AL GHAZALI ON PENITENCE
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* * #*
THE NATURE OF REPENTANCE

(tI‘. 3 C. 500) You should know that the meaning of
pcmtc.ncc comprises three parts, a knowledge, a state, and
an action (C. so1). The knowledge comes ﬁ’rst the’state
second, the action third. The first causes the sc,cond the
second causes the third in a chain of consequence cséel’itial
to the consistency of the law which expresses God’s rule
and sovereignty.

K.nowlcdgc is the recognition of the great harmfulness
of sin, and of the fact that it is the veil between the serv-
ant and all that he loves. If his knowledge of this is cer-
tain anc'I sure, and his heart is convinced, there springs
from this knowledge a heart-felt grief for tJhc loss of whgt
he Iovc_s. For the heart grieves whenever it perceives the

loss of its beloved; and if that loss is the result of its own
act, it grieves over the act which caused it; and our name
for this grief over the past act which has’caused the loss
of the beloved, is remorse. If this pain constrains the
F)cart and holds it in thrall, then another state is produced
in thc.heart by this pain, and this is called will. o purpose
of action, and it has a connection with past, ’prescntind
6
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future. Its connection with the present is renunciation of
the sin with which it has been associated. Its connection
with the future is its resolve to abandon till the end of life
the sin which has caused the loss of the beloved. 1ts con-
nection with the past is to make amends for the past by
reparation and performance of duty, if the case admits of
reparation.

(C. s02) The first element, then, is knowledge: it is
the way of approach to all these blessings. By this knowl-
edge I mean belief and assurance. For belief is admission
of the truth that sin is a deadly poison, and assurance is
additional certainty of this admission, and negation of ali
doubt of it, and its absolute hold over the heart. When-
ever the light of this faith shines on the heart it kindles the
fire of remorse, and this gives pain to the heart, since by
the shining of this light it perceives that it is separated
from its beloved. This is like the case of a man who has
been in darkness when the sun rises. The light gleams
upon him and disperses clouds or draws aside a veil, and
after being near to destruction, he sees his beloved, and
the fires of love are kindled in his heart, and those fires
spring up in him in a glowing purpose of reparation.

So then these three, knowledge, remorse and resolve,
(connected with the present and the future in renuncia-
tion of sin, and with the past in making reparation) are
three separate clements of one idea. The word “peni-
tence” should be applied to the whole idea: though often
it is used to mean remorse only. In this sense knowledge
is an introduction and preparation; and renunciation of
sin is a fruit and a subsequent result. It was in this sense
that he himself {peace to him) said “Remorse is peni-
tence,” since remorse cannot occur without knowledge,
which is its cause and of which it is the fruit, nor without
resolve, which follows it subsequently. So remorse is sup-
ported on both sides; I mean by its cause and by its result.

(C. 503) In this sense also penitence has been defined as

H- a melting of the emotions caused by previous iniquity.
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This, however, refers only to the pain of penitence, which
}!as also been called a blazing fire in the heart and’contri-
tion of soul beyond the power of healing,

* * *

But all the various definitions of penitence are too man
to co{lcct. If you understand these three elements of it)sr
meaning, and their essential connection and their relative
ordm:, .thcn you know that all that has ever been sajd in
definition of it is insufficient to compass its full meaning
jI‘he search for the true nature of things is, after all more-
important than the search for mere words., ,

THE N_ECESSITY AND VIRTUE OF PENITENCE

You should know that the necessity of penitence is
f:lcarl.y shown both by experience and by proof-texts. It
is plain to spiritual perception, if that faculty in any ;'nan
is open, and when God has enlarged his heart by the light
of faith, s0 that he is able to walk by the light whichghc
possesses in the midst of the darkness of ignorance, and
needs no guide to lead him at every step.  For every ‘trav-
c.IIcr cither is blind, and needs 2 guide for his steps, or has
sight am? may‘be directed to the entrance of th:z path
from which pomt.(.C. 504) he can guide himself (T. 4).’
In the path of religion also men may be divided into the
$ame two classes. The man whose spiritual perception is
Immature cannot dispense with tradition to guide his feet
He ilccds to hear at every step a proncuncement fron;
G.Od s book or from the prophet’s law. If ever he is left
without fhat, he is perplexed. Such a man’s progress,”
thoug!) his life be long and his diligencé® great, is limited’

and his steps are uncertain, But the blessed ;nan whos ‘
heart 'i-}od has enlarged by submission (Islam) and wh:
wal.ks in the light of his Lord, fixes his attention on the
strai ght path, and overcomes wearisome obstacles: and in
hl:S heart shix-les the light of the Koran and the ’light of
faith. Such is the power of the light within him thar he

250 text, Com. reads “his good fortune,”
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makes his venture on the least indication of a light scarce-
ly kindled, no flame of which has actually reached him.
But if the flame does reach him, it is light on light to him
(God guides whom He will to His light). Such a man
does not need 2 pronouncement quoted for every event.
He who is in such case, if he wishes to know the duty of
penitence, looks first with his spiritual perception at peni-
tence as it really is; then at the true meaning of duty;
then combines the two ideas, duty and penitence. He will
not waver in his adherence to penitence, because he knows
that the meaning of duty is that which is necessary to the
attainment of eternal bliss, and salvation from eternal
destruction. (For there would b¢ no meaning in describ-
ing anything as duty, if it were not for the close connec-
tion of bliss and misery with doing it or leaving it un-
done}. The saying “Duty is what is enjoined on us,” is an
empty phrase, for there is no meaning in our using the
words, “another enjoined it on us,” or “did not enjoin it
on us,” unless we have an immediate or eventnal purpose
in doing something or leaving it undone. '
If then a man knows the meaning of duty, and that 1t is
a means to attain eternal bliss: if he knows that there is no
bliss in the eternal home but in meeting God Almighty,
and that every one who is separated from Him is inevi-
tably wretched, since there is an impassable barrier be-
tween him and his desire, and is consumed in the fire of
separation and the fire of hell: if he knows that nothing
prevents us from meeting God but the pursuit of desires,
and association with this flecting world and clinging to
the love of what we are absolutely certain to lose: if he
knows that nothing brings us near to God but severance
of the bonds that tie the heart to the vanities of this world,
and whole-hearted endeavour towards God, seeking for
companionship with Him by continuous remembrance of
Him, and for love to Him by knowledge of His glory
and beauty, as far as is in man’s power: if he knows that
his sins {which are the turning aside from God and the
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.followmg of the desire of devils, the enemies of God, ban-
ished from his presence) are the cause of his bcin’ ex-
cludcgl and banished from God Almighty; if he kﬁow
all Fhls, then he doubts not that o turn frc:m the wa cufs
banishment is.csscntial to the attainment of nearness ]:md
that such turning is accomplished only by knowled :: (C
50%) femorse and resolution. For if he does notgkno :
that sins are the cause of banishment from the beloved hVZ
h.as N0 remorse, and his walk in the way of banishn;ent
gives him no pain, and without this pain he cannot be con-
verted. The meaning of conversion is renunciation of
sin, followed by good resclve. He now has no doubt that
these t'hrcc things are essential to his reaching the beloy ;
Such xs.the faith which results from the light of spiri val
perception. ' pieiual
coBdu_t.ther(? is alsq the man who does not aspire to this
ndigon (indeed its heights are far above the powers of
most men) ; he has in tradition and in its observance a
wide 'ﬁeld through which to arrive at salvation from de
StI’lJCthﬂ.. In this he should mark the utterances of Goci
Enoc:i (ﬁlh1§ prophet, a.nd of other good men of the past.
e mlg}-xty has said, “R.cpcnt all of you before God
clievers; mayhap ye will prosper.” This commanci
applies universally. God Almighty has also said, “Oh
who have believed, repent before God with a’ enu'ye
repentance,” where the meaning of “genuine” is “gsinc:rls
t?w:;rd God Almighty, free from al] blemish,” a word de-
rived from a root “pure.”  Another indication of the
merit of repentance is God’s utterance, “God loves tho
who repent; God loves the pure.” ’ (C. 506) ThS:
pfroghet {peace upon him) said, “The penitent is beloved
0 G od; and he who repents of sin js as he who has no
sin. ’I!‘he prophet also said (the prayer of God and a
upon him), “G(}-d rejoices more (C. 507) over the rel;ch:
?;1::; c:i ttﬂht:.1 zeh;}ring servant than does 2 man who goes
' cadly desert with a camel to car i
and drink, and who lays down his head am;11 sllzczlsf :ggg

[
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when he wakes finds that his camel has disappeared, seeks
it till thirst or heat or whatever God appoints overpowers
him, and says, ‘I will return to the place where I was and
lie down and die,’ then lays his head down on his arm to
die and wakes again and finds his camel loaded with food
and drink by his side—God Almighty rejoices more over
the repentance of the believing servant than does this man
over his camel.” In some versions of this story the man
says in his extreme joy when he intends to return thanks
to God, “I am thy Lord, and thou art my servant.” El
Hasan el Bosri, it is related, said that when Geod, great
and glorious, repented over Adam (peace upon him), the
angels congratulated him, and Gabriel and Michael
(peace upon them) came down to him and said, “Oh
Adam, great is your bliss in God’s repentance over you.”
But Adam, (peace upon him} said, “Oh, Gabriel, if there
is any further question after this repentance, what is my
position?” And God revealed this to him, “Oh Adam,
you have given your descendants not only a heritage of
trouble and toil but also a heritage of repentance, and
whosoever of them calls upon me, I will answer him as I
have answered you, and whosoever of them asks forgive-
ness of me, I will not grudge it to him, for I am (C. 508)
near, I answer. Oh Adam, I will gather from the tombs
all the penitent, glad at heart, laughing, for their appeal
is answered.”

Innumerable are the assurances and indications of this;
and the general consensus of Imams agrees upon the ne-
cessity of repentance, since the meaning of that conseasus
is the knowledge that sins and transgressions destroy us
and separate us from God Almighty. This belongs to the

subject of the duty of belief: but the way it is sometimes
neglected is amazing. The meaning of this knowledge is
to put an end to that neglect, and there can be no opposite
opinion about the necessity of that.

* * # * ¥*



12 THE MOSLEM WORLD

URGENCY OF THE DUTY oF REPENTANCE

- f:;l:t }Z? CTf ; gs) So !:he transgressor is necessarily lacking
. gressions are to faith what harmful foods
are to the body. They continue to collect in the stomach
until they change the composition of its elements, whil
_thc stomach does not perceive them until its com ',osit' :
is damage_d, and.the man first falls ill, then dies. go wii?:;:
‘tira.nsgressmns: if a2 man is afraid of destruction in this
nite vs_rorld, he must shun poisons and harmful foods
¢very Circumstance and immediately. The man who f:am
eternal destruction must surely do likewise. He who h:s
partaken of poison and regrets it, must vomit it up, ceas:

to partake of it, counteract it, and remove it from the

stomacl? immediately and encrgetically in order to mak
reparation to his body which has been in danger of d ;
;t;-;?rtlnon (t?;)ughBthat would deprive him on%y of th?;
ing world). But he who has par i

?f rehglor_l, that is, sin, must the mofc dtiaill'(;gnflfyttl:ir? (fmoon
it b}fr makm'g all possible reparation while 2 respite ( :h?
is his remaining life) is still offered to him. What i tt
?)c feared from this poison is the loss of the other, the atf'dO‘
ing world, in which is eternal bliss, and great plosscss'(; -
which to Io_sc is the fire of hell and eternal torture Ma’l .
many hv-cs in this world are cut off in less than th;a minn)tr’
est fractlfm.of its span, since to that span there is (l:?-
glg) no hmit'whatevqr. Oh, haste then, haste to repcnt'
efore tht? poison of sin producé in the spirit of faith ’
eﬁ"c:ct which passes the skill and experience of doctoan
:}f;c‘ﬁlu;aics all.protccﬂon unavailing, all advice uselezl
Xhortation of fri in; i i :

be said of the patient thf::el?j?s‘;zlsl:., 20 that it can justly

* * #*

NECESSITY OF REPENTANCE COMMON T0 ALL
(T.8,C.516) Now the proof that penitence is obliga-

. . .
bm:y cqmmuously and in every condition is that no human
emng 1s free from transgression in any part of his body
]
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since even prophets are not so. * * * This is stated in the
Koran and the accounts of the sins of the prophets (peace
upon them}, and their repentance, and their tears over
their sins. If in any condition a man were free from trans-
gression in every part of his body, he stili would not be
free from anxiety over his sins; and if in any condition
he were free from anxiety, yet he would not be free from
the insinuations of the devil, who puts into his mind sug-
gestions which dissipate his thoughts and make him neg-
lectful of the remembrance of God; and if he were ever
free from that, he would not be free from negligence and
shortcoming in the knowledge of God and of His attri-
butes and His works. All this is shortcoming for which
there are certain causes. To abandon these causes and to
be occupied with their opposites is conversion from one

.- path of life to the contrary one. In fact the meaning of
" penitence is conversion. That man should be absolutely

free from this shortcoming is inconceivable. (C. §17)

However varied the fate of different individuals may be,
there is no escape from this fundamental fact. About this
the prophet said, (peace to him) “There is an oppression
on my heart until I ask pardon of God seventy times every
day and night.” Therefore God Almighty honoured him
by saying, “May God forgive your former and your latter
sins.” If this was the case with the prophet, what must
be the condition of other men? * * * As to the meaning
of the words, “Penitence is a duty in every circumstance,”
you should know that we have already shown that man, as
he is originally created, is never free from the pursuit of
his appetites; and that not only does penitence mean that
he must renounce them, but complete penitence also in-
cludes reparation for the past. Whenever man follows
his appetite, there rises from it a darkness which clouds
his heart, just as from a man’s breath there rises a cloud on
a polished mirror: and if the darkness of the appetites
accumulates, it becomes a corruption like the vapour of
breath on the surface of a mirror, when the tarnish accu-
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mulates. God has said, “Nay, but what their deeds have
earned them is a corruption on their hearts.” If this cor-
ruption accumulates it becomes deeply imprinted on the
heart like tarnish on the surface of a mirror, which, if it
accumulates for a long time, eats into the substance of the
iron and destroys it, so that it can never be polished again.
* * * Just as darkness proceeds from rebellious acts
and appetites and clouds the heart, so a light rises from
acts of obedience and renunciation of the appetites, and
the cloud of rebellion is wiped out by the light of obedi-
ence. ‘The prophet (peace to him) referred to that in the
words, “Pursue evil with good; it will obliterate it.”

Thus the servant can in no condition of life be free from

the duty of effacing the marks of evil from his heart by
good works, whose effect is the opposite of the effect of
that wrong. * * * (T. g, C. §20). Oh beware lest this
world shoul deceive you! O, beware, beware, one- thoy-
sand thousand times, lest you should fall into error about
God! These things are mysteries, but he who catches the
faintest whiff of their meaning will know that the duty of
sincere penitence is, to the servant who walks in the ways
of Almighty God, continuous at every breath of his life,
though he should live as Iong as Noah, and that this is
an imperative and immediate duty.

How true are the words of Abu Suleiman Darani when
he said, “If the wise man were to weep for the remainder
of his life over nought but his past disobedience, that
alone would cause him grief till his death. Then what of
the man who occupies the rest of his life in folly like that
of his past?” The saying means just this. The wise man
who has a precious jewel and loses it without getting any
use from it will undoubtedly grieve over it: but if, with
its loss, his own destruction is involved, his weeping will
be the more bitter. But every hour of life, nay, every
breath, is a precious jewel which has no substitute or
equivalent, and is able to bring you to everlasting bliss
and save you from everlasting misery. What jewel is
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more precious than this? If you lose it by negligence
your loss is manifest. * * * And if you do not weep over
that calamity, that only shows your folly.- The greatest of
all calamities has befallen you. Between it and the knowl-
edge of it lies the sleep of negligence. Men are aslc_ep:;
but after death they will awake; then every bankrupt's
insolvency will be revealed and the calamity (_)f every
wretched wight. Then will all hope of lnta}:tar::\tlorl{I van-
ish. * * * God’s word points to this when He says, “Give
alms of what we have given you, ere death come to any one
of you, so that he says, ‘Oh my Lord, if Thou wilt grant
me respite for a little, I will give alms and be one of the
good.” But God will never respite a SDllll which has
reached its term.” [A. commentary on this verse says]

{C. 521) At that point he will say, “Oh angel of death,

delay death for me one day in which I may repent towart’i,
my Lord and procure provision of goodness for myself.
But the angel will say, “Your days are passed: not a
single day!” Then he will say, “Respite me one hourl
But the angel will answer, “Your hou.rs have passed: not
a single hour ! and will shut before him the gate of peni-
tence; his soul will flutter, and his brcatl:x w11‘1 rat'tle in
his throat. * * * To such a man God saith, “Penitence
is not for those who do evil, then, when they comc“to th-c
day of death say, ‘Now I repent.’” God says also, ?em-
tence before God is confined to those who do evil in igno-
rance and soon repent.” Which means that soon after the
sin the sinner regrets it and obliterates its rnal:k by a good
deed which recompenses for it, before corruption accumu-
lates on his heart and removes the possibility of oblitera-
tion. Therefore the prophet said (prayer§ of. God‘and
peace upon him), “Pursue evil with good: it will obliter-
ate it.” ¥ * *
TRUE PENITENCE ACCEPTABLE T0 GOD

T. 10, C. 522) You must know that, if_ you really
understand the meaning of acceptance, you will aot doubt

2
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that all true penitence is accepted. They who see by the
light of insight, and trust the light of the Koran, know
that every pure heart is accepted by God Almighty, and
in the next world has the joy of being near Him, and is

prepared to look with the imperishable eye at the face of

God Almighty. They know too that the heart is orig-
inally created pure, and every child born is born into the
true religion and loses its purity only when it is contami-
nated by the dirt and darkness of sin. They know also
that the fire of remorse burns out this dirt, and that the
light of good obliterates evil from the heart, and that the
darkness of transgression has no power before the light of
good deeds, just as the darkness of night has no power
before the light of day, or rather, as the defilement of dirt
has no power before the cleansing power of soap. A king
will not accept a dirty garment as his clothing; nor does
God Almighty receive a darkened heart into His com-
pany. The use of a garment in unclean occupations soils
it; but washing it with soap and hot water is certain to
cleanse it; so the application of the soul to bodily appe-
tites defiles it, but washing it in tears and the flame of re-
morse cleanses and purifies it. Every heart that is pure
and holy is accepted just as any clean garment. Your duty
then is to cleanse and purify; but acceptance is a free gift
which is appointed by eternal decree (C. §23) of which
there is no reversal. .
* * *

(T. 11) To imagine that genuine repentance can be
rejected is as foolish as to suppose that the darkness will
not vanish at sunrise, or that the dirt will not disappear,
when a garment is washed with soap, unless the dirt by
reason of its long accumulation has destroyed the fabric
of the garment. In that case the soap has no power to
remove it. This is like the accumulation of sins so that
they become deeply imprinted and eat like rust into the
heart. A heart like that would never be converted or re-
pent. Yes, a man might say with his lips, “I repent,” and
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it might be like a fuller saying with his lips, “I have
washed the garment.” That would not cleanse the gar-
ment in the least. If he does not change the condition of
the garment by using something to counteract that condi-
tion which is firmly established, the case is the same as
the complete impossibility of penitence. :

Tye KNOT 0F OBSTINACY, AND ITS RESOLUTION

(T. 42, C. 627) [First] Some believe that retribution
will be delayed. [The remedy for this is that man]
should know that all that will happen will happen, and
that the morrow is near for all who look for it, and that
death is nearer to every man than his shoe lace is, though
he know it not; and mayhap the hour is near. * * *

Second. Postponement of penitence. The remedy for
this is contemplation of the fact that the lament of those
tortured in the fire is mostly about their procrastination,
for the procrastinator builds upon a foundation which
does not exist—that is, length of life. Perhaps he will not
live long, and even if he does, he can renounce sin no
more easily tomorrow than he can today. I presume his
present inability is due only to appetite, and appetite will
not leave him tomorrow, but will be the stronger, since
it will be confirmed by habit. Appetite confirmed by
habit is very different from appetite unconfirmed. This
is how procrastinators are (C. 628) lost. * * * (T. 43)
The procrastinator is like nothing so much as a man who
needs to pull up a tree, and perceives that it will yield
only to great strength. So he says, ‘I will postpone it for
a year, then return to it though he knows that all the
time the tree stays there its roots grow stronger, while he
himself, as he grows older, becomes weaker. * * *

Third. Trust in God’s leniency. The remedy for this
has already been stated. It is like a man spending all his
money and leaving himself and his family in poverty, in
the hope that God Almighty in His bounty will allow him
to stumble on a treasure in a desert land. If this can hap-
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pen, then God can be lenient about sin. It is as if a man
Were expecting a night raid of robbers in his country, and
left his hoard of money in the court of his house: then,
after deciding to hide it by burying it, neglected to do 50,
saying, “I will await God’s favor in making the robbers
miss it, either by their not reaching my house, or by their
dying at the door if they arrive there”” * * »

Fourth. Doubt, which is atheism. * * % This should
be cured by direct knowledge suitable to the limits of
the doubter’s intelligence. You should say to him, as the
prophets who were supported by miracles said, “Is it
conceivably possible; or do you assert that you know it
1§ absolutely impossible, like the impossibility of a man
being in two places at once?” [f he answers, “I know
that it is absolutely impossible,” he is a perfect imbecile,
Probably no such person exists among intelligent beings.
But if he says, “I am doubtful about it,” then say, “Well,
if you had left some food for 2 moment in your house,
and a stranger told you that a snake had lapped it and
poisoned it, and if you thought it possible that he was
speaking the truth, would you eat it or leave it, even if
it were the most delicious food?” He will say, “I should
certainly leave it, for I should say, ‘If he is a liar I shall
lose only this food; and abstinence from it, though diffi-
cult, is a short matter; but if he is speaking the truth
I shall lose life itself, which would be far more appalling
than the pain of doing without food’ " * * » * (C. 629).
If he is a sane man, he will have no hesitation over this
idea, since there is NG comparison between the span of
life and the eternity of eternities, Suppose that the world
were full of seeds and that a bird picked up one every
million years. The seeds would all be gone at last, but
the eternity of eternities would have suffered no diminuy-
tion. How then can any sane man grow weary of absten-
tion from indulgence of the appetites, even for a hundred
years for example, for the sake of a bliss which lasts for
the eternity of eternitiesp * * *

Brummana, Syria. C. G. Naisn.




