ؛وَ

َ
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11  Amīr al-Muʾminīn (ʿa) then turns to the subject of the creation of human 

beings, after having warned them about what awaits them in the Hereafter and 

advised them to espouse Godwariness. He reminds them of how Allāh has blessed 

human beings and granted them existence and identity, nurturing them from 

conception until they reached maturity, and beyond that. He describes the human 

as a creature that was originated in the darkness of the wombs, within layers of 

coverings. This is the same darkness that is mentioned in the verse: He creates you 

in the wombs of your mothers, formation after formation, in threefold darkness 

(Q39:6). Exegetes have interpreted these to be the darkness of the membrane that 

encloses the foetus (al-mashīmah), the darkness of the womb itself, and the 

darkness of the mother’s belly (MB). And this is also what is meant by layers of 

coverings (T). The Imām then lists the stages of human development, from spilt 

seminal fluid, to a formless clinging mass, then a foetus, a suckling infant, a child, 

and then a young man. Each of these six stages of growth, half of which pertain to 

prenatal development and the other half to development after birth, has its own 

peculiarities. Some of these stages are truly marvellous and awe-inspiring, while 

others are lesson-giving. Causing a drop of fluid to develop into a foetus within a 

membrane in the womb is indeed a wonderous marvel (N).  

Certainly, each stage of human development, if pondered upon, is something 

from which one can derive lessons. Subsequently, the Imām mentions some of the 

faculties bestowed upon the human being, namely a retentive heart, an articulate 

tongue, and perceptive eyes. These three qualities together distinguish humankind 

from the rest of creation. The ability of the heart to retain and remember helps to 

guide man, since he recalls his past experiences so as to avoid repeating the same 

mistakes in his life and likewise remembers what was beneficial for him. Further-

more, memory is so important that without it, we would not be able to learn 

anything in our lives. As for the ability to speak and articulate our thoughts, that is 

a unique human trait. In fact, language is an inseparable part of what it means to 

be a human being, and it is even through language that we think and reflect. When 

it comes to sight, it gives perspective to a human being and shows him what is 

 Rather, he suffers between manifold 
deaths and perpetual punishment. We 
seek refuge with Allāh [from this]! 

و َِ  َْْ َ اكَِالمَْْ  ْْ ْْْ َْْ نََْأَطْْ ََ،دْْ ِِ َ ا َْْ وَ ْْ

وَ و َِ ََ ونِّ و ََ.الأا ِ َ!ََِاوَدوِه ا

َ
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going on around him, thereby enabling him to navigate through his life and make 

the relevant decisions while doing so (Z). These benefits have been summed up by 

the Imām when he says that these faculties are bestowed to man so that he may 

comprehend when taught about what happened in the past to those who came 

before him, and desist when admonished and advised to keep away from evil. This 

happens when he learns about the punishments that befell the wrongdoers of the 

earlier generations. Additionally, through these faculties one can realize the 

purpose of his own creation, the omnipotence of his Creator, and the need for 

submission and obedience to Him (MB).  

Unfortunately, however, once the human being reaches his prime and attains 

the height of physical maturity, he turns away conceitedly and treads recklessly. The 

phrase ‘khabaṭa sādiran’ literally refers to the camel’s striking the ground with its 

forelegs, and walking forwards without care (I). At this stage in his life, he draws 

bucketsful of what he desires, striving laboriously for his worldly goals, excitedly 

yearning for pleasures, and [proceeding towards] what he craves. The term ‘gharb’ 

refers to a large leathern bucket usually made of bull’s hide, and the reason it has 

been used to depict desire is that one who owns such a bucket uses it to get water 

with which to quench his burning thirst just as the one with desire seeks to fulfil it 

in order to satisfy his soul and quench the thirst of his heart (MB). To this end, the 

human being expends all his efforts just to acquire what he craves of this world 

and its short-lived pleasures, as if that was his only purpose in life. The phrase 

‘badawāti arabihi’ literally refers to those wishes and desires that one thinks about 

and craves (N). As he is engrossed in this, he becomes negligent and neither 

considers the probability of a calamity that may befall him as a consequence of his 

misdeeds, nor is he humbled out of fear [of God’s wrath]. As a result, he dies beguiled 

by temptation, having spent his short life in error, and passing his brief time in the 

world engaged in vain pursuits and futile ventures, until death comes to him all of 

a sudden, while he is in the worst state (Z). He neither earned any recompense in 

the life of the world, nor did he fulfil any obligation that his Creator had made 

obligatory upon him (T). 

Imām ʿAlī then describes what happens in the final moments when such an 

individual passes away from this world. He says that death comes suddenly, 

afflicting him with its pangs unexpectedly, in his final moments of recalcitrance and 

frolic. The phrases ‘ghubbari jimāḥihi’ and ‘sanani mirāḥihi’ literally mean the last 

remnants of his vehement desires and caprice, and the path or course of his joyous 



416                                                    The Pinnacle of Eloquence  Sermon: 82 
 

exultation mixed with insolence, respectively (I). This means that it is while he is 

preoccupied by the pursuit of his vain desires and worldly enjoyment that he will 

suddenly be struck by the signs of death. So he turns perplexed and is stunned, not 

knowing what to do or how to forestall that for which he was unprepared and fell 

short (Z). Now he cannot sleep at night, and lies wakeful while in the throes of 

agony and excruciating pains and ailments. The term ‘ṭawāriq’ specifically refers to 

that which comes in the night, so these agonizing pains are specifically experienced 

or heightened during the night (T). As the person undergoes this, he is surrounded 

by his dear ones: a brother by birth, a loving father, a lady wailing sorrowfully, and 

another striking her chest restlessly. Since these people were close to him in his 

lifetime, they express sadness as he is about to depart from this world. And at the 

moment when he gets the slightest relief from his pangs and pain, and comes to 

his senses, he can hear the wailing and moaning of his loved ones, which is another 

torment for him (N).  

The final moments of his life sees the individual absorbed in anguish that 

diverts his attention from his loved ones who are close by, and in a stupor coupled 

by intense and engulfing distress, agonizing moans, an excruciating extraction of 

the soul by the angels of death as they strip it from the person’s body, and an 

arduous dispatch from this world. A tradition tells us that when death comes to a 

person, the Angel of Death holds him firm, and were it not for that, he would not 

remain settled [and would convulse violently out of pain] (T). Subsequently, he is 

wrapped in a shroud silently and pulled away easily, without any resistance. The 

term ‘mublisan’ literally means despairing and broken-spirited. It also refers to 

silence that is brought on by despondency and grief, which is the meaning 

intended here (Z), and describes the state of the dead person as he is placed in his 

shroud. He is then placed on planks of the bier, to be carried thereon until his grave, 

having been jaded by sickness and emaciated by illness. The phrases ‘rajī ʿa waṣab’ 

and ‘niḍwa saqam’ are usually employed to describe the sickness and emaciation 

of camels, but the Imām uses them here as an allusion to the state of the individual.  

The term ‘rajī.ʿ’ describes how the sickness repeatedly afflicted the individual, 

just like the camel that is made to travel on successive journeys without sufficient 

rest, and ‘niḍw’ describes his emaciation just as such an exhausted camel becomes 

emaciated (M). He is then carried by the assistance of his sons’ helpers and brothers’ 

companions to his abode of solitude, cut off from all visitors, to remain there all alone. 

The term ‘ḥafadah’ in the phrase ‘ḥafadat al-wildān’ is the plural of ḥāfid, meaning 
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helper, servant, or follower. Here it refers to the helpers of the children of the 

deceased who assist in carrying the dead body. As for ‘ḥashadah’ in ‘ḥashadat al-

ikhwān’, it refers to those who join the company of mourners from all around in 

order to participate in the funeral procession (Z). Once those who escorted him have 

left and the mourners return whence they came, having accompanied him and 

remained by his side for a brief while, the deceased is abandoned in his lonely 

grave (N). At that point, the deceased is made to sit in his grave where he can but 

murmur in response to the questions, due to his bewilderment and [fear of] stumbling 

in the interrogation. The word ‘najiyyan’ has been interpreted as a possible reference 

to the soft whispering or murmuring of the answers by the deceased to the angels 

Munkar and Nakīr, due to the overwhelming fear and distress that prevents him 

from speaking up properly.  

Alternatively, it could mean that upon facing the prospect of a terrifying 

interrogation, the deceased whispers to his Lord, praying to be sent back to the 

world so that he could do good deeds (MB). Indeed the questioning is frightening, 

as are the questioners, according to their description in the narrations (T). Hence, 

it is but natural that the person will be afraid as he responds to their grilling 

queries, not wanting to err in his response. The term ‘imtiḥān’, translated as 

interrogation, literally means a test, examination, or trial. Having described what 

happens just before death and in the grave, Amīr al-Muʾminīn proceeds to speak 

about the Hereafter. He states that the greatest calamities to be met with therein 

are the welcome of scalding water and entry into Hell, as well as the bursting flames 

of the Blaze and the roars of the raging fire. The first part of this statement is a 

reiteration of what has been mentioned in the Qurʾān, where it states regarding 

the misguided deniers: Then [awaiting him shall be] a reception of boiling water, 

and burning in hellfire (Q56:93-94). The phrase ‘fawrāt al-saʿīr’ refer to the bursting 

flames caused by the intense burning of the blazing hellfire, whereas ‘sawrāt al-

zafīr’ refers to the loud sound of the raging inferno (MB). 

For one who meets this fate, there shall be no period of rest, no comfort to 

alleviate the pain, no power to impede, no death to bring relief, and no drowsiness to 

make him forget the anguish. This frightening portrait is derived from verses of the 

Qurʾān and clearly depicts both the pain of these torments and the impossibility 

of escape or relief therefrom (N). Instead, he suffers between manifold deaths and 

perpetual punishment.  
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12 [O] Servants of Allāh! Where are those 
who were granted long lives and 
enjoyed [great] blessings, who were 
taught and understood, who were 
given time yet  squandered it in vain, 
and who were granted security [and 
wellbeing] yet were negligent? They 
were allowed lengthy respite, granted 
wonderful bounties, warned of painful 
punishments, and promised immense 
rewards! Beware of calamitous sins and 
culpable vices.  Possessors of sight and 
hearing, of health and wealth! Is there 
any refuge or escape, any sanctuary or 
safe haven, any flight or way back, or 
not? How are you then deluded! Or to 
where are you diverting! Or by what 
have you been beguiled? Verily, the 
only share each of you has from this 
earth is the length and breadth of land 
that is equal to his own stature, upon 
which he will lie with his cheek 
rubbing the dust! Now is the time, O 
servants of Allāh, while the noose is 
loose and the soul is unfettered, in the 
period of seeking guidance while the 
bodies are at ease, there is space for 
gatherings, and some time yet remains 
for you. [Take heed now,] while there 
is [still] freedom of choice, a chance to 
repent, and room to [act and] fulfil 
one’s needs.  

 َِ وَ َاه ا َْْْْ 
ّ واََ، ِ ِ غنََّ مْْْْه نََالْْْْا أَغْْْْْ

ّْْ ا ّْْ اَ،فنَءَِمْْْْْ ّْْ اَففَهَِمْْْْْ َ،وَّ ِهمْْْْْ

ْ ا َْْ ّ واَفَِهَْ ِْْ ِهمََّ،وَأَّوْْ ّْْ ّْْ اوََْ َ؟ اَفنَأَْ

َ ِ غئا هِِّْْْ اَطَْْْ ُْ ََ،أّ نحِّْْْ اَدَمِْْْ ئا ُّ َ،وَ

ْْواَ كّواَأَلِ مْ ّْْ ه ِْْ مواََ،وَ ْ لِّلواَدَأْ ِْْ َ!وَوّ ْ

ََ َْْ طْْْْ َالمَّْ كه َِ  َّ   ْْ َ كّواَالْْْْ ْْْ َ،ا ْْْْ

لَِطَ ََ ْْْ َالمّْأْْْْ َِ  ّْْ ََْ.وَالءّْ ْْْْ ِْْ أّولْْْْ

مَواَِ ََْْْْْْْ ْْ وكَِوَا دَصَْْْْْْْ ْْ ِ ََ،ا َْْْْْْ 
وَالءَْوفِ

واَِ َأَوََْ!وَالمَْ َْْْْْ و   نَْْْْْ َُ نَْ
لَُِْْْْْْ َْْْْْ 

ئََ َْْ ئَ َ َ، َ اْْْ َْْ َأَوَُْْْْ
و   َْْ ءْْْ َُ أَوََْ،أَوَْ

وكَ  َُحَْْْْْْ َأَوَْ َ اك 
ََ،فِْْْْْْ َْ َ َانَ»َ؟أَْ َ فَْْْْْْ

ََ  ّْْ فَ ْْ َْ ّ َ فّ  َََ«!  ْْْ نََ صّْْ ْْْ أَْ ََ!أَْ َأَغْْ

و ََ   َْْ وَ اَ غَْ ْْْ َْْ ََ؟دمِْْْ  َ َْْ وَ ْْْ َْْ ََِامْْْ وَ

كَْ َِ ْْ نََا لِِلهّْ َُِْْْْْْْْْ َ اِ ََ،أَ َْْْْْْْْْ

َِ  ْ ْ لَِوَالءَْْْْْْ لِله ََِ،الطْْْْْ  َ،قِ ْْْْْلِّلَقَْْْْْ

لِله َِ َْْ نَاْْ َْْ ِْْ َ ْْه ااَ وَ ََ!ُّ ءََفْْ َْْ ْْ 
اْ َ َ ِ

َِ لَ َ،اه ا َْْ ُّهْمْْْ َ ِّ و َْْ وّ ََ،وَاللَِْنْْْ   ْْ وَالْْْ

لَ  َْْ َْْْ ْ و ََِ،ُّ َْْ ِ َاخِْكْشْْْ َْْ َْفَ نْْْْ ِْْ َ،فْْْ

و َِ َْْ دَْأْْْْْ ْْ ِ َا َْْ ِ ََ،وَكَا ْْْْْ َْْ وَدوَ ْْْْْ

و َِ ْ  شَِْْْ ِْ لَِالْ قَِ ْْْا ََِ،ا هَْْْ َُ ِ ََ،وَ وَأَّّْْْ

ِْْ ا َِ َْْ ََِ،المَْشْ وكَِال اْ دْ َْْ ََِوْْ و ََِ،وَ َْْ َوَاَفِْأْ

َََ؛الحَْْ دَ َِ

12َ
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The Imām has used the term ‘aṭwār al-mawtāt’, meaning manifold deaths, as a 

metaphor to illustrate the intensity and severity of the punishment they will face 

(M). Likewise, the phrase ‘ʿadhāb al-sāʿāt’ refers to the chastisement that continues, 

hour after hour, moment after moment, in unending succession (T). We seek refuge 

with Allāh from this fate. 

12  In the same way the Qurʾān calls on people to reflect upon what happened 

to previous generations, Imām ʿAlī draws the attention of his audience by asking 

rhetorically: Where are those who were granted long lives and enjoyed blessings, who 

were taught and understood, who were given time yet squandered it in vain, and who 

were granted security [and wellbeing] yet were negligent? One commentator opines 

that the phrase ‘wa ʿullimū fa fahimū’ must be the result of a scribal error, because 

the Imām is censuring the negative qualities of the bygone generations, and being 

taught and understanding what they have learnt is actually something positive. He 

therefore suggests that it must have been ‘fa wahimū’ meaning they erred and 

misunderstood or misconstrued what they were taught. Indeed, this reading matches 

better with the context and is also supported by what is mentioned in the Qurʾān 

(like in Q41:17) (T). Others say that the phrase is correct as is, and means that they 

were taught about the lawful and unlawful, and they understood it (MB), yet they 

still chose to go against the commandments of Allāh. That was because they were 

beguiled by the allurements of this world and therefore spent the valuable time 

they had in vain and futile pursuits. The term ‘sullimū’ means that they were given 

security as well as good health and sufficient provisions, yet they neglected and 

forgot (‘nasū’) the right way that they had been guided to (Z). This was despite the 

fact that they were allowed lengthy respite, granted wonderful bounties, warned of 

painful punishments, and promised immense rewards.  

In short, there was no room left for any excuse; yet neither the respite, nor the 

bounties, the warnings, or the incentives in the form of great rewards, made them 

 [So act] before the narrowness and 
constriction, the fear and destruction, 
and before the approach of the unseen 
awaited one, and the seizing of the 
Mighty, the Omnipotent. 

 َِِ  ِْْ نِْ َوَالمَْضْ ْْا لََالضْ ْْْ وْاََِ،قَ ْ وَالْْْ ا

َِِ ِ ََ،وَال   ّْْْْ  لِّلوِ َالغْوَنِْْْْ لََقّْْْْ وَقَ ْْْْْ

َالءَِْ غِ َالمّْقْ لَِِلكأََوََََ،المّْنْ وََ َِ ُِ َ.اَْ 

َ
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move towards the path of submission and obedience (N). The Imām then warned 

them to be cautious of calamitous sins and culpable vices. The phrases ‘al-dhunūb 

al-muwarriṭah’ and ‘al-ʿuyūb al-muskhiṭah’ refer, respectively, to sins that cause 

one to be cast into perdition and hurled into destruction (I), and to the flaws and 

vices that incur the wrath of Allāh. Addressing the people directly a second time, 

the Imām says: [O] Possessors of sight and hearing, of health and wealth! He 

employs this different way of addressing them in order to remind the people that 

Allāh has blessed them with faculties of hearing and sight, with which they can 

take in the information and guidance that is given to them; and He has granted 

them good health and sufficient wealth, leaving them no excuse for negligence 

and heedlessness. To emphasize the point, he asks: Is there any refuge or escape, 

any sanctuary or safe haven, any flight or way back, or not? Of course this is a 

negative rhetorical question since it is known that there is no way anyone can 

escape the judgment of Allāh (M). The term ‘maḥār’ refers to a way by which to 

return or go back. It has been noted that the questioning phrase ‘am lā?’ is not 

found in all manuscripts of the Nahj, but is there in most (T). Once it is understood 

that there is no possible way to flee the outcome of one’s actions, he asks: how are 

you then deluded! Or to where are you diverting! Or by what have you been beguiled? 

The first of these three expressions is from the Qurʾān (Q6:95, Q10:34, Q35:3 & 

Q40:62).  

Finally, Amīr al-Muʾminīn again reminds his listeners that no matter what 

their position in this life, the only share of this earth one will have after death is 

the length and breadth of land that is equal to his own stature, which is the size of 

his grave. This will be so even if he owned hundreds of orchards or tens of palaces. 

Once he dies, none of that will change the size of his grave, which will be the same 

as one who possessed naught of this material world. It is in this earthen tomb that 

he will lie with his cheek rubbing the dust. This might be a subtle allusion to how 

the softest part of one’s body will be made to rest on the rough earth. Alternatively, 

it might mean that a person will not even have a share of the earth large enough 

to rest comfortably therein, and will have to be placed on his right side, as we note 

that many times the graves are too narrow to allow the body to rest on its back 

unhindered (N). The phrase now is the time, O servants of Allāh, means: act now, 

and seize the opportunity at this moment (MB), while the noose around the neck 

is loose and the soul is unfettered, before death comes to you.  
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The phrase ‘wa al-khināqu muhmal’ literally means when the cord, which is 

used to strangle the neck, has still not been tightened. The term ‘khināq’ is also 

employed as a reference to the restriction brought on by death (fī khināq min al-

mawt). If it is read with a dhamma as ‘al-khunāq’, then it refers to the neck, and the 

meaning would then be that the person’s neck is free and has not yet been seized 

by the Angel of Death. And this reading has been preferred by some commentators 

(T). As for the soul being unfettered (‘al-rūḥ mursal’), it means that one is free to 

act and still bears the responsibility to do as commanded, before his soul is taken 

in death (Z). Indeed, one must act while still alive in this world, which is the period 

of seeking guidance, while the bodies are at ease. Another version reads ‘faynat al-

irtiyād’ instead of ‘faynat al-irshād’ which some consider more correct because it 

means the period of seeking and striving, whereas the latter phrase literally means 

the period of guiding others (irshād) and that does not fit well with the context here 

(T). The bodies being at ease may also be a reference to their vitality and ability to 

act (Z). The phrase there is space for gatherings alludes to the availability of open 

spaces wherein people can gather with their companions, kin, and the like. This 

phrase is not found in many of the early manuscripts and may have been a later 

inadvertent addition, perhaps from some marginal notes (T). Hence, the overall 

message here is that people should use the time that still remains for them, while 

there is freedom of choice, a chance to repent, and room to fulfil one’s needs. The 

phrase ‘unuf al-mashī ʾah’ is read by some commentators as ‘anf al-mashī ʾah’ which 

literally refers to the initial moments of a decision (I).  

The term ‘al-ḥawbah’ means one’s needs or wants (M) or, according to one 

commentator, it should be read ‘al-ḥūbah’ meaning sin, as that would be more apt 

after the mention of repentance (T). Another possible meaning of ‘al-ḥawbah’ is 

state or condition, and if this meaning is taken, the connotation would be that in 

this world, one is in a state where he has the room to act and do good deeds (MB). 

That is before the narrowness and constriction, and the fear and destruction upon 

one’s death and what is experienced following it. Death, or more precisely, the 

Angel of Death, is what the Imām is referring to when he speaks of the approach of 

the unseen awaited one. And the seizing of the Mighty, the Omnipotent Lord, which 

is an expression taken from the verse of the Qurʾān: They denied all Our signs, so 

We seized them with the seizing of One Mighty, Omnipotent (Q54:42), is also a 

reference to death, which is an inescapable, overwhelming reality that comes 

suddenly and seizes one unexpectedly (Z). 
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