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Beauty and Eloquence in Islam

With some noteworthy exceptions, Islam in English is neither beauti-
ful nor eloquent.’ In light of the centrality of beauty and eloquence in
Islam, this situation is, to put it mildly, ironic. For instance, according
to a well-known fadith, “God is beautiful and he loves beauty.” More
to the point, it has long been understood that the beauty and the elo-
quence of the Qur’an are two essential aspects of its miraculous na-
ture.” The Quran itself attests to the beauty of its expressions in Q
39:23, which states: “God has sent down the most beautiful of all teach-
ings: a scripture that is consistent and draws comparisons, that causes
the skins of those in awe of their Lord to shiver...” For example, con-
sider Q 2:17-20, which states:

They are like people who [labour to] kindle a fire: when it lights
up everything around them, God takes away all their light, leav-
ing them in utter darkness, unable to see—deaf, dumb, and

"By “Islam in English,” I mean English language material that Anglophone
Muslims use as a means to approach God, especially in ritualised contexts.
For Shi‘a, this includes the Quran, du‘@’, magtal, and, to a much lesser extent,
hadith.

* Muhammad b. Ya‘qib al-Kulayni, al-Kafi (Dar al-Hadith: 1429/2008), 13:7.

3 See Syed Shiraz Husain Agha, “Sarfah: An Examination of the Debate on the
Nature of the Quran’s Inimitability,” al-Sidrah. Accessed 11th April 2025,
https://www.al-sidrah.com/%e1%bg%a3arfah-examination-debate-nature-
qur%ca%beans-inimitability/.

*I have used Abdel Haleem'’s translations of the Qur’an throughout.
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blind: they will never return. Or [like people who, under]| a
cloudburst from the sky, with its darkness, thunder, and light-
ing, put their fingers into their ears to keep out the thunderclaps
for fear of death—God surrounds the disbelievers. The lightning
almost snatches away their sight: whenever it flashes on them
they walk on and when darkness falls around them they stand
still. If God so willed, He could take away their hearing and sight:
God has power over everything.

If all he had wanted was to convey information, why did God use such
elaborate imagery to describe the helplessness of disbelievers? Or con-
sider the example of the Speaking Qur’an himself, Imam ‘Ali, who said:

How do I describe a world that begins in weariness and ends in
death, where you are held accountable for approaching what is
lawful and punished for consuming what is unlawful, where the
wealthy are seduced and the poor grieve? The world eludes
those who try to catch her while she comes willingly to those
who pay her no heed. She instructs those who view her with dis-
cernment and blinds those who look at her with longing.’

That is how he answered a man who asked him to describe the world.
Surely, he could have given a far less refined reply, but this was ‘Ali
afterall, whose speech is said to have been “below the words of the cre-
ator and above the words of his creatures.” No one, not even his sworn
enemies, could deny ‘Ali’s eloquence. “When ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Katib
(d. 132/750)—who has been called the ‘father of Arabic prose,” and
who was a chancery official for the intensely anti-‘Alid Umayyads—
was asked, ‘What enabled you to master the science of eloquence?
What formed your training in it?’, he replied, ‘Memorising the words
of ‘AlL.””

> al-Sharif al-Radi, Nahj al-Balaghah: The Wisdom and Eloquence of ‘Ali, ed.
and trans. by Tahera Qutbuddin (Brill: 2024), 203.

%1bid., 1, no. 1.

"Tahera Qutbuddin, A Treasury of Virtues: Sayings, Sermons, and Teachings
of 'Ali, with the One Hundred Proverbs Attributed to Al-Jahiz (NYU Press: 2014),
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The Ugliness of Islam in English

From the very beginning, it seems, Muslims have understood the
power of language. The Prophet is even reported to have said, “Some
eloquent speech is magical.”® In other words, you can win people’s
hearts over and attract them by speaking in a beautiful way.” Why,
then, is so much of Islam in English so ugly?

I can think of a few reasons: First, there is the general phenomenon
of illiteracy,” which, it seems to me, is behind much of the enthusiasm
for Artificial Intelligence. In 2010, Jaron Lanier, who pioneered virtual
reality technology, made the following observation:

You can't tell if a machine has gotten smarter or if you've just
lowered your own standards of intelligence to such a degree that
the machine seems smart. If you can have a conversation with a
simulated person presented by an Al program, can you tell how
far you've let your sense of personhood degrade in order to make
the illusion work for you?"

The degradation of language, as George Orwell argued in “Politics and

xiii.

® Ibn Abi Jumhir, Awali al-la’ali al-‘aziziya al-diniyya (Mw’assasat Sayyid al-
Shuhada’ 1983), 1:71.

9 Ibid., 1:71, no. 3.

"It is encouraging to see senior ulema like Sayyid Munir al-Khabbaz lament
this phenomenon in public. See, for example, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=v8a8yoPsYTY&list=PLB8F595DFBCB48380&index=14. Al-Khabbaz
has also spoken about the reading habits of Sayyid al-Sistani. See, for exam-
ple
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hiWIHO8BebI&list=PLB8F595DFBCB4
8380&index=22 and https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NiO-rv{8ryk&list=
PLB8F595DFBCB48380&index=23.

" Jaron Lanier, You Are Not a Gadget: A Manifesto (Alfred A. Knopf: 2010), 24,
eBook, quoted in Muhammad U. Faruque, “Al versus Human Consciousness:
A Future with Machines as Our Masters?,” Renovatio 2022. Accessed 11th
April 2025, https://renovatio.zaytuna.edu/article/ai-versus-human-consciou
sness.
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the English Language,” has political (and I would add spiritual) conse-
quences.” He writes:

[Language] becomes ugly and inaccurate because our thoughts
are foolish, but the slovenliness of our language makes it easier
for us to have foolish thoughts... Modern English, especially
written English, is full of bad habits which spread by imitation...
If one gets rid of these habits one can think more clearly, and to
think clearly is a necessary first step toward political regenera-
tion: so that the fight against bad English is not frivolous and is
not the exclusive concern of professional writers.

Not only does illiteracy diminish our capacity to recognise what is
truly human and inhibit clear thinking, it deprives us of the ability to
manifest beauty in speech and in writing.

Second, much of Islam in English is ugly because those who possess
the requisite skill in Arabic (or Persian, Turkish, Urdu, etc.) rarely pos-
sess the requisite skill in English and vice versa. To be sure, philological
expertise is necessary, but it is not sufficient: one needs to have good
taste in both languages and that is a tall order indeed. As an aside, I
should warn you that, while I'm somewhat competent in Arabic and
English, I'm no philologist and my kids question my taste in just about
everything.

Third, Islam in English tends to prioritise meaning over readability,
lyricism, and affect. Frankly, this is understandable as no real lover
would countenance the distortion of his beloved’s words. But an over-
riding concern for meaning does not ensure accuracy either. Consider
Shawkat Toorawa’s translation of Q 111 (which he titles Abu Lahab):

In the name of God, Full of Compassion, Ever Compassionate
(1) Abu Lahab and his power both will expire. (2) He will not be
saved by wealth or the profits he may acquire. (3) He will be

” George Orwell, “Politics and the English Language,” Horizon (April 1946).
Accessed 1th April 2025, https://www.orwellfoundation.com/the-orwell-
foundation/orwell/essays-and-other-works/politics-and-the-english-langua

ge/.
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plunged into lahab, a flaming fire! (4) And his woman—that
kindling-carrier—(5) Will wear about her neck a halter of palm-
fibre!

In a lecture titled “How (Not) to Translate the Qur’an,” Toorawa ex-
plains some of his choices.” First, his translation of the basmala re-
flects the etymological relationship between “al-rahman” and “al-
rahim. Second, his translation preserves the end rhyme in the original
sura. Moreover, the letter “b” in the word “fibre” evokes the primary
rhyme in the original siira: tabb, kasab, lahab, al-hatab, masad. Finally,
to preserve the pun on his name, Toorawa left “Abu Lahab” untrans-
lated and used the original term “/lahab” in Q 111:3, followed by the gloss
“a flaming fire.”

By attempting to strike a balance between meaning, readability,
lyricism, and affect, Toorawa has managed to produce a translation
that conveys at least some of the power of the original siira. In this re-
spect, it is more accurate than translations that are narrowly focused
on meaning. There is a place for academic translations that bring the
Arabic text to mind, but such translations are rarely eloquent and
therefore they do not stir the soul or “set hearts at ease.”

English is a relatively new Islamic language. It will take time for Is-
lam in English to achieve the level of beauty and eloquence that Islam
in Arabic, Persian, Urdu, and other languages has achieved. Remember
that it took the virtuosity of a Mir Anis (1803-1874) to transform mar-
siya into a genre of Urdu poetry that could be mentioned alongside
ghazal.® Moreover, the situation of Islam in English is far better than

" Shawkat Toorawa, “How (Not) to Translate the Qur’an,” YouTube. Accessed
12th March 2025, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EOoLj70CCFU.
*Q13:28.

> See Timsal Masud, Mir Anees ka ek Marsiya (Arshia Publications: 2011), 5-8.
On the development of marsiya in Pakistan, see this interview with Iftikhar
Arif, YouTube. Accessed 12th March 2025, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=-WU9ANNEWSY.
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it was just twenty years ago. In addition to Toorawa’s excellent trans-
lations of the Qur’an,”® Tahera Qutbuddin has produced a truly marvel-
lous translation of Nahj al-balagha.” And yet, the landscape of Islam
in English still appears desolate to me. I long to see beautiful transla-
tions of Du‘a’ kumayl, Du‘a’ abi hamza al-thumali, Ziyarat al-jami‘a al-
kabira, and so many other prayers that have sustained the Shi‘a over
time. It was this longing and not some mistaken belief in my abilities
that caused me to attempt (perhaps foolishly) a translation of Munajat
sha‘baniyya.

The Imams’ Special Appeals to God

The legacy of the House of the Prophet includes scores of beautiful
supplications, but there is perhaps no supplication more beautiful
than Mundajat sha‘baniyya. In the introduction to his translation of al-
Sahifa al-sajjadiyya, William Chittick says, “No one with any sensitiv-
ity toward human weakness and God’s love can fail to be moved at
least by some of the supplications contained in the Sahifa.”* This
statement is even truer of Munajat sha‘baniyya, which men and
women of great spiritual achievement have held in the highest regard.
One of these sages said the following:

' See The Devotional Qur’an: Beloved Surahs and Verses, selected and trans.
by Shawkat Toorawa (Yale University Press: 2024) and “Translations.” Ac-
cessed 12th March 2025, https://shawkutis.weebly. com/translations.html.

7 Nahj al-Balaghah, ed. and trans. by Tahera Qutbuddin. See also al-Qadi al-
Quda’, Light in the Heavens: Sayings of the Prophet Muhammad, ed. and trans.
by Tahera Qutbuddin (NYU: 2016) and idem., A Treasury of Virtues. See also
the translations in Tahera Qutbuddin, Arabic Oration: Art and Function (Brill,
2019), which includes a translation of al-Khutba al-fadakiyya. Although it is
beyond the scope of Islam in English (as I have defined the term), I would
like to acknowledge a new translation of Fayz-i Kashani's al-Asfa fi tafsir al-
Qur’an by my dear friend and colleague Alexander Khaleeli (ICAS Press:
2024).

*® al-Sahifa al-sajjadiyya, trans. by W. Chittick (1988), Al-Islam.org. Accessed
4th November 2025, https://al-islam.org/sahifa-al-kamilah-al-sajjadiyya-
imam-ali-zayn-al-abidin/translators-introduction#tawhid-devotional-mode
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You've read Munajat shabaniyya. Read it. Munajat
sha‘baniyya belongs to a special class of special appeals to God.
If you apply the teachings in these appeals, if you reflect on their
contents, theyll elevate your soul. The one who spoke these
words—and, according to tradition, all of the Imams prayed to
God in these words—had already been liberated from sin and
yet he prayed to God in this way because he wasn’t egotistical.
Whatever they were in reality, the Imams did not think “I am,”
for example, “Imam Sadiq.” No, Imam Sadiq prayed to God like
someone drowning in sin because he could see that he himself
is nothing, whatever exists is flawed, and whatever exists comes
from Him. Whatever perfection there is, it's from God. Imam
Sadiq himself has nothing. None of the Imams had anything and
neither did the prophets. Everyone is nothing. There is only God.
And everyone is drawn to Him—everything is drawn to Him by
its very nature. But, since we're cloaked in veils, we don’t under-
stand that we're drawn to Him. Those who do understand are
liberated and they set out in search of this very reality. This is
the total detachment they sought, which means abandoning
everything in existence. Regarding the phrase “he has always
been outrageous and oblivious,” which occurs in the verse “We
offered the trust to the heavens, the earth, and the mountains,
but they refused to undertake it and were afraid of it. Man un-
dertook it—#he has always been outrageous and oblivious,” some
say “outrageous and oblivious” is actually God’s highest praise

Yo U

for man. He’s “outrageous” because he breaks every idol, breaks
everything. He’s “oblivious” because he pays no attention to an-
ything, he doesn’t notice anything—he’s oblivious to everything
other than God. We can’t be like that. We can’t undertake God’s

trust. But we can walk the road.

Reading Munajat sha‘baniyya with an open heart is one of the surest
ways of walking the road that leads to God and God alone. Q 39:53
states, “My servants who have wronged yourselves by your own ex-
cesses, do not despair of God’s mercy—God forgives all sins. He is truly
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the most forgiving, the most merciful.” I have found Munajat
sha‘baniyya to be a potent remedy for despair.

The Provenance of the Text

The content of Munajat sha‘baniyya speaks for itself, but there is no
harm in addressing the provenance of the text.” Ibn Tawus (d.
664/1266) included the text in his Igbal al-a‘mal.*® He says it was re-
lated from “Ibn Khalawayh” (marwi ‘an ibn Khalawayh) whom he iden-
tifies as the famous Shi1 litterateur Aba ‘Abd Allah al-Hasan b.
Muhammad. As Ibn Tawis notes, al-Najashi (d. 450/1058) said this in-
dividual knew “our doctrine” in addition to knowing Arabic language
and literature, and he resided in Aleppo.* Furthermore, Ibn Tawus
notes that Ibn al-Najjar (d. 643/1245) mentioned Ibn Khalawayh in his
addendum (dhayl) to al-Khatib al-Baghdadi’s (d. 464/1072) Ta’rikh
baghdad—1Ibn Tawus had summarised this addendum in a work titled
Kitab al-tahsil min al-tadhyil and he says that he mentioned this indi-
vidual in his summary too. Quoting Ibn al-Najjar, Ibn Tawus says, “[al-
Hasan Ibn Khalawayh| was an authority (imam), unique among the
people of his time in every branch of knowledge and literature. People
came to see him from far and wide. He resided in Aleppo [where] the
Hamdanids honored him and he died there.””

" See Hassan Ansari, “Darbara-yi Sanad-i Munajat-i Sha‘baniyya,” Kateban.
Accessed 13th March 2025, https://ansari.kateban.com/post/4832. My re-
marks are based on Ansari’s brief notice. More broadly, see Ansari, “Some
Remarks on the Authenticity of Supplications in Shi‘a Hadith Literature,”
trans. by Sayyid Ali, Igra Online. Accessed 27th March 2025, https://iqraon-
line.net/some-remarks-on-the-authenticity-of-supplications-in-shia-hadith-
literature/.

* ‘Ali b. Musa Ibn Tawus, Igbal al-a‘mal (Maktab al-Ilam al-Islami:
1414/1993), 3:295-299.

*" al-Najashi, Rijal al-Najashi (Mw’assasat al-Nashr al-Islami: 1407/1986), 67,
no. 161.

* Ansari states that al-Hasan Ibn Khalawayh was associated with the
Hamdanid emir Sayf al-Dawla, who ruled Aleppo from 336/947 until his
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Returning to Mundajat sha‘baniyya, according to Ibn Tawus, Ibn
Khalawayh said, “It is the munajat of Amir al-Mu'minin ‘Ali ibn Ab1
Talib, peace be upon him, and the Imams among his descendants,
peace be upon them. They would pray in these words in the month of
Sha‘ban.” Part of the text may very well go back to ‘Ali. Furthermore, it
is plausible to suppose that a later Imam amended this core and the
Shi‘a received the amended text.

Ibn Tawiis seems to have misidentified the narrator of the text. It
seems more likely that the Ibn Khalawayh in question was actually
Abu l-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Muhammad ibn Yasuf ibn Mahjir al-Farist. In his
profile on this individual, who was also known as Ibn Khalawayh, al-
Najashi says, “[He was] a sheikh from among our associates [and he
was| trustworthy... He had a book on the rituals of Rajab, a book on the
rituals of Shaban, and a book on the rituals of Ramadan. Several of our
associates related material from him to me.””

If the narrator of Munajat sha‘baniyya was ‘Ali Ibn Khalawayh and
not al-Hasan Ibn Khalawayh, then it seems reasonable to suppose that
it was included in ‘Ali Ibn Khalawayh’s book on the rituals of Sha‘ban.
Moreover, the wording in Igbal (i.e. marwi ‘an Ibn Khalawayh) suggests
Ibn Tawus did not possess the book itself so he must have cited it indi-
rectly, which explains why he confused the author of this book with
the Shi1 litterateur by the same name.

Al-Najashi died in the middle of the fifth/eleventh century and he
transmitted material from ‘Ali Ibn Khalawayh via an intermediary.
Therefore, we can trace the text back to a written source that circulated
among the Shi‘a during the first half of the fifth/eleventh century (if
not earlier) with some degree of confidence, which mitigates the weak-
ness of its chain of transmission.

death in 356/967.
* al-Najashi, Rijal al-Najashi, 268 no. 699. Emphasis added.
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A Comparison of Translations

In addition to dictionaries, thesauruses, and great works of English lit-
erature, I consulted three older translations. The best way to illustrate
my approach to the translation, which favours readability and affect,
is to compare three selections from these older translations (1-3) with
my proposals (4). Consider the following phrase:

wa-la yakhfa ‘alayka amru munqgalabi wa-mathwaya

(1) And no matter pertaining to my transitory life and my ulti-
mate goal is hidden from you

(2) And [you] are not unaware of my future and of my present
(3) And all my moves and stillness are known by you
(4) You know every move I make

The verb “ingalaba” means to be turned over, transformed, to return,
etc. Mungalab is the end one meets. For example, Q 26:227 states, “The
evildoers will find out what they will return to (ayya munqgalab yanqal-
ibun).” The verb thawa means to stay, settle, remain forever. Mathwa
is a dwelling, a place of rest. For example, Q 3:151 states, “Their shelter
will be the fire—how miserable is the home (mathwa) of the evildo-
ers.” So a straightforward translation of the meaning is “you know my
fate,” but this seems incongruous with the next three phrases all of
which deal with God’s knowledge of what the supplicant wants in the
present moment: [You know] everything I want to say, all that I wish
to ask of you, and the end for which I hold out hope. It also fails to
capture the contrast between mungalab and mathwa, movement and
inactivity. For these reasons, I prefer (3) over (1) and (2), but the syntax
of (3) is unnatural. If something is known to you, then you know it—
the use of the passive voice does not add anything. Additionally, “every
move I make” is better English than “all my moves and stillness.” In my
translation, the entire sentence (this phrase plus the next three
phrases) reads as follows: You know every move I make, everything I
want to say, all that I wish to ask of you, and the end for which I hold
out hope.
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Now consider the following sentence:

ilaht hab [t galban yudnihi minka shawquhu wa-lisanan yurfa‘u
ilayka sidquhu wa-nazaran yuqarribuhu minka haqquhu

(1) My God, give me a heart whose ardour draws one close to
you, a tongue whose sincerity ascends towards you, a vision
whose trueness brings one close to you!

(2) My Lord, provide me with a heart, the passion of which may
bring it near you, with a tongue the truth of which may be sub-
mitted to you, and with a vision the nature of which may bring
it close to you.

(3) Oh my God, (please) grant me a heart whose longing for you
will approach it to you, a tongue whose truthfulness is directed
to you, and a sight whose righteousness advances towards you.

(4) Oh, God, grant me a heart that is enamoured with you, a
tongue that speaks lofty truths, and the vision to draw nigh to
you.

The key terms in the first phrase are “galb” and “shawq.” “Shawq”
means longing, yearning, craving, etc. In this respect, (2) and (3) are
better than (1). “Enamoured” means captivated and affected by strong
feelings of love, admiration, or fascination. If you are enamoured with
someone, you are drawn to them, which eliminates the need to trans-
late “yudnihi minka” and allows for a finer English phrase: a heart that
is enamoured with you. “Heart” and “enamoured” also seem to go to-
gether, as in Emily Dickinson’s poem “Arrows enamoured of his
Heart.””* None of the older translations of the second phrase make
much sense. For instance, what is the ascent of the sincerity of a
tongue? Instead of translating the expression “yurfa‘u ilayka sidquhu”
literally, I prefer to convey its meaning with the expression “lofty
truths” since “lofty” means rising to a great height. As for the third

** See https://acdc.amherst.edu/view/EmilyDickinson/edo132-133 and https:
/[emilydickinson.org/node/54 (Accessed 13th March 2025).



136 Some Notes on the State of Islam in English

phrase, it is difficult to translate well. The key terms are “nazar” and
“hagq.” The supplicant is asking God for the power to see in the truest
sense of the word, which implies seeing beyond mere forms. The abil-
ity to truly see, to see things as they are, draws you toward God. “Vi-
sion” carries this sense of the supernatural so I settled on “the vision to
draw nigh to you.” My translation of the entire sentence reads as fol-
lows: Oh, God, grant me a heart that is enamoured with you, a tongue
that speaks lofty truths, and the vision to draw nigh to you.

Finally, consider the following passage, the first sentence of which
(ilaht hab li kamal al-ingita‘i ilayk) is among the most beloved sen-
tences in the entire prayer:

ilahi hab Ui kamal al-inqgita‘i ilayk wa-anir absara qulibina bi-
diya’i nazariha ilayk hatta takhriga absaru l-qulib hujuba [-niir
fa-tasila ila ma‘dini [-‘azama wa-tasira arwahuna mu‘allagatan
bi-‘izzi qudsik

(1) My God, grant me utmost dedication to you and illumine the
vision of our hearts with the light of their gaze towards you, until
our hearts’ vision pierces the curtains of light to reach the re-
serves of supremacy and our spirits become suspended to the
majesty of your holiness!

(2) My Lord, grant me complete severance of my relations with
everything else and total submission to you. Enlighten the eyes
of our hearts with the light of their looking at you to the extent
that they penetrate the veils of light and reach the Source of
Grandeur, and let our souls get suspended by the glory of your
sanctity.

(3) Oh my God, (please) grant me absolute devotion to you and
illuminate the sights of our hearts with the light of observing you
so that the sight of the hearts will penetrate the Screens of Light
and arrive at the Core of Magnificence and that our souls hang
to the majesty of your Holiness.

(4) Give me the gift of total indifference to everything but you,
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God. [lluminate the vision of our hearts by the splendour of set-
ting their sight upon you until that vision pierces the curtains of
light, reaching the core of grandeur, and our souls become fas-
tened on the power of your sanctity.

Even though I handled “ilahi” differently in the previous example, in
most cases I prefer to place “God” (rather than “my God”) after a plea
and use a comma to indicate the vocative, which is customary in Eng-
lish. “Ingita® denotes the severance of one thing from another. In this
respect, (2) is preferable to (1) and (3), but it is wordy. To my ear, “Total
indifference to everything but you” sounds much better and it conveys
the significance of “kamal al-ingita‘i ilayk” very well. The challenging
bit in “wa-anir absara qulubina bi-diya’i nazariha ilayk” is “bi-diya’i
nagariha ilayk.” How is the vision of our hearts illuminated? Is it “with
the light of their gaze towards you” (1), “with the light of their looking
at you” (2), “with the light of observing you” (3), or “by the splendour
of setting their sight upon you” (4)? “By,” which means through, seems
preferable. “Splendour” means great brightness and it has the ad-
vantage of alliteration with “setting” and “sight.” Although there is no
alliteration in the original Arabic phrase, it adds a lyrical quality to the
translation that runs throughout the Arabic prayer as a whole. The last
point  wish to raise about this passage concerns the translation of “wa-
tasira arwahuna mu‘allagatan bi-‘izzi qudsik,” particularly the transla-
tion of “mu‘allaga.” While “mu‘allag” can mean suspended (1 and 2) or
hanging (3), neither of these make much sense in this context. “Mu ‘al-
lag bi” means dependent on, which seems to make sense until you re-
alise that our souls have always been dependent on God—they do not
become dependent on Him. The expressions “ulliga bi-ha” and (more
commonly) “ulligaha@” mean he became attached to her (i.e., he fell in
love with her). Furthermore, the expression “raghbatuhu mu‘allaga bi-
ha” means his desire is directed toward her, he has his heart set on her.
“Our souls become directed to the power of your sanctity” sounds
strange, but “our souls become attached to the power of your sanctity”
works. However, the verb “‘allaga bi" also means to fasten to, which
works even better since “fasten” can mean to direct one’s eyes or
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thoughts intently as in the sentence “He fastened his eyes on the
speaker.” Therefore, it seems “and our souls become fastened on the
power of your sanctity” is the best option. In my translation, the entire
passage reads as follows: Give me the gift of total indifference to eve-
rything but you, God. llluminate the vision of our hearts by the splen-
dour of setting their sight upon you until that vision pierces the cur-
tains of light, reaching the core of grandeur, and our souls become fas-
tened on the power of your sanctity.

I did not highlight inadequacies in these older translation to (God
forbid) ridicule them.” I have no doubt that each of them was a labour
of love. To be sure, in some cases, I could not do any better than one
of these translations. I am sure people will find fault with my transla-
tion for one reason or another and I welcome constructive criticism,
but there is something to be said for a translation that is recognisable
as good English. I have shown my translation to undergraduate stu-
dents and the responses have been overwhelmingly positive. These
students could not assess the accuracy of the translation. While it was
important for my translation to remain faithful to the original prayer,
the fact that it moved my students, most of whom are not Muslim, is
extremely gratifying. One student said it helped her see how the rela-
tionship between God and humanity is modelled after the relationship
between a benevolent king and his wayward subject, and the scene of
an intimate encounter with God is comparable to a royal court where
subjects have an audience with their king. I could not have hoped for
a better result.

Teach Your Children to Love ‘Ali

It is said that Jabir ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Ansari went around Medina say-
ing “Teach (addibi) your children to love ‘AlL”*° The verb “addaba’
means educate or discipline, and it is related to the word “adab.”

* For this reason, I chose not to identify the authors of these older transla-
tions.

** See, for example, ‘Abd Allah al-Mamaqani, Tangih al-maqal fi ilm al-rijal
(Muw’assasat Al al-Bayt li-Thya’ al-Turath: 1431/2009), 14:56.
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“Adab” is commonly translated as manners or etiquette, but it means
more than just that.”” To conclude this short essay, | want to draw your
attention to the fact that, in addition to “proper social and aesthetic
form,” the word “adab” also means literature.”® This, of course, is no
coincidence as exposure to good literature was considered part of the
cultivation of fine manners, good taste, and virtue. If that is true, what
can we expect from a generation raised on The Adventures of Captain
Underpants and Dog Man? Moreover, what if, having no recourse, this
generation were to begin taking the ugliness of Islam in English for
granted? Imam al-Rida is reported to have said, “If people only knew
the beauty of our words, they would follow us.” We have a responsi-
bility to nurture our children’s innate desire for beauty and convey the
words of the House of the Prophet to them in a beautiful way. Expose
your children to good literature so they learn to recognise what is truly
human, learn to think clearly, and learn to appreciate beauty—all of
these paths lead to God.

A Translation of Munajat Sha‘baniyya

I begin in the name of God the most compassionate, the most caring.

7 2

Oh, God, bless Muhammad and his family.

*7 See Mana Kia, “Persianate ‘adab’ involves far more than elegant manners,”
Psyche. Accessed 17th March 2025, https://psyche.co/ideas/persianate-adab-
involves-far-more-than-elegant-manners. See also Mana Kia, “Being Per-
sian,” Aeon. Accessed 17th March 2025, https://aeon.co/essays/when-pers
ian-belonging-was-a-generous-cosmopolitan-belonging.

*® “Proper social and aesthetic form” is Kia’s explanation of the concept of
Kia, “Persianate ‘adab.” See Ibid.

* Ibn Babawayh, Ma‘ani [-akhbar (Daftar-i Intisharat-i Islami: 1403/1982),
180.
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Hear my calls when I call out to you, listen to my cries when I cry out
to you, come to my aid when I beseech you secretly.
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For I have run to you and now I stand before you in a pitiful state, im-
ploring you in hope of the bounties that lie with you alone.
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You know what is in my heart, my needs, and my innermost thoughts.
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You know every move I make, everything I want to say, all that I wish
to ask of you, and the end for which I hold out hope.
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You, my master, have already decreed what is to befall me until the
end of my life—what I conceal from others and what I do openly.

Whether I am given more or less, my welfare and my adversities, all of
it is in your hands and your hands alone.
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If you, God, were to deprive me, then who would provide for me?
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And if you were to forsake me, then who would come to my aid?
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I seek refuge with you, God, from your fury and the bluster of your
wrath.
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I may be unworthy of your mercy, God, but you are worthy of shower-
ing me with your overflowing generosity.
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It is as if my soul stands before you, God, and the trust I have placed in
you is sheltering it. You say what you are worthy of saying and your
forgiveness completely envelops me.
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If you forgive, God, then who better to forgive than you.
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And if death approaches and my deeds have not brought me close to
you, then let the confession of my sins bring me close to you.
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I have wronged my self, God, by neglecting it. If you do not forgive it,
it is doomed.
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Throughout my life, God, you have been kind to me. Cease not to be
kind in the hour of my death.
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How could I ever despair of your loving care after death, God, when
you have tended to me beautifully throughout my life?
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Tend to me in a way that is worthy of you, God, and confer your favour
upon a sinner drowning in his own foolishness.

A ks Lo B Jl 7

z A2
T/ w z A% _ <. . o-. ©

Gy (G 3 G557 e &3 16 ()

You have overlooked my sins in this world, God, and I desperately
need you to overlook them in the world to come.
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You were good to me, God, as you did not divulge my sins to any of
your virtuous servants, so do not expose me on the day of the resurrec-
tion in front of everyone.
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Your magnanimity has filled me with hope. Your pardon is far better
than my deeds. So make me rejoice in meeting you on the day when
you shall settle all accounts.
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My plea to you, God, is the plea of one who cannot but plead for the
acceptance of his excuse. So accept my excuse, oh, most noble of any-
one to whom the disobedient plea.
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Do not refuse my request, God. Do not disappoint me, do not dash my
hopes.
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If you had wanted to disgrace me, God, you would never have guided
me. And if you had wanted to humiliate me, you would never have
spared me.
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Oh, God, I do not think you would refuse a request that I spent my
entire life seeking from you.
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You alone are worthy of praise, God, forever and ever, perpetually and
eternally, increasing and never perishing, in the way you wish and find
pleasing.
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Oh, God, if you were to hold me to account for my offenses, I would
hold you to account for your pardon. And if you were to hold me to
account for my sins, I would hold you to account for your forgiveness.
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And if you were to send me to hell, I would tell its inhabitants that I
love you.
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Oh, God, if the effort I put into obeying you was trivial, the hope I
placed in you was immense.
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How could I be turned away frustrated and deprived when your gen-
erosity led me to believe you would let me go with the news of my re-
demption.
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I spent my life mischievously neglecting you, God, and I wasted my
youth drunk off of my alienation from you.
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Oh, God, I sSlumbered the days away when I was blind to you and in-
clined to a path that displeases you.
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But I am your servant, God, and your servant’s son. I stand before you
today beseeching you by your magnanimity.
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[ am just a slave, God, renouncing how shamelessly and openly I defied
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you, and begging your pardon as forgiveness is one aspect of your mag-
nanimity.
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I did not have the strength to stop disobeying you, God, until you
awakened me to your love. Then and only then did I become what you
wanted me to be: I thanked you for enfolding me in your gentle arms
and cleansing my heart from the stain of disregard.
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Oh, God, look at me like someone who responded to your call when
you summoned him, someone who complied when you helped him
enter into your service.
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Oh, God, you are never far away from those who are blind to you and
you are never stingy with those who expect bounties from you.
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Oh, God, grant me a heart that is enamoured with you, a tongue that
speaks lofty truths, and the vision to draw nigh to you.
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One who befriends you, God, will never be forgotten, one who takes
shelter with you will never be forsaken, and one to whom you attend
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will never grow weary.
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One who finds his way to you, God, is enlightened and one who clings
to you finds refuge—I have taken shelter with you, God.
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I expect you to have mercy on me, God, so do not disappoint me and
do not prevent me from experiencing your compassion.
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Oh, God, lift me up to the station of your intimate friends, the station
of those who long to be loved by you more and more.
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Let my remembrance of you, God, inspire a passion to continue re-

membering you and make me long for the day when I am rejuvenated
by your names and your sacred presence.

I beseech you, God, to place me among those who obey you, in a good
place where you are pleased with me, for I cannot ward off harm from
my self nor can I benefit my self.
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[ am just a weak and sinful servant, God, a contrite slave, so do not turn
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away from me and do not let my negligence prevent me from obtain-
ing your forgiveness.
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Give me the gift of total indifference to everything but you, God. Illu-
minate the vision of our hearts by the splendour of setting their sight
upon you until that vision pierces the curtains of light, reaching the
core of grandeur, and our souls become fastened on the power of your
sanctity.
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Oh, God, include me among those who respond to you when you call
them, those who swoon before your glory when you look upon them—
you speak to them softly and they work for you openly.

o

JA;JT?}UALQ’&)&‘L“YJ L’: Lﬁ&#é&ipc&l
S o e S5 AEI Y WY B B e e AT )

o »‘

TS oz o 6 ANV WY B B e Ll o ol

I never allowed the gloom of despair to prevail over my belief in your
goodness, God, and I never lost hope in the beauty of your kindness.
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If my mistakes have degraded me in your eyes, God, then pardon me
on account of the absolute trust I placed in you.
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If my sins have made me unworthy of your benevolent grace, God, my
unshakeable faith in you has reassured me of your bounteous compas-
sion.
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If my failure to prepare to meet you, God, lulled me to sleep, then my
cognisance of your lavish blessings has roused me from my slumber.
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Oh, God, if the severity of your punishment summons me to hell, the
abundance of your rewards summons me to heaven.
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It is you alone that I ask, God, you alone that I beseech, you alone that
I petition.
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I ask you to bless Muhammad and his family, and to include me among
those who constantly remember you, those who never violate their
covenant with you, those you never fail to thank you, and those who

never make light of your commands.
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Oh, God, surround me with the brilliant light of your majesty so that I
may know you and turn away from everything other than you, so that
I may fear you and devote myself to you.
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Oh, you who are exalted and revered.
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May God bless his messenger Muhammad and the pure family of Mu-
hammad, and lavish peace upon them.



