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Al-Dharīʿa ilā makārim al-Sharīʿa 
(The Path to the Noble Qualities of the Sacred Law) 

  
by Abū’l-Qāsim al-Ḥusayn Ibn Muḥammad, 

 better known as al-Rāghib al-Iṣfahānī (d. c. 1108) 
  
Introduction 
 
I alluded to the distinction between the rulings of the Law (aḥkām al-sharīʿa) and noble 
qualities (makārim) in my dictated book, Taḥqīq al-bayān fi taʾwīl al- Qur’ān. Absolute 
noble qualities such as wisdom, generosity, forbearance, knowledge and forgiveness, 
can be used without reservation to describe God. They are nobler than when used to 
describe man. The rulings of the Sharīʿah encompass all this, and the acts of worship. If 
man acquires them, he deserves to be God’s vicegerent (khalīfat Allāh). God States: ‘I am 
placing a vicegerent on earth’ (Q. 2:30); and, [I shall] ‘make you successors in the land 
and, then, observe what you will do’ (Q. 7:129). [He further States], ‘And it is He who 
made you vicegerents on earth, and raised some of you above the others in rank, so as 
to test you regarding what He has given you’ (Q. 6:165). 
 
I said that the vicegerency of God is only valid through the soul’s purification, and that 
noble acts of worship are only valid through the body’s purification. I asked God to 
guide me to write this book as a means (dharīʿa) to the noble qualifies of the revealed 
Law (makārim al-sharīʿa). I try to explain the path man should follow to attain the station 
of divine servitude, which is God’s honour to the pious. Also, how man can progress to 
the station of vicegerency; an honour God has bestowed on the virtuous (siddīqīn) and 
the martyrs. By combining the rulings of the Law and its noble qualities, both in 
knowledge and action, man will attain to the zenith; his piety will be perfected, and he 
will reach the refuge of the Garden. 
 
[…] For what purpose was man created? 
 
Human beings are essentially the same, as it is said, ‘The earth is dust, and mankind 
from one man’. He is noble because he was created complete, and is innately 
predisposed to fulfill the purpose of his creation; and has a specific function like every 
species. Without a function, nothing would have been created, for every species has a 
purpose that relates to his function. The camel is created to carry heavy goods, transport 
us with ease. The horse is [like] wings to fly with; the saw and chisel are to repair doors, 
beds, and so forth; and a gate to safeguard a house. 
 
Man has three specific functions. The first is to cultivate and prosper in the earth 
(ʿimārat al-arḍ), which is stated in the verse ‘He brought you out from the earth and 
made you inhabit it’ (Q. 11:61). He should obtain his livelihood from earth, for himself 
and others. The second is to worship God as is stated: ‘I have not created jinn and 
mankind except to worship Me’ (Q. 51:56). This means man should obey God’s 
commands and prohibitions. The third is his vicegerency, which is mentioned in: ‘And 
[I will] make you successors in the land and, then, [I will] observe what you will do’ (Q. 
7:129). This [vicegerency] is the imitation of God in accordance with man’s ability to 
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rule by applying the noble qualities of the Law, which are wisdom, justice, forbearance, 
beneficence and graciousness. Their purpose is to gain Paradise and proximity to God. 
 
Everything is created for a particular function; its ability is to fulfill it, and its baseness 
is to neglect it. A horse is used for fighting and a sword for slaying. Both serve functions 
in combat. But if the [function of a particular species] is no longer present, that species is 
defective and must be removed, or given a lower function. A horse, no longer suitable 
for the cavalry, may be used as a draught animal, or for eating. A sword not suitable for 
slaying, may be used as a saw. [Similarly], if a person is no longer suited for 
vicegerency, nor for worship, nor for prospering of the earth, he is worse than a beast. 
Therefore, God censures those who have lost their [special] virtue: ‘Indeed, they are 
merely like cattle; no, even more wayward’ (Q. 25:44). 
 
The ruling (al-siyāsa) worthy of God’s vicegerency 
 
As mentioned, vicegerency requires striving to rule according to the noble qualities of 
the Law. There are two [distinct] types of ruling. (1) The rule of man over his soul and 
body and that which pertains to it, and, (2) the rule of man over others, including 
relatives and citizens. He who cannot rule over his own soul is not suitable for ruling 
others. Thus God, the Most High, rebukes unworthy men who want to rule other 
people, command good and prohibit evil, but they have not reformed themselves. He 
states [in the following verses]: ‘Do you command others to be righteous and forget 
yourself while you recite the Book? Do you not understand?’(Q. 2:44); ‘O believers, why 
do you profess what you do not practice? It is very hateful in Allah’s sight that you 
profess what you do not practice’ (Q. 61: 2-3); ‘O believers, take care of yourselves; you 
will not be harmed by him who has gone astray, if you are well-guided’ (Q. 5:105).  
 
These verses urge you to refine [your own soul] before refining others. It is said 
‘Become learned in the science of law before ruling over others’. This means you cannot 
rule without knowledge of jurisprudence, Islamic sciences and public politics (siyāsat al-
‘āmmah). The ruler to the ruled is like a person to his shadow. The shadow cannot be 
straight when its possessor is crooked, so it is well nigh impossible for the ruled to be 
guided when the ruler is misguided. God states: ‘O believers, do not follow in the 
footsteps of Satan; for he who follows in the footsteps of Satan, simply bids to indecency 
and disrepute’ (Q. 24:21), affirming that followers of Satan are indecent and 
dishonourable. 
 
The difference between the noble qualities of the law, worship and the prospering of the 
Earth 
 
The starting point of the noble qualities of the Law (makārim al- sharīʿah) is the 
purification of the soul through learning, abstinence (‘iffah), patience (ṣabr) and justice 
(‘adālah). Its final stage is the devotion of all attention to wisdom 
(ḥikmah), generosity (jūd), forbearance (ḥilm) and beneficence (ihsān). Learning leads to 
wisdom, modesty to generosity. Through patience, you acquire courage and gentleness, 
and through justice, all actions are rectified. 
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[…] Purification of the soul, a pre-condition for sound vicegerency and perfect 
worship 
 
None is worthy of the vicegerency of God, nor for the perfection of His worship, and 
the prospering of the earth, except he who is pure of soul. Like the body, the soul also 
has impurities, but whereas the impurities of the body are perceived by physical sight, 
the impurities of the soul are perceived by insight (baṣīra). This is what God means in 
the statements: ‘The polytheists are truly unclean’ (Q. 9:28), and, ‘Abandon 
abomination’ (Q. 74:5). 
 
He who has a pure soul is suited for vicegerency, which is the imitation of God 
according to man’s capacity to strive for virtuous actions. Without a pure soul, there is 
no pure speech and action. Every vessel gives forth what is in it, and musk will give 
forth a bad smell. Thus it is said, ‘Whose soul is good, his action is good, and who does 
evil to his soul, damages his actions’. Furthermore, the Prophet (s) said, ‘The believer is 
better than his action, and the disbeliever is more wicked than his action’. God also 
states the following verses: ‘Women impure are for men impure, and men impure for 
women impure and women of purity are for men of purity, and men of purity are for 
women of purity’ (Q. 24:26); and, ‘Good land produces vegetation by the will of its 
Lord; but that which has gone bad will not produce vegetation except with difficulty’ 
(Q. 7:58). 
 
Since good acts do not spring forth from a bad soul, God [praises] ‘Those whose hearts 
Allah had tested for piety’ (Q. 49:3). Some [scholars] refer to the Prophet’s (s) words: 
‘Angels do not enter a house where there is a dog’. The house refers to the heart, and 
the dog refers to greed, envy, etc. Furthermore, the light of God will not enter [the 
heart] if that [the dog of vices] is in it… This is supported by the statement, ‘God-fearing 
abides only in a clean heart’, and also, ‘Purify your garments and flee from defilement’ 
(Q. 74:5). Here the garments allude to the body. […] God states in the following verses: 
‘Allah only wishes to tum away abomination from you and purify you fully. O People 
of the House’ (Q. 33:33); ‘Allah does not want to burden you, but to purify you’ (Q. 5:6); 
and, ‘Allah loves the repentant and loves those who purify themselves’ (Q. 2:222). 
 
[…] There are three faculties of the soul to be purified. (1) The rational faculty (quwwat 
al-fikr) is purified by training it so that wisdom (ḥikmah) and knowledge (ʿilm) are 
attained. (2) The concupiscent faculty (quwwat al-shahwah) is purified by subduing it so 
that modesty (‘iffah) and generosity (jūd) are attained. (3) The irascible faculty (quwwat 
al-ḥamiyyah) is purified by gradual taming until it yields to the intellect, to produce 
courage (shajāʿah) and forbearance (ḥilm). The combination of the above produces 
justice (‘adālah). All vices are induced by the corruption of these three faculties. The 
corruption of the rational faculty produces slyness and stupidity. The corruption of the 
concupiscent faculty leads to greed or to the deterioration of appetite. The corruption of 
the irascible faculty of indignation leads to carelessness and cowardice. These 
corruptions cause oppression or injustice. Thus, there are four moral virtues and eight 
vices. 
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Discourse on the struggle of passion against intellect 
 
Man’s soul in his body is like a ruler in a country. Faculties and limbs are like artisans 
and labourers, the intellect (‘aql) is like the advisor [or vizier], and the appetite (shahwah) 
is like the wicked servant striving for provisions. 
 
The irascible faculty (ḥamiyyah) is like a policeman. The wicked servant slyly pretends 
before the ruler to be an advisor, but his advice is like the sting of a scorpion. He 
opposes the vizier’s rule, and does not cease his struggle against him for even a 
moment. When the ruler of the kingdom consults the vizier, not the wicked servant, 
disciplines the policeman to be obedient to the vizier, he will control his servant, who 
will be led, not lead, ruled not rule, then he will establish the affairs of the State [justly]. 
Likewise, when the soul seeks the aid of the intellect, and disciplines the irascible 
faculty, which controls the concupiscent faculty and its powers, it [the soul] enters the 
right State. If not, it becomes corrupt. Thus, God warns us in no uncertain terms of 
those who follow passion in the following verses: ‘And do not follow your desire, lest it 
lead you away from the path of Allah’ (Q. 38:26); and about him who follows his desire, 
‘Have you seen him who has taken his desire as his god and Allah has led him astray 
knowingly?’ (Q. 45:23). And about those who disobey, He states: ‘But he inclined 
towards earth and followed his desire. His case is similar to that of a dog’ (Q. 7:176); 
and in praise of him who opposes his desire, ‘But as to him who fears the station of his 
Lord, and forbids his soul from passion; then, Paradise is the refuge’ (Q. 79:40, 41). 
 
The Prophet (s) was referring to passion when he said, ‘Your worst enemy is your 
[lower] soul, which is between your sides’. The intellect has the highest rank which 
enables man to become God’s vicegerent in the world. As the doctor indicates to the 
patient the correct physical cure, intellect indicates to the patient the correct moral cure.  
 
The patient may or may not take the doctor’s advice. God created in man the irascible 
faculty which acts as a substitute for him, for the intellect’s virtue cannot be manifest 
without it. Thus, it is said: ‘The contemptuous person has no fool with him’.  
 
[…] Attaining commendable moral qualities by purifying the soul 
 
As mentioned, the reform of the three faculties of the soul leads to its purity. Learning 
leads to the reform of the faculty of thought to distinguish between true and false belief, 
true and false speech, and good and bad actions. Temperance leads to the reform of the 
concupiscent faculty to attain generosity and beneficence to the degree humanly 
possible. The reform of the irascible faculty (ḥamiyyah), through discipline, leads to 
forbearance, which curbs the soul’s anger, and courage, which curbs fear and cupidity. 
 
By improving these three faculties, the soul attains justice and nobility, which 
encompass all virtues, the purification of the soul, and commendable character. The 
Prophet (s) said, ‘The most complete believer in faith is the one who has the best morals 
and who is most kind to his family’. By kindness is meant refinement and training as 
when He says: ‘O believers, guard yourselves and your families against a Fire whose 
fuel is people and stones’ (Q. 66:5). The Prophet’s (s) praised it saying: ‘The most loved 
to me is he who is best in character, and provides lodging and affection to 
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travellers’. The sum of noble qualities is in the verse: ‘Indeed, the believers are those 
who have believed in Allah and His Apostle, then were not in doubt, but struggled with 
their possessions and themselves in the cause of Allah. Those are the truthful ones’ (Q 
49:15). 
 
Such faith leads to knowledge and wisdom, which results in the reform of the rational 
faculty. Struggle with wealth and life leads to temperance and generosity, which results 
in the reform of the concupiscent faculty (shahwah). 
 
The reform of the irascible faculty results in courage. Therefore God States: ‘Hold to 
forgiveness, enjoin the good, and tum away from the ignorant’ (Q. 7:199). Also, the 
Prophet (s) said; ‘Pardon whoever wrongs you, give to whoever deprives you, and 
reach out to whoever severs ties with you’. Such pardon comes from temperance and 
courage; such giving is the outcome of generosity; and such reaching out is the result of 
nobility. And God knows best. 
 
The difference between al-ṭab' (innate disposition), al-sajiyyah (natural creation), al-
khuluq (character) and al-‘ādah (habit)  
 
Etymologically, al-tab‘ is derived from ṭab‘ al-sayf (the casting of swords). It refers to the 
shaping of iron of a specific form. Likewise, al-ṭabʿah (nature) and al-ḍarībah (imprinting) 
relate to the expression ḍarb al-darāhim (minting of silver coins known as dirhams). Al-
naḥītah relates to the word al-naḥtah (carving); al-najr (joinery) relates to the 
expression najr al-khashab (carpentry); al-gharīzah (natural impulse) relates to the 
expression mā ghuriza ‘alayhi (a naturally instilled impulse). These are all names for a 
fixed faculty [that cannot be altered]: Al-shīmah (nature) refers to the condition in 
which al-gharīzah (natural impulse) finds itself, which is related to the word al-
shāmah (birthmark), which one is born with. 
 
Al-sajiyyah is a name used for something when a person is quiet. Thus, you say, ‘calm 
eye’ ‘ayn sajiyyah, that is ‘slack in its nature’ (fāṭirat khilqah). This term thus pertains to to 
a character trait that is unalterable. 
 
Linguistically, the Arabic word for ‘character’ (al-khuluq), is synonymous with (al-
khalq) just as the words al-sharb (drink) and al-shurb (drink) and al-sarm (severance) 
and al-surm (severance) are all synonyms. However, not withstanding this similarity, al-
khuluq is used for faculties of apprehension through spiritual sight (baṣīrah), while al-
khalq refers to shapes and forms apprehended through physical sight (baṣar).  
 
Al- khuluq is sometimes used to refer to the innate faculty. Therefore, the Prophet (s) 
said, ‘God has completed creation, character, sustenance and then death’. ‘Character’ is 
sometimes used for a state whereby man acquires an aptitude for doing something 
special. This [natural state] is like a man who becomes easily angry on account of his 
irascible temperament. Similarly, all animals are distinguished by a particular trait in 
their original nature, such as fearlessness in the lion, faintheartedness in the rabbit, and 
craftiness in the fox. Al-khuluq (character) is sometimes derived from al-khalāqah (fitting), 
which is synonymous with mulābasah (intimate association) as referring to faculties man 



Excerpt: al-Isfahānī’s al-Dharīʿa ilā makārim al-Sharīʿa 
(The Path to the Noble Qualities of the Sacred Law) 
 
 

Page 6 of 9 

has been habituated to. It has been stated that ‘The best deeds are from good 
character (khuluq)’. Also, ‘God endowed man with nothing better than sound character’.  
 
At times al-khuluq (character) refers to the component in the soul from which action 
emanates without thought. At other times it refers to the action itself that proceeds from 
the [qualities inherent] in it. Accordingly, terms such as temperance, justice and courage 
express both form and action alike. The form may have one name and the emerging 
action another. Take the example of liberality (sakhā’) and generosity (jūd). Liberality is a 
name for the predisposition (hay’ah) in man, while generosity is a name for the action 
emerging from it, although they could be used interchangeably to describe merit (faḍl). 
 
Habit (ʿādah), is a word denoting a repeated action, or a condition of being continually 
affected. It is derived from ‘āda/ya‘ūdu (to return) and character is perfected by it [by 
habituation]. Habit is not action itself, but facilitates making actual that which is 
potential in man. It is impossible to remove sajiyyah from its natural, created 
State. Sajiyyah is therefore the act of the Creator, and habit is the work of that which is 
created. The act of the created cannot nullify the act of the Creator, but it can strengthen 
the habit in a firm manner (muḥkamah), to become like sajiyyah. Thus it is said that habit 
is second nature. 
 
The possibility of changing one’s character 
 
People differ with regard to their understanding of the concept of character (khuluq).  
 
Some say it is of the genus of innate nature, and no one can change the fashion in which 
they have been created, whether good or evil. It is said, ‘These moral traits are but 
natural impulses, some praiseworthy, others blameworthy. No advice over time can 
change them, nor can one feign generosity’. The proponent of this view relies on the the 
Prophet’s (s) saying: ‘To whomsoever God has given a beautiful countenance and 
sound character, let him thank God’, and also ‘God completed the creation (khalq), 
character (khuluq), sustenance and [then] death’. And [so they argue that] it is 
impossible for the created being (makhlūq) to be given the power to change the act of the 
Creator. 
 
However, some say that [change in character] is possible, and they provide the proof [in 
the Prophet’s (s) instruction]: ‘beautify your character’. They state that if it were not 
possible [to do this], [the Prophet] would not have issued this command. Furthermore, 
God created things according to two types: firstly, through [His] action, without giving 
man any influence [over the matter], for example, sky, earth, form and shape; secondly, 
He created things with a certain nature (khilqah); giving it potential. He predetermined 
that man be able to perfect and transform his state; to realize his potential, but not to 
change his essence. Similarly, He granted the date pit the potential to grow into a date 
palm; making it easy for man to nurture it, with God’s help, into a date palm, or to 
corrupt it. 
 
This, it is said, is man’s character (al-khuluq). Although he cannot change his innate 
potential, which is al-sajiyyah, he is given a way to mold it. Thus God said, ‘Prosperous 
shall be he who purifies it, and ruined he who corrupts if (Q. 91:9,10). If this were not 
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so, the benefit of preaching, good advice, promise, threat, command and prohibition 
would be wasted. Why then does the intellect permit a person to be asked, ‘Why did 
you do that, and why did you not do that?’ How can change be possible in some 
animals, but not in man? Surely, some wild animals through habituation may be tamed 
and trained. Men, however, differ in their natural instincts. Some are quickly receptive, 
others slow, and yet others take the middle course. Everyone has the capacity to change, 
even if [only] to a small degree.  
 
[…] The cause of disparity in people’s characters 
 
The ‘virtues of the soul’ are theoretical and practical, and each type is acquired in two 
ways. (1) The first way is through human learning, which requires time and practice, 
and which strengthens man gradually. Depending on man’s nature—his [degree of] 
intelligence or dullness—he will either require less practice or more. (2) The second way 
is [obtaining them] through Divine bounty. Such a person has innate knowledge, 
without instruction, such as Jesus, the son of Mary, Yaḥyā, the son of Zakariya, and 
other Prophets. They received knowledge unique to them, not in other Prophets. Sages 
say that such knowledge was also given to those who were not Prophets. The same 
knowledge from instruction may also come from natural disposition. One child may be 
disposed to honesty, generosity and courage; and the other to their opposites. These 
qualities could also be cultivated through learning and habit. Thus, a person who is 
virtuous by natural disposition, habit and learning is completely virtuous, and one who 
is vicious by these three [means] is completely vicious. 
 
The duty of acquiring praiseworthy virtues 
 
[…] Know that complete virtue and real happiness are [in fact] ‘the good deeds of the 
Hereafter (al-khayrāt al-ukhrawiyyah)’. The rest of [the virtues] can also be called 
[happiness] if they assist in the attainment [of] otherworldly happiness. Whatever aids 
in goodness and happiness is itself goodness and happiness. 
 
[…] Absolute happiness is [to be found] in the beautiful life in the Hereafter. It consists 
of the four qualities already mentioned: eternity without destruction, ability without 
weakness, knowledge without ignorance, and richness without poverty. Whatever 
leads to these four forms of happiness may also be termed ‘happiness’, as it will 
embrace the sixteen types previously mentioned and is the opposite of misfortune. 
‘Virtue’ is the name for something that enables man to obtain a peculiarity which 
distinguishes him from other humans, and it is also the name of the quality through 
which man attains happiness. Vice is contrary to it. ‘Benefit’ is [the term for] what helps 
in the attainment of virtue, happiness and goodness.  
 
The dependence of some virtues upon others 
 
As mentioned, there are five different kinds of virtues: virtues related (1) to the 
Hereafter, (2) the soul, (3) the body, to (4) external matters and (5) to what is granted by 
Divine Assistance. These virtues are in need of each other. This either takes the form of 
an essential need, without which other needs are not possible, or a beneficial need, 
without which other virtues become unstable. And the true happiness of the Hereafter 
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require the virtues of the soul. God States, ‘But as for those who desire the Hereafter 
and strive for it, as they should, while they are believers, their effort will be appreciated’ 
(Q. 17:19). 
 
Thus, to reach the Hereafter one must strive to obtain the virtues of the soul, which 
cannot be attained without the bodily virtues, and the latter cannot be attained without 
the external virtues, and the latter cannot be attained without the virtues of the soul, 
bodily health and strength. The external virtues are indispensable for the perfection of 
the virtues of the soul and body. Although these virtues can be attained without family, 
wealth and noble birth, they can only be perfected by the external virtues. 
 
[…] (4) The external virtues 
 
As mentioned, these external virtues involve four things: wealth, relatives, high rank 
and noble birth (karam al-ʿashīrah). They benefit virtue and otherworldly happiness as a 
wing benefits you to your destination, even if it is not essential.  
 
Wealth can bring one close to God. The wealthy, not the poor, can give alms (zakāh) and 
perform the pilgrimage (ḥajj). Being poor is like going into battle without weapons, or 
hunting like the eagle without wings. The merit of wealth is hidden, like water in the 
ground, and fire in a rock, as the poet States, ‘Wealth elevates, but poverty belittles and 
humiliates’… The Prophet said, ‘Grant me guidance, piety, temperance, and wealth’, 
and also, ‘How excellent an aid to piety is wealth.’ 
 
Family are also a help in happiness. Whoever increases his family, and is sincere 
towards him, they become his eyes, ears and hands. Prophet Lūṭ said: ‘Would that I had 
the power to stand against you, or could seek refuge with a strong supporter’ (Q. 11:80).  
Children are a benefit as the Prophet (s) said, ‘When a man dies ail his doings stop 
except three things: voluntary charity that continues after his death, beneficial 
knowledge, and an upright son or daughter who prays for him’. The Prophet (s) further 
said, ‘The smell of the child belongs to the fragrance of paradise’; and, ‘What an 
excellent help to religion is the pious wife, for a wife is the fertile soil for the husband as 
man is destined to sow his seed in her’. God said, ‘Your women are a tillage for you’ (Q. 
2:222). He also said, ‘Your fathers and your sons-you know not who of them is of 
greater advantage to you’ (Q. 4:11). 
 
[…] What emerges from the virtues of the soul (al-fadā’il al- nafsiyyah) 
 
Although the cardinal virtues [lit. ‘mothers’] of the soul are four, they produce 
subsidiary virtues that become the basis for other subsidiary virtues. For example, a 
strong intellect, with sound reflection begets excellent thinking and good memory. Its 
sound action begets natural intelligence and firm judgment. These four [virtues] 
combined beget excellent understanding and good retention. 
 
Strengthened courage begets generosity in times of affluence, and patience in times of 
affliction. Patience removes anxiety, and begets courage pertaining to manhood. Thus, 
[the poet] said, ‘We created men for endurance and patience, and women for crying and 
mourning’. Temperance (ah), if strengthened, begets contentment, and contentment, 
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prevents greed for the wealth of others, which in tum begets trust. Justice, if 
strengthened, begets mercy, which means compassion to one deprived of right. It 
begets forbearance and pardon. 
 
Humanity (insāniyyah) and noble-mindedness (karam) combine all these virtues. The 
former [virtue] comprises the ‘virtues of the soul’, which makes it human to the extent 
to which he acquires them. They determine the difference between one person and 
another. A person could, because of them, reach a high level, joining the ranks of the 
angels. If we can imagine an angel with a body, it would be [like] a man with a visible 
shape, but has transcended it. God States, ‘He is but a noble angel’ (Q. 12:31), 
 
Motives for pursuing the path of virtue 
 
There are three worldly motives for doing good deeds. First, and the basest, is to do it 
for benefit, and to avoid vice out of fear of harm. Second, is to do it for praise, or out of 
fear of blame from those you respect. Third, and the most commendable, is to do it for 
the sake of virtue. 
 
The first [incentive] concerns the demands of the appetite (shahwah) and pertains to the 
actions of the ordinary masses. The second relates to the demands of 
shame (hayāʾ), which is requisite in the actions of the rulers and the privileged. The 
third concerns the need [for the use of the] intellect in the actions of the sages. It is said, 
‘The best thing given to man is an intellect which prevents him [from wrongdoing]; 
otherwise his [sense of] shame prevents him, or his wealth protects him; or a 
thunderbolt will consume him and believers of ail countries will be happy to be rid of 
him’. 
 
There are three otherworldly motives for pursuing the path of virtue. Firstly, a desire 
for God’s reward and a fear of His punishment. This is the position of the ordinary 
masses. Secondly, hope for God’s praise and fear of His blame. This is the position of 
the pious. Thirdly, the quest [to attain] God’s pleasure through one’s endeavours. This 
is the position of the Prophets, the sincere ones and the martyrs. It is the most powerful 
incentive that could possibly exist in man. Some scholars said, ‘The best route to come 
close to God is not to do anything for the world or the Hereafter except for His sake.’ 
[Furthermore], God says [154], ‘And confine yourself with those who call upon their 
Lord at morning and evening, desiring His Countenance’ (Q. 18:28). Rābiʿah [the female 
Sufi saint] was asked, ‘Do you ask God for paradise in your supplication?’ She replied, 
‘Choose the neighbour before the house’. Some scholars said: ‘Whoever worships God 
to get something in return is wretched’.  


