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Abstract

This article investigates the theological validity of three devotional
practices—tawassul, istighatha, and shafa‘a—through which be-
lievers seek divine favour via intermediaries. Focusing on their role
within Twelver Shi1 Islam, it explores ongoing debates about their
permissibility and compatibility with the doctrine of Islamic mon-
otheism (tawhid). The study contextualises their evolution from
pre-Islamic Arabia, where polytheistic intermediary practices were
reoriented under Islam to affirm divine sovereignty, and traces
their continuity through early Islamic, post-Prophetic and contem-
porary periods. By examining key Qur’anic verses and hadith from
both Shi1 and Sunni sources, the study establishes that intermedi-
aries operate solely under God’s permission, negating accusations
of polytheism (shirk). From a Twelver Shi1 theological perspective,
such practices are understood as manifestations of Divine Mercy
that operate entirely under God’s authority. The article refutes
Salafi-Wahhabi critiques, particularly objections to posthumous in-
tercession, by arguing that Prophets and Imams retain a spiritually
dynamic role in barzakh (the intermediate realm), enabling them
to intercede by divine will. The study concludes that tawassul, is-
tighatha, and shafa‘a reinforce monotheistic principles, enhance
spiritual connectivity, and remain integral to Sh1T devotional prac-
tice.

Keywords: Tawassul, istighatha, shafa‘a, intercession, tawhid,
shirk.
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1. Introduction

The use of intermediaries in Islamic spiritual practice—particularly
tawassul, istighatha, and shafd‘a—has long been a subject of debate in
the Muslim world. These practices involve seeking help from God
through the mediation of the Prophet (s.a.w.), the Imams (a.s.), other
revered personalities,’ sacred objects, and symbols” associated with di-
vine grace and blessings. While many Muslims view these practices as
means of strengthening their connection to God, others view them as
reliance on beings other than Him, raising theological concerns about
their permissibility.

This article explores the validity of tawassul, istighatha and shafa‘a
from a Twelver ShiT perspective by examining pertinent verses from
the Qur’an,® hadith literature, and historical sources. These are ana-
lysed alongside secondary sources comprising extensive commentary
from Twelver Shi1 scholars. The study assesses the theological impli-
cations of these practices and investigates whether they align with the

core principles of Islam or represent a departure from its original

By “revered personalities,” I refer to individuals who, while not divinely
appointed like the Prophet (s.a.w.) or the Imams (a.s.), are held in high
esteem due to their elevated spiritual status, as perceived in the eyes of
God. This includes figures such as ‘Abbas and Zaynab, the children of ‘Ali
(a.s.), and Muhammad, the son of “‘Ali al-Hadi (a.s.).

Sacred objects and symbols (sha‘@’ir Allah) refer to sacred landmarks, rit-
uals, and objects that signify devotion to God and serve as means of spir-
itual remembrance. The Quran designates al-Safa and al-Marwa as part
of these sacred symbols (Q 2:158) and emphasises that revering them is a
sign of piety (Q 22:32). Exegetes interpret sha‘@’ir broadly, encompassing
acts of worship, sacred sites, and objects associated with Divine remem-
brance. In the Shi1 tradition, this concept extends to mourning rituals for
Imam al-Husayn (a.s.), relics of the AAl al-Bayt (a.s.), and other elements
that foster spiritual connection to God.

The Quranic translations in this article are generally based on Ali Quli
Qarai’s translation.
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teachings.

2. Definition of Key Terms

The terms tawassul, istighatha, and shafa‘a derive their technical
meanings from their original lexical roots, forming the basis for their
theological interpretations. This link between language and usage is
essential for understanding these concepts within the framework of
Islamic belief and practice.

The root w-s-/ is defined as “to seek to gain access or turn with a
request.”* Tawassul, or wasila, refers to “a means of becoming near to
a thing; it may be rendered a means of access, nearness, intimacy, in-
gratiating oneself, attachment, or connexion.” In practice, tawassul
refers to seeking nearness to God through revered personalities, sacred
objects, or symbols associated with Divine Grace.

As for gh-w-th, it is defined as “call for help, aid, succour.”® Is-
tighatha, is therefore, defined as “the act of seeking, desiring, or de-
manding aid or succour, either from or by means of a person or en-
tity.”” In practice, it refers to seeking help or aid directly from the
Prophets, Imams, other revered figures, sacred objects or symbols as-
sociated with Divine authority and blessings, while keeping in mind
the authority vested in them by God. It represents a more direct form
of seeking assistance from the intermediary compared to tawassul as
the intermediary is directly called upon.

Sh-f-< is defined as “to double, attach, add, subjoin, en-
close.”® Shafa‘a is defined as “the act of joining oneself to another as an

* Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ed. ] Milton Cowan
(Spoken Language Services, Inc: 1976), 1069.
> Edward William Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon (Librairie du Liban:

1863), 3053.
® Webhr, A Dictionary, 687.

" Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon, 2305.
Wehr, A Dictionary, 478.
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aider to him or a petitioner on their behalf; and in most instances the
former person is one of higher station than the latter.” In theological
terms, shafa‘a denotes intercession: the act of an exalted figure—such
as a Prophet or Imam—petitioning on behalf of an individual. This in-
cludes both seeking forgiveness in the hereafter and invoking bless-
ings in this world.”

Istishfa“is therefore defined as seeking or asking for shafa‘a. In its
technical usage, it differs from istighatha in that it includes an explicit
request to God, with the intermediary merely being asked to suppli-
cate or intercede on one’s behalf.

Tawassul and shafd‘a are frequently translated as “intercession.”
However, to preserve their distinct theological functions, tawassul is
rendered in the present work as “mediation,” shafa‘a as “intercession,”
and istishfa“as “requesting intercession.” Istighatha is rendered as “im-
ploration,” reflecting its urgent and direct appeal to a revered figure
for assistance, always within the framework of Divine authority.

These terms, which are interpreted differently across various Is-
lamic schools of thought, will be used throughout the present work in
accordance with the specific definitions outlined above.

9

Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon, 1571.
" The Shi1 scholars are unanimous in affirming that shafa‘a encompasses
the pardoning of sins in the hereafter. As for this world, Jafar Subhani
mentions that up until the 8th/14th century, there was consensus on its
affirmation (Jafar Subhani, al-‘Agida al-Islamiyya ‘ala Daw’ Madhhab Ahl
al-Bayt (a.s.) (Mu’assasat al-Imam al-Sadiq: 1998), 247). Some scholars
maintain that shafa‘a can also be sought for both spiritual and material
benefits, as revered figures may serve as means for Divine Mercy in secur-
ing forgiveness and worldly blessings. This view is supported by supplica-
tions taught by the Imams (a.s.), including those of Imam al-Sajjad (a.s.)
(the likes of al-Sahifa al-Sajjadiyya—Du‘a’ 20: Makarim al-Akhlag) in
which he invokes blessings upon the Prophet (s.a.w.) and his family as a
means of attaining Divine favour in this world.
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All involve seeking divine aid through revered personalities,

objects, or symbols associated with God’s grace.

2 Each practice relies on Divine Will and permission.

They function as means to strengthen the believer’s connec-

tion to God.
4 They affirm the elevated status of the intermediaries.
They reinforce the belief that intermediaries possess no inde-
5

pendent power; all efficacy is contingent upon God’s decree.

Table 2. Similarities between tawassul, istighatha and shafa‘a.

3. Historical Context

3.1 Pre-Islamic Arabia (Period of Jahiliyya)

In pre-Islamic Arabia, various tribes practiced polytheism, worshiping

multiple idols and deities alongside God."” While many acknowledged

God as the ultimate Creator and Sustainer,” they believed these idols

and tribal gods could serve as intermediaries to gain His favour. They

perceived God as distant and beyond direct access, leading them to

1

12

In Kitab al-asnam, Ibn al-Kalbi records that the idol Wadd was wor-
shipped by the Kalb tribe, Suwa‘ by Hudhayl, Yaghuth by Madhhij and
Jurash, Ya‘iq by Khaywan and Nasr by Himyar (Hisham Ibn al-Kalbi,
Kitab al-asnam (al-Matba‘at al-Amiriyya: 1914)). A similar account is at-
tributed to Ibn ‘Abbas, though with slight variations in details, as noted
in Tafsir al-Mizan in the discussion under Q 71:23 (Muhammad Husayn
Tabataba’i, Tafsir al-Mizan, trans. Tawus Raja, https://www.almizan.org/,
accessed 31st March 2025, 39:47—49). Additionally, Kitab al-asnam docu-
ments other tribes that engaged in idol worship and lists the idols they
adopted.
Q 29:61:

§0,558 b w gl Sally B s o5l otz gl 5 28l gk
If you ask them, “Who created the heavens and the earth and disposed
the sun and the moon?” They will surely say, “God.” Then where do they
stray?
Q 29:63 also affirms this belief.

116



Al-Qalam 2/2 (2025)

seek blessings, protection, and guidance through these intermediaries.
However, they attributed to these idols an independent influence or
authority in facilitating their needs, a belief that fundamentally con-
tradicted the concept of God’s absolute oneness and sovereignty.” Nu-
merous idols were placed atop and inside sacred places of worship like
the Ka‘ba and became pilgrimage sites, reinforcing the cultural and
spiritual significance of these intermediaries. Rituals of pilgrimage of-
ten included sacrifices, offerings, and prayers directed towards the
idols independently.

Despite the prevalence of polytheism, traces of monotheistic un-
derstanding existed, as reflected in their acknowledgment of God’s Su-
preme authority. However, this understanding was overshadowed by
their reliance on intermediaries, driven by the subtle belief that God’s
favour was accessible only through them. Satan had deceived people
into believing that noble figures of the past possessed independent
power. This misconception led people to create idols in their honour
and eventually worship them, straying from the worship of God

alone.”

% There is an apparent contradiction in the belief of the pagans, which the

Qur’an highlights in Q 29:63:
dd i B B G e 50 e BB G kel g 05 06 L s
§0laxg ¥ T
And if you ask them, “Who sends down water from the sky, with which
He revives the earth after its death?” They will surely say, “God.” Say, “All
praise belongs to God!” But most of them do not exercise their reason.
The pagans failed to reconcile their recognition of God’s supreme author-
ity with their reliance on powerless intermediaries, whom they regarded
as partners to God. Despite recognising God’s absolute control over the
forces of nature, they still sought the intercession of idols or other figures
they believed had some power in their lives. This contradiction exposed
their inability to fully grasp the monotheistic principle that God alone
holds ultimate authority and power.

14

Tabataba’y, al-Mizan, 39:48.
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Differences Pagan Practices Islamic Reorientation

Idols and tribal gods were o
Intermediaries act only by

1 believed to have independ- ] 7
. God’s will and permission.
ent authority.
Idols and tribal gods were |Intermediaries are honoured,
2 seen as necessary to access | but God remains directly ac-
God. cessible.

_ Practices were affirmed by
Practices were condemned ) o
3 the Quran under divine sanc-

by the Qur'an (Q 29:63). tion (Q 5:35)

Table 3. Differences between pagan practices of intermediaries and Islamic reori-

entation.

Islam condemned these practices but did not abolish the concept
of intermediaries altogether. Instead, it reoriented it within a mono-
theistic framework. The Quran and hadith clarified that mediation
could only occur with God’s permission. This transformation marked
a significant theological shift, preserving the innate human inclination
to seek assistance but now strictly aligning it with monotheistic prin-

ciples.
3.2 Early Islam

With the revelation of the Holy Qur’an, God reaffirmed the legitimacy
of seeking intermediaries, emphasising that such practices, when
done in accordance with Divine Will, hold a rightful place in Islam.
One notable example is the incident of Prophet Ya‘qub, who, after
losing his sight due to grief over his son Yusuf, used Yusuf’s shirt as a

means to regain his vision.
B 350 25 Lo sl edias O KBy

When the bearer of good news arrived, he cast it [the shirt
of Yusuf] on his face, and he regained his sight (Q 12:96).
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This act, performed through God’s will, highlights the acceptance
of intermediaries as a means for Divine intervention, demonstrating
that such practices were not only acknowledged but also sanctioned
by God, as prophets are divinely protected from committing anything
forbidden.

Furthermore, the Qur'an firmly established the foundations of in-
termediaries when it told the Prophet (s.a.w.):

‘j}'aj'“ (:A’ J—;-:b:-w‘/ :&)\ \j?,}q L% J);L‘,_ 4 \ |2 I ;‘ (ij;/i 535%3
i B 4 s

Had they, when they wronged themselves, come to you
and pleaded to God for forgiveness, and the Apostle had
pleaded forgiveness for them, they would have surely
found God clement and merciful (Q 4:64).

This practice was subsequently upheld by the community.” They
sought forgiveness, victory in battles, cure of ailments, and rain
through the Prophet (s.a.w.). These examples demonstrate a Divinely
sanctioned tradition of seeking God’s blessings through His chosen
servants, objects and symbols associated with Divine blessings, as long
as it is understood that the intermediary is only a means and does not

possess independent power.
3.3 Post-Prophetic to Pre-Occultation

After the demise of Prophet Muhammad (s.a.w.), his companions con-
tinued to seek intermediation through him by visiting his grave and
supplicating to God through his status. Abt Hayyan al-Gharnati al-An-
dalusi, a Sunni exegete, mentions in his exegesis of the aforemen-
tioned verse (Q 4:64), that he found a narration reported from ‘Ali (a.s.)
that he said:

P
\ a

Ls‘ \; (;L;u/«il/; \;L.p’ @\ij;gb_éfau.lijdf\ /D/(;JJ

% Illustrative examples of this will be discussed in the following section.
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An Arab came to us three days after we had buried the
Messenger of God (s.a.w.) and threw himself on his grave
and sprinkled some of its soil on his head. Then he said,
“O Messenger of God, we heard your words, and you un-
derstood from God, so we understood from you, and
among what God revealed to you was, ‘And if they had
wronged themselves, they had come to you' [Q 4:64]. I
have wronged myself and have come to ask for the for-
giveness of God for my sin, so ask forgiveness for me from
my Lord.” Then there was a call from the grave, “You have

been forgiven.”

Additionally, the Companions practiced tawassul through figures
like ‘Abbas, the Prophet (s.a.w.)’s uncle, as recorded in Sahih al-Bu-
khart:

ot sy el 5 08 O 5 5as O L

I

G5 (Lands dog °’“\6L¢LMJJU;”G’§&J\”\ LG

-
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Whenever there was drought, ‘Umar b. al-Khattab used to
ask God for rain through al-‘Abbas b. ‘Abd al-Muttalib,
saying, “O God, we used to ask You for rain through our

Prophet, and You would give us. Now we ask You for rain

®  Muhammad b. Yasuf Aba Hayyan al-Andalusi, al-Bahr al-Muhit (Dar al-
Kutub al-Tlmiyya: 1993). Accessed 31st March 2025, https://quran-
tafsir.net/hayyan.

120



Al-Qalam 2/2 (2025)

through the uncle of the Prophet, so give us rain.” And
they would be given rain.”

Figures such as Yazid b. Aswad were likewise approached to sup-

plicate for rainfall.®

The Imams (a.s.) also emphasised the importance of visiting the

grave of the Prophet (s.a.w.), performing tawassul through him, and

seeking istighatha from him."” They taught that these practices are not

17

18

19

Muhammad b. Isma‘“l al-Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhari, 62, hadith 60,
https://sunnah.com/bukhari/, accessed 31st March 2025.

Mu‘awiya b. Abu Sufyan asked for rain from Yazid b. al-Aswad. He said,
“O God, we seek intercession from You through our best ones. O Yazid,
raise your hands to God” (Sa’ib ‘Abd al-Hamid, Ziyara wa-l-tawassul min
al-masadir al-‘aga’id ‘ind al-Shi‘a al-Imamiyya (Markaz al-Risala: 2000),
148).

In a detailed narration on the etiquette of ziyara (visitation) of the
Prophet (s.a.w.)’s grave, Imam al-Sadiq (a.s.) instructs that at the closest
location to the Prophet (s.a.w.)’s head by his grave, one should say, “I tes-
tify that you are the Messenger of God and you are Muhammad, son of
‘Abdullah. I testify that you announced the messages of your Lord, ad-
vised your nation, fought in the way of God, and worshipped God with
wisdom and by giving good counsel, until that which is certain [death]
came to you. You fulfilled your obligations and were kind toward the be-
lievers and harsh toward the disbelievers. Therefore, God granted you the
highest honoured position of the honourable ones.” He continues, “O
God, You said, ‘And had they, when they were unjust to themselves, come
to you and asked forgiveness of God and the Messenger had (also) asked
forgiveness for them, they would have found God Oft returning (to
mercy), Most Merciful’ [Q 4:64]. I have come to Your Prophet, repenting
and asking for forgiveness for my sins, and I have turned to You through
Your Prophet, the Prophet of Mercy, Muhammad. O Muhammad, I have
turned to God, Your Lord and mine, through you, so that He forgives my
sins.” Imam al-Sadiq (a.s.) further advises, “If you have a request, face the

gibla with your back toward the grave, raise your hands, and ask for your
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limited to seeking forgiveness, but also include seeking blessings, di-

vine mercy, and healing, even through objects associated with the

Prophet (s.a.w.), such as his pulpit* and the marble surrounding his

grave.” They made clear that seeking the Prophet (s.a.w.)’s interces-

sion is a manifestation of God’s mercy, not a contradiction to mono-

theism, and a means through which a person attains what God has de-

creed for them.” In the Twelver Shi1 creed, the practices of tawassul

and istighatha naturally extended to the Imams (a.s.), who are re-

garded as the Prophet (s.a.w.)’s Divinely appointed successors and

chosen intercessors.

20

21

22

request. [If you do this,] your request will more likely be granted, God
willing” (Ibn Qulawayh, Kamil al-Ziyarat (al-Matba‘at al-Mubarakat al-
Murtadawiyya: 1937), 2: chapter 3, hadith 1).

Imam al-Sadiq (a.s.) is reported to have said, “After you finish your invo-
cations next to the grave of the Prophet, proceed to the pulpit. Rub your
hands on it and then hold its two bottom knobs. Rub your face and eyes
on them, for it is said that they cure the eyes. Thereafter, stand by the
pulpit, praise God, glorify Him, and then ask for your needs. The Messen-
ger of God said, ‘There is a garden from the gardens of Paradise between
my pulpit and my grave. My pulpit is placed over an oasis from the oases

”m

of Paradise, and its pillars were built in Paradise
hadith 2).
Imam al-Kazim (a.s.) reports that his father (Imam al-Sadiq (a.s.) said that

(Ibid., 2: chapter 3,

his grandfather (Imam al-Bagqir (a.s.) said, “’Ali ibn al-Husayn [Imam al-
Sajjad (a.s.)] used to stand next to the grave of the Prophet and say salam
to the Messenger of God and testify that he announced the message of
God. Then he used to recite any prayer that would come to his mind.
Thereafter, he would lean his back on the very delicate green marble that
is attached to the grave of the Messenger of God and recite a specific sup-
plication” (Ibid., 2: chapter 3, hadith 3).

Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Saffar, Basa’ir al-Darajat (Maktabat Ayatollah
al-Mar‘ashi al-Najafi: 1983), 86, hadith 6.
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3.4 Post-Occultation

After the occultation of the twelfth Imam (a.s.), Sh17 scholars played a
crucial role in preserving the foundations of tawassul, istighatha and
shafa‘a. These concepts were documented in works such as al-Kafi by
al-Kulayni. While al-Kulayni primarily focused on compiling and pre-
serving authentic narrations from the Imams (a.s.), his meticulous ef-
fort laid the groundwork for later scholars to delve deeper into these
narrations. Subsequent scholars offered detailed analysis to clarify the
theological significance of seeking mediation through the Prophet
(s.a.w.), the Imams (a.s.) and sacred objects and symbols.

During this period, ziyara® was further established as a cornerstone
of Shi1 devotional life. Works like Kamil al-ziyarat by Ibn Qulawayh
documented the merits and etiquettes of visiting these shrines, em-
phasising the benefits of doing tawassul and istighatha through these
holy figures at their resting places.

Shi1 scholars, such as ‘Allama al-Hilli in Kashf al-murad and Ib-
rahim b. ‘Ali al-Kaf'ami in his supplicatory books, al-Balad al-amin and
Misbah al-Kaf'ami, actively defended these practices, particularly
when confronted with accusations of polytheism and innovation by
Sunni scholars and reformist movements, such as the school of Ahmad
Ibn Taymiyya.

3.5 Contemporary Responses

The rise of Salafism and Wahhabism intensified scrutiny of Shi1

Twelver practices, leading to increased accusations of polytheism and

* Ziyara refers to the act of visiting sacred sites or shrines, typically of
revered personalities. Among the prominent locations for ziyara are the
Prophet (s.a.w.)’s Mosque in Medina, the shrine of Imam ‘Ali (a.s.) in
Najaf, the shrine of Imam al-Husayn (a.s.) in Karbala and the shrine of
Imam al-Rida (a.s.) in Mashhad. These visits hold deep spiritual signifi-
cance, serving as a means to seek closeness to God and honour the legacy
of these holy figures.
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innovation. This period saw the destruction of gravesites in Baqi‘ cem-
etery and restrictions on supplicating to the Prophet (s.a.w.) at his
graveside.

Despite these challenges, Shi1 scholars have steadfastly main-
tained the permissibility of tawassul, istighatha and shafa‘a. Ayatollah
Sayyid Abu I-Qasim al-Kht’'1 was asked a question on the permissibil-
ity of asking for a child, sustenance, protection, safety, and the like di-
rectly from the Infallibles (a.s.), not because they create or provide sus-
tenance, but because they are the means to God Almighty in fulfilling
needs and do not do anything except with His permission. The Ayatol-
lah simply responded by saying: “There is no problem if it is with that
intention.”*

Ayatollah Sayyid Muhammad Sa‘id al-Hakim in his istifta’* on his
website responds to someone who asked about the permissibility of

saying “O ‘Ali!". He says:

Yes, that is permissible, because seeking help from other than
God is permissible if it is based on faith and belief that God is
the Creator and Authority, and that all powers and abilities
begin with Him and return to Him, and that the one seeking
help does not receive help except with His permission. As we
see when a person falls into a situation in which he needs the
help of others, he may seek help from his brother or his clan or

something similar.”

When Ayatollah Sayyid Ali al-Sistani was informed of a group who
directed their requests to Imam ‘Ali (a.s.), placing their hopes in him

24

Mirza Jawad al-Tabrizy, Sirat al-najah (Daftar-i Nashr-i Barguzidi: 1995),
1:466 (Question 1306).

> Istifta’ refers to the act of seeking a formal legal opinion (fatwa) from a
qualified Islamic jurist.

Office of Grand Ayatollah al-Hakim, “Fatwas & Questions, Question 3,”

https://www.alhakeem.com/ar/questions/27/2/, accessed 3oth March

26

2025.
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and not supplicating (exclusively) to God, he was asked about the va-

lidity of such practices. He responded:

We do not think that anyone calls upon Imam ‘Ali with the as-
sumption that he is independent in his affairs and acts in the
world as a god. In fact, everyone who calls upon him and asks
him for something, calls upon him because he is one of the close
vicegerents of God, so he is an intermediary between God and
His creation. God Almighty only forbade seeking mediation
from those for whom God did not give proof and authority, such
as idols, but He did not forbid seeking mediation from the
Prophets and vicegerents.”

These scholars—and many more—have emphasised that tawassul,
istighatha, and shafa‘a remain deeply rooted in Qur’anic principles
and authentic traditions, forming a vital component of Shi spiritual
practice.

4. The Quranic Basis

The verses presented in this section do not represent an exhaustive list
addressing tawassul, shafa‘a, and istighatha. They are merely a selec-
tion intended to illustrate key principles and conditions found within

the Quranic discourse on these topics.
4.1 Tawassul

The permissibility of Tawassul is acknowledged in the Qur’an, and the
verses selected in this section serve as a representative sample to
demonstrate the validity and legitimacy of this practice within the

Qur’anic framework.

4.1.1 First Verse
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Muhammad Kazim al-Jashi, al-Fawa’id al-Fighiyya (Dar al-Wila: 2006),
2:174 (Question 448).
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O you who have faith! Be wary of God, and seek the means
of recourse to Him, and wage jihad*® in His way, so that

you may be felicitous (Q 5:35).

In this verse, God enjoins the believers with three fundamental
commandments that must be adhered to in order to attain felicity. The
first commandment is to remain conscious of Him by being wary and
mindful of His presence. The second is to seek a means of recourse (ta-
wassul) to Him, and the third is to strive and wage jihad in His path.

The concept of a “means of recourse” mentioned in the verse can

be understood in two ways: a general meaning and a specific meaning.

a. General meaning: This refers to any action that brings one closer
to God. Examples include holding firm belief in God and His Di-
vinely Appointed Guides, performing the obligatory daily pray-
ers, and fulfilling other mandatory acts of worship. These actions

serve as general pathways to achieve nearness to the Divine.

b. Specific meaning: Within the broader understanding, there ex-
ists a specific interpretation, which includes seeking closeness to
God by asking Him through the intercession of revered figures

and sacred objects and symbols.*

The specific meaning is further supported by the traditions of the
Ahl al-Bayt (a.s.) concerning this verse, such as the following report

*® Jihad refers to the exertion of one’s utmost power, effort, endeavour, or
ability in contending with an object of disapproval. It encompasses three
forms: a visible enemy [in war], against the devil, and against one’s lower
self.

* Adapted from Nasir Makarim Shirazy, al-Amthal fi Tafsir Kitab Allah al-
Munzal (Mu’assasat al-A‘la li-l-Matbu‘at: 2013), 3:694.
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God has given him [Prophet Muhammad (s.a.w.)] the
means of intercession, and his nation will not be left with-
out his means of intercession to Him and to God. God
said, “O you who have faith! Be wary of God, and seek the
means of recourse to Him” (Q 5:35).”

4.1.2 Second Verse
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They [the brothers of Yusuf (a.s.)] said, “Father! Plead with
God for forgiveness of our sins! We have indeed been err-
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ing.”
He said, “I shall plead with my Lord to forgive you; indeed,

He is the All-forgiving, the All-merciful” (Q 12:97—98).

This is one of the clearest verses supporting the permissibility of
tawassul. After realising their mistakes, the brothers of Prophet Yasuf
(a.s.) turned to their father, Prophet Ya‘qub (a.s.), asking him to act as
an intermediary and plead for God’s forgiveness on their behalf.
Prophet Ya‘qub (a.s.) accepted their request, promising to seek for-
giveness for them. By highlighting this interaction, the Qur’an demon-
strates that seeking forgiveness through an intermediary is not only
compatible with monotheism but is also a means of attaining God’s

% Salman al-Muhammadi—commonly known as Salman al-Farisi—was a
close companion of the Prophet Muhammad (s.a.w.) and Imam ‘Ali (a.s.).
Imam al-Sadiq (a.s.) stressed calling him “al-Muhammadi” instead of “al-
Faris1”.

% Al-Saffar, Basa’ir al-Darajat, 216.
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mercy and approval.

4.1.3 Other Verses

Had they, when they wronged themselves, come to you
and pleaded to God for forgiveness, and the Apostle had
pleaded forgiveness for them, they would have surely
found God Clement and Merciful (Q 4:64).
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When they are told, “Come, that God’s Apostle may plead
for forgiveness for you,” they twist their heads, and you see

them turn away disdainfully (Q 63:5).

Both these verses strongly affirm the legitimacy of tawassu/ through
the Prophet (s.a.w.). In the first verse, the Qur’an explicitly connects
God’s mercy and forgiveness to the act of seeking the Prophet (s.a.w.)’s
intercession, stating that had they come to him, they would have
surely found God merciful. This demonstrates that while forgiveness
ultimately comes from God, approaching Him through the Prophet
(s.a.w.) is a highly recommended and effective means of receiving
God’s mercy. By including the Prophet (s.a.w.)’s plea in the process,
the verse further highlights the elevated role of the Prophet (s.a.w.) as
an intermediary between God and His creation. It underscores that
turning to him for intercession is not only permissible but a means to
expedite Divine Forgiveness.

In the second verse, the hypocrites are told, “Come, that God’s
Apostle may plead for forgiveness for you’—yet they remain arrogant
and stubborn. God condemns them for refusing to humble themselves

by seeking the Prophet (s.a.w.)’s intercession. This disdainful rejection
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of the Prophet (s.a.w.)’s role as an intermediary is portrayed as a sign
of arrogance and spiritual failure. The verse implies that seeking the
Prophet (s.a.w.)’s intercession is not only permissible but an act of hu-
mility and acknowledgment of his special status with God.

Together, these verses affirm that seeking forgiveness through the
Prophet (s.a.w.) is a divinely sanctioned practice that aligns with mon-
otheism. It reflects the recognition of the Prophet (s.a.w.)’s unique po-
sition as a bridge between the believers and their Creator, emphasising
that such intercession is an honoured and encouraged means of at-

taining God’s forgiveness and mercy.
4.1.4 Conclusion

In conclusion, the concept of tawassul is deeply rooted in the Quran
and is both permissible and encouraged in Islam. The verses quoted
above illustrate the legitimacy of approaching God through Divinely
chosen intermediaries like the Prophet (s.a.w.) and the righteous serv-
ants of God. These verses highlight that seeking mediation—whether
through the Prophet (s.a.w.), Imams (a.s.), or other righteous figures—
does not contradict monotheism. Rather, it affirms it by recognising
God as the ultimate source of mercy and forgiveness, while also em-
phasising humility, obedience, and acknowledgment of God’s chosen

intermediaries, thus aligning fully with Islamic teachings.
4.2 Istighatha

Istighatha, as a standalone concept previously defined, is not explicitly
mentioned in the Quran. However, certain Qur’anic verses describe
situations where individuals seek assistance from God’s creation, and
these scenarios can serve as evidence for its permissibility under cer-
tain conditions.

Some of the instances mentioned in the Qur’an are as follows.

4.2.1 The Israelite Seeking Help from Prophet Miisa (a.s.)
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[One day] he entered the city at a time when its people
were not likely to take notice. He found there two men
fighting, this one from among his followers and that one
from his enemies. The one who was from his followers
sought his help against him who was from his enemies, So
Moses hit him with his fist, whereupon he expired (Q
28:15).

This verse directly uses the word istaghathahu (“he sought his
help”). The follower of Prophet Miisa (a.s.), oppressed by his enemy,
sought direct aid from Prophet Musa (a.s.), who responded by inter-
vening. Since he was a follower, the Prophet could have told him to ask
God for assistance or to endure patiently, but he intervened instead.
This incident shows that seeking assistance from a righteous person in
a worldly matter is permissible when done with the understanding

that ultimate power resides with God.
4.2.2 The People Asking Dhu I-Qarnayn for Assistance
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They said, “O Dhul Qarnayn! Gog and Magog are indeed
causing disaster in this land. Shall we pay you a tribute on

condition that you build a barrier between them and us?”

He said, “What my Lord has furnished me is better. Yet
help me with some power, and I will make a bulwark be-
tween you and them” (Q 18:94—95).

130



Al-Qalam 2/2 (2025)

The people directly requested help from Dhu I-Qarnayn to con-
struct a barrier against Gog and Magog. He accepted their request,
while acknowledging that his ability to help stems from God. This ex-
ample underscores the permissibility of seeking assistance from indi-
viduals for protection and problem-solving with the understanding
that it is only through God’s power that one can be helped. It is similar
to the situation where a believer goes to a doctor for medical help,
knowing fully well that the ultimate curer is God.

One might object that these incidents occurred during the lifetimes
of Prophet Musa (a.s.) and Dhu 1-Qarnayn, and that istighatha after
death is invalid. This objection will be addressed in the section “Refu-

tation of common misconceptions” (Argument 2).
4.3 Shafa‘a
4.3.1 Verses Supporting Shafd‘a

The following are some of the verses that demonstrate that shafa‘a is
a privilege granted by God to certain individuals, such as Prophets and

righteous servants, in accordance with His will and wisdom.
3 430 1 V) i 0 B

There is no intercessor, except after His leave (Q 10:3).
Gadly V) sk ik 005 e

Who is it that may intercede with Him except with His
permission (Q 2:255)?

4.3.2 Verses Seemingly Opposing Shafa‘a

Other verses seemingly oppose shafa‘a.

Besides him (God) they will have neither friend nor inter-
cessor (Q 6:51).
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So the intercession of the intercessors will not avail them
(Q 74:48).
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Have they taken intercessors besides God?
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Say, “All intercession rests with God” (Q 39:43/44)
4.3.3 Reconciling the Two Sets of Verses

The verses concerning shafa‘a in the Qur’an may initially appear con-
tradictory, with some affirming it under certain conditions and others
seemingly negating it altogether. However, as all these verses are part
of the Qur’anic revelation, they must be understood in a manner that
maintains their coherence. A closer analysis shows that these verses in
fact complement each other by outlining the conditions, limitations,
and ultimate purpose of intercession in Islamic doctrine.

All the verses that affirm shafa‘a set out specific conditions. The
first is that God’s permission is essential, and no intercession can occur
without His authorisation. The second is that the intercessor must be
granted authority to intercede.

Furthermore, the one on whose behalf intercession is sought must
also be approved.

The Qur’an says:

And they do not intercede except for someone He ap-
proves for (Q 21:28).

However, shafa‘a becomes ineffective for persistent sinners or pol-

ytheists. The Qur’an tells the polytheists:
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Those whom they invoke (in worship) besides Him have
no power of intercession, except those who are witness to

the truth and who know for whom to intercede (Q 43:86).

This verse highlights that invoking false deities demonstrates a lack
of acknowledgment of God’s authority, thereby disqualifying one from
benefiting from divinely sanctioned intercession.

Furthermore, the promise of shafa‘a on the Day of Judgment must
not be viewed as an unconditional guarantee. Every individual is ulti-
mately responsible for their own actions. If a person neglects account-
ability, relies solely on the prospect of shafd‘a, and persists in deliber-
ate sinfulness, they will not benefit from the intercession of those
granted permission to intercede.

In addition, shafa‘a is a favour granted by God, and He must be rec-
ognised as the ultimate authority. If one neglects this fundamental
principle, the prospect of shafa‘a will hold no benefit for them.

In conclusion, the verses do not contradict one another; rather,
they establish the parameters of shafa ‘a. Shafa‘a is a Divinely regulated
mercy: It is neither absolutely denied nor unconditionally granted. It
is a manifestation of God’s mercy, bestowed in accordance with His
justice and wisdom, and operates within the framework of divine ac-
countability.

5. Hadith Literature

The hadith cited in this section are drawn from both ShiT and Sunni
sources and serve as representative examples of how the concepts of
tawassul, shafa‘a, and istighatha were understood and practiced in the
early Islamic tradition. While not all of these narrations may meet the
highest standards of authenticity (sahih), the abundance and con-
sistency of such reports across diverse collections and contexts
strongly reinforce the foundational presence of these practices.
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5.1 Tawassul
5.1.1 Shi‘a

Below are two profound examples from Imam al-Bagqir (a.s.), and one
from Imam al-Sajjad (a.s.), that highlight the role of tawassul in times
of need.”

Imam al-Bagqir (a.s.) narrates that a man came to the Holy Prophet
(s.a.w.) and said, “O Messenger of God, I have a [large] family, and I am
indebted; and my situation has become difficult. Please teach me a
prayer through which God will provide me enough to pay my debts
and help my family.” The Messenger of God said, “Perform ablution
properly, then perform a two-unit prayer completed with bowing and
prostrating in each unit. Thereafter say:
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O Majestic, O One, O Gracious, I turn to You through
Muhammad, Your prophet, the prophet of mercy. O
Muhammad, O Messenger of God, I have turned to you
before God, your Lord and the Lord of all things ...*

In another narration, Imam al-Bagir (a.s.) provides further guid-
ance on seeking help from God through tawassul. He says, “if you want
to ask your Lord for something, perform ablution, perform a two-unit
prayer, speak of the greatness of God [in it], send salutations to

Muhammad and his progeny, and upon completion say:
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¥ These are in addition to the ones cited in the post-prophetic to pre-occul-
tation section.
% Muhammad b. Ya‘qub al-Kulayni. al-Kafi, 3, book 4, chapter 94, hadith 2.
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O God, I ask You, for You are the King and You have power
over all things. And whatever You will of something, will
be. O God, I turn to You through Your Prophet, Muham-
mad, the Prophet of Mercy (s.a.w.). O Muhammad, O Mes-
senger of God, I turn through you to God, Your Lord and
my Lord, so that He grants me my request. O God, through
Your Prophet, Muhammad, grant my request. Then ask for

your needs.*

Furthermore, in Du‘a’ Aba Hamza al-Thumali, Imam al-Sajjad (a.s.)
explicitly appeals to Divine generosity through the Prophet (s.a.w.)
and his family, saying:
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Where is Your generosity, O Generous One? Through it,
and through Muhammad and the family of Muhammad,

rescue me!

This supplication illustrates that Divine generosity is sought
through the noble intercession of the AAl al-Bayt (a.s.), reinforcing the

concept of tawassul.
5.1.2 Sunni

Similarly, Sunni traditions also offer evidence supporting the practice
of tawassul. As mentioned in Section 3.3, the report in Sahih al-Bukhari
provides significant evidence in support of tawassul. Another widely
cited Sunni Aadith provides further validation of the practice.
Al-Tirmidhi quotes a report, which he and Muhammad Nasir al-Din
al-Albani grade as sahih, from ‘Uthman b. Hunayf, who narrates that a

% Ibid., 3, book 4, chapter 95, hadith 7.
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blind man came to the Prophet (s.a.w.) and said, “Supplicate to God to
heal me.” The Prophet (s.a.w.) replied, “If you wish, I will supplicate for
you, and if you wish, you can be patient, for that is better for you.” The
man said, “Then supplicate for me.” The Prophet (s.a.w.) instructed
him to perform ablution properly and then to supplicate with this
prayer:
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O God, indeed, I ask You and turn to You through Your
Prophet Muhammad, the Prophet of mercy. Indeed, I
have turned through him [Muhammad] to my Lord re-
garding this need of mine, so that it may be fulfilled for

me. O God, accept his intercession on my behalf.*

This supplication emphasises the Prophet (s.a.w.)’s status as a Di-
vinely appointed intermediary, reflecting the permissibility and effec-
tiveness of tawassul as a means of seeking God’s assistance. By guiding
the blind man to invoke God through the Prophet (s.a.w.), this narra-
tion not only underscores the legitimacy of intercession but also
demonstrates the Prophet (s.a.w.)’s acknowledgment of his role as a
means of Divine Mercy.

5.2 Istighatha

5.2.1 Shi‘a

The two Shi1 hadith cited earlier in 5.1.1 from Imam al-Bagir (a.s.) re-
garding tawassul also affirm istighatha, as they explicitly include the
phrase, “O Muhammad, O Messenger of God, I turn to you before God.”
This direct invocation highlights the practice of seeking help through
the Prophet (s.a.w.) in a way that emphasises the role of the Prophet

% Muhammad b. ‘Abdullah al-Tabrizi, Mishkat al-Masabih (al-Maktab al-
Islami: 1979), 2495, book 9, hadith 263.
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(s.a.w.) as an intermediary.
A similar hadith is reported from Imam al-Sadiq (a.s.), which in-
cludes the additional phrase:
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O Muhammad, O Messenger of God, I complain to God
and to you regarding my need, and to the rightly guided
ones of your household regarding my need. Through you,
I turn to God for the fulfilment of my need.*’

This narration highlights the close relationship between tawassul
and istighatha whereby a believer makes an appeal to the Holy
Prophet (s.a.w.) and the A4l al-Bayt (a.s.) and turns to God through
them as well.

Furthermore, in a detailed narration outlining the etiquettes of
ziyara, Imam al-Sadiq (a.s.) recommends the following supplication

be recited:
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O God! You said, “Had they, when they wronged them-
selves, come to you and pleaded to God for forgiveness,
and the Apostle had pleaded forgiveness for them, they
would have surely found God Clement and Merciful (Q
4:64).”  have come to Your Prophet, repenting and asking
for forgiveness for my sins, and I have turned to You
through Your Prophet, the Prophet of Mercy, Muhammad

% Al-Kulayni, al-Kafi, 3: book 4, chapter 95, hadith 1.
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(s.a.w.). O Muhammad! I have turned to God, Your Lord
and mine, through you, so that He forgives my sins.”

This supplication not only highlights tawassul by directly appealing
to God through the Prophet (s.a.w.) but also affirms istighatha by em-
phasising the practice of pleading to the Prophet (s.a.w.) directly. The
verse referenced within the narration (Q 4:64) also reinforces the con-
cept of seeking divine mercy through the Prophet (s.a.w.)’s interces-
sion, as explained earlier, demonstrating that these practices are
deeply rooted in both the Qur’an and fadith.

5.2.2 Sunni

Similar to the Shi1 hadith on tawassul, the second Sunni hadith quoted
in section 5.1.2 also addresses istighatha. Additionally, the hadith cited
from Abu Hayyan al-Gharnati al-Andalusi in section 3.3 further rein-
forces the concept of istighatha.

5.3 shafa‘a
5.3.1 Shi‘a

In his book al-Bayan fi tafsir al-Qur’an, Abu 1-Qasim al-Kht'1 writes
that the narrations reported from the Prophet (s.a.w.) and his succes-
sors (a.s.) on shafa ‘a reach the level of tawatur.*®

He then cites the following narration from al-Barqi on the authority
of Mu‘awiya b. Wahb, who said:

I asked Abu ‘Abdullah (a.s.) [al-Sadiq] about the saying of God,
“None shall speak except whom the All-beneficent permits and
who says what is right (Q 78:38).” He said, “By God, we are the

% Ibn Qulawayh, Kamil al-Ziyarat, book 2, chapter 3, hadith 1. Graded Sahih
by most Shi‘ jurists.

*  Tawatur refers to the transmission of a report by such a large number of

narrators across successive generations that it would be inconceivable for

them all to have colluded in fabricating it. Abti 1-Qasim al-Khir’1, al-Bayan

fi Tafsir al-Qur’an (Maktabat al-Imam al-Khi'1 al-‘Amma: 2020),
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ones permitted to speak in that situation, and we are the ones
who say what is right.” I said, “May I be your ransom! What do
you say when you speak?” He said, “We glorify our Lord, send
blessings upon our Prophet, and intercede for our Shi‘a. [When

we do this,] our Lord does not turn us away.”

This statement emphasises the key agents of intervention being the
Prophet (s.a.w.) and his family.

Further, in his Supplication upon completing the reading of the
Qur’an,® Imam Ali Zayn al-‘Abidin (a.s.), prays:
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O God, send blessings upon Muhammad and the family of
Muhammad, honour his structure, magnify his proof,

make his scale heavy, accept his intercession, and near his

mediation.

This supplication reflects the deep connection between the Qur’an,
the Prophet (s.a.w.) and his family, emphasising their role in interces-
sion and seeking God’s acceptance of their mediating authority.

5.3.2 Sunni

The hadith from Abu Hayyan al-Gharnati al-Andalus, cited in 3.3 and
further referenced in 5.2.2, also points to shafa ‘a. It states:
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Then there was a call from the grave that you have been

forgiven.

This implies that the forgiveness was granted as a result of the Prophet

(s.a.w.)’s intercession on behalf of the Arab man.

39

Supplication 42 of Sahifa as-Sajjadiyya.
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Furthermore, Abui Hurayra ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Sakhr al-Dawsi nar-
rates from the Prophet (s.a.w.) that he said:
By e sl oK dull i ST s iy
Intervention is done by five: the Quran, kinship, trust,

your Prophet, and the family of your Prophet.*

6. Theological Implications

The practices of tawassul, istighatha and shafa‘a carry profound theo-
logical significance for both Twelver Shi1 Islam and the broader Mus-
lim community. These practices address key themes such as the One-
ness of God, access to Divine Mercy, spiritual hierarchy, and a be-
liever’s relationship with God and his chosen guides.

6.1 Twelver Shi‘1 Perspective

Tawassul, istighatha, and shafa‘a reflect the Twelver Shi1 belief in
God’s ultimate authority and mercy, while affirming the unique spir-
itual status of the Prophet (s.a.w.) and the Imams (a.s.). They serve to
strengthen a believer’s connection with God through recognised inter-
mediaries without compromising tawhid. Any invocation is under-
stood as entirely dependent on God’s will, safeguarding these practices
from any association with shirk.* These practices also affirm the guar-
dianship of the Prophet (s.a.w.) and his vicegerents, recognising them
as a means through which believers can access God’s Divine Mercy,
thereby strengthening their connection with them and adding an ele-

ment of hope in God’s Divine Mercy through them.

¥ Al-Muttaq al-Hindi, Kanz al- Ummal fi Sunan al-Agwal wa al-Af'al (Bayt
al-Afkar al-Dawliya: 2005), 7:214.

*  Shirk refers to the act of associating partners with God, whether by attrib-

uting divine qualities to other beings or entities, or by worshipping any-

one or anything other than God. It is considered the gravest sin in Islam,

as it directly contradicts the core principle of tawhid, the oneness of God.
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6.2 Sunni Perspective

In Sunni theology, tawassul, istighatha and shafa‘a are generally con-
sidered permissible through the Holy Prophet (s.a.w.), but only under
specific theological boundaries.” They must explicitly affirm God’s ab-
solute oneness (tawhid) without attributing independent power to the
Holy Prophet (s.a.w.).

However, the Salafi-Wahhabi school takes a more restrictive stance
on tawassul, istighatha, and shafa‘a. They argue that direct supplica-
tion to God without intermediaries is the only acceptable form of wor-
ship, citing verses such as:
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Your Lord has said, “Call Me and I will hear you!” (Q
40:60)

While tawassul through the Prophet (s.a.w.) during his lifetime is
unanimously accepted, seeking intercession or aid from the Prophet
(s.a.w.) or other revered personalities after their death is viewed as im-
permissible, as it is seen as shirk. Istighatha is rejected outright on the
grounds that it implies reliance on entities other than God. Similarly,
shafa‘a is accepted only in the context of the Day of Judgment.*

6.3 Summary

Both ShiT and Sunni theology emphasise that shafa‘a is a manifesta-
tion of God’s mercy, granted solely by His will. Central to both perspec-
tives is the principle of tawhid, where tawassul, istighatha, and shafa‘a

must always affirm God’s ultimate authority and power. Any belief

42

Ahmad Ibn Taymiyya quotes this opinion from Ahmad b. Hanbal in his
book Majmitmin al-fatawa l-kubra, 5:72.

*  Ahmad Ibn Taymiyya presents this opinion as his stance throughout his
book Qa‘ida jalila fi al-tawassul wa-l-wasila (al-Idarat al-‘Amma li-l-Tab:
1999).
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suggesting that intermediaries possess independent power or author-
ity constitutes shirk and is unanimously rejected.

At the same time, these practices recognise a Divinely ordained
spiritual hierarchy, where Prophets, Imams and revered personalities
are viewed as chosen channels for Divine blessings and mercy. Their
elevated status is not seen as a challenge to God’s authority but as a
testament to their proximity to Him and their role in aiding believers
by His permission. This understanding bridges the theological gap be-
tween Divine Sovereignty and human agency, underscoring that all
mediation and supplication ultimately return to God’s Will.

7. Refutation of Common Misconceptions

To address common misconceptions about intermediaries, this sec-
tion critically examines the arguments of scholars from the Salafi
school, particularly Ahmad ibn Taymiyya and Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-
Wahhab. Their critique focuses on istighatha and shafa‘a, often view-
ing them as forms of shirk. Drawing from their writings and contem-
porary lectures, this analysis evaluates their claims through Quranic,
hadith and theological lenses, comparing them with broader Islamic

perspectives.

7.1 Argument 1: The Exclusivity of God in Responding to

Supplications and the Role of Intermediaries
ooty A Oging ¥ wsd 3 O3 cudlly G 8523
Only to Him belongs the true invocation; and those whom
they invoke besides Him do not answer them in any wise

(Q13:14).

Critics often cite this verse to make three key claims:

Firstly, they argue that only God responds to supplications, and any
entities invoked besides Him—such as the Holy Prophet (s.a.w.) or the
Imams (a.s.)—have no power to answer.

Secondly, they contend that seeking help through intermediaries
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resembles the actions of pre-Islamic idolaters, making it incompatible
with monotheism (tawhid).

Thirdly, they assert that even if one believes the Prophet (s.a.w.) or
the Imams (a.s.) act only by God’s permission, invoking them is still
irrational, since God alone makes decisions—rendering intermediar-

ies unnecessary.
7.1.1 Response

Invoking revered figures does not imply that they independently pos-
sess Divine power. Instead, it acknowledges their closeness to God and
their role as intermediaries to seek His favour. This understanding
aligns with the principle that while these figures are revered, it is ulti-
mately God who remains the source of power and decision-making.

Moreover, the Shi‘T Twelver school draws a clear distinction be-
tween the concept of mediation and idolatry, as shown by the points
in Table 3.

Furthermore, the word diin (253), mentioned in the verse, is defined

as “Other than, beside, or besides, exclusively of, or not as used be-
fore.”* This carries a sense of exclusivity, which may imply that invok-
ing these figures suggests their power and ability are independent of
God. If one were indeed to believe in their independent or exclusive
power, this would constitute shirk. However, as previously established,
these invocations are made with the understanding that any power
possessed by these figures is entirely contingent on God’s permission
and will.

Additionally, historical examples, such as the sons of Prophet
Ya‘qub (a.s.) asking him to seek forgiveness on their behalf (Q 12:97-
98), support the legitimacy of seeking intermediation from revered

personalities, even while affirming that God alone grants forgiveness.

44

Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon, 939.
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7.2 Argument 2: The Dead Cannot Intercede

Critics argue that intercession is limited to those still alive in the phys-
ical world. While they acknowledge Qur’anic verses such as Q 2:154
and 3:169, which affirm that martyrs are alive, they maintain that this
refers to a distinct mode of existence in barzakh,* not the worldly life.
On this basis, they contend that martyrs cannot hear the living and
thus cannot be invoked for intercession.

7.2.1 Response

Islamic traditions—across both Sunni and Shi‘7 schools—affirm that
the spiritual life of Prophets and martyrs enables them to hear the liv-
ing and intercede on their behalf, due to their elevated status with
God. This theological view draws upon Qur’anic descriptions of the
continued life of martyrs and is reinforced by the well-established tra-
dition of visiting the graves of the Prophet (s.a.w.) and his family. The
following analysis will examine this perspective through relevant
Quranic verses, authenticated fadiths and the insights of ShiT schol-
ars.
The Holy Quran states:

§ogai ¥ oS5 peet o St o oo 3 R ) W8 s

Do not call those who were slain in God’s way “dead.” Ra-

ther, no, they are living, but you are not aware (Q 2:154).
GO 15 Ko 1l o Ol oo o WS ) B o

Do not suppose those who were slain in the way of God to

be dead; no, they are living and provided for near their
Lord (Q 3169).

These verses highlight the elevated status of martyrs, suggesting

% Barzakh refers to the intermediate realm or state of existence in which

souls dwell between death and the Day of Resurrection.
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that their spiritual life grants them a unique position within the divine
order. If interpreted merely as referring to their existence in barzakh
and their reception of provision, this would not set them apart from
others residing in the intermediate realm. However, the first verse spe-
cifically highlights the unseen life of martyrs, implying a unique form
of connectedness to the worldly realm—one that transcends ordinary
human comprehension.

Additionally, Islamic tradition—as conveyed by the Holy Prophet
(s.a.w.) and later narrated by the Imams of the AA/ al-Bayt (a.s.) and by
‘A’isha, the Prophet’s wife—affirms the ongoing connection between
the living and the deceased, even when visiting the graves of ordinary
believers.

‘A’isha narrates that the Prophet (s.a.w.) would visit the Baqi cem-
etery in the last part of the night and would say:

61/ c:)jig,-i} NS ci)jj:cjf s {i.}{fjj cC;}.:.g;; @53 3\3 ;..i;l:c éM\
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Peace be upon the abode of the community of believers.
What you were promised, arrived. Tomorrow will be our
prescribed term, and surely, we will join you, God willing.
O God, forgive the people of Baqi‘ al-Ghargad.*

Similarly, Imam al-Sadiq (a.s.) advises us to visit graveyards and greet
the deceased by saying:

O - 125 b W 28T Gnedttlly st 6 00 AT S 252
OV S - sLs

Peace be upon the inhabitants of the dwellings from

among the believers and Muslims. You have preceded us,

“ Muslim b. al-Hajjaj, Sahih Muslim book 1, hadith 131, Sunnah.com. Ac-
cessed 10th May 2025, https://sunnah.com/muslim.
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and we, God willing, shall join you.”

These greetings underscore the belief that even ordinary deceased
believers remain aware of the greetings and prayers offered to them.
This awareness naturally extends even more profoundly to those ele-
vated in rank, such as the Prophet (s.a.w.) and the Imams (a.s.), who
serve as the guardians of faith.

Multiple authentic narrations* from Imam al-Sadiq (a.s.) state:

-
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He [the Messenger of God (s.a.w.)] hears your voice [if you
perform his ziyara] from nearby and he will be informed

of you [if you perform his ziyara] from far.*

The abundance of narrations affirming the spiritual life and sanc-
tity of the Prophet (s.a.w.) and the Imams (a.s.) has led to the common
practice of addressing them with reverence during shrine visits. Ib-
rahim b. ‘Ali al-Kaf‘ami illustrates this devotional approach by recom-
mending that visitors begin their salutation with the following ac-

knowledgment:

|
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O God, I believe in the sanctity of the owner of this holy

shrine in his absence as I believe in it in his presence. I

% Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Hurr al-‘Amili. Was@’il al-Shi‘a (Mw’assasat Al

al-Bayt: 1993), 3, 225, hadith 3470-3473.

Authenticated in accordance with the methodology of Abi 1-Qasim al-
Khio'l

Ibn Qulawayh, Kamil al-Ziyarat, 2, chapter 2, hadith 5 and 6; al-Hurr al-

48
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‘Amili, Wasa’il al-shi‘a, 14, 337.
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also know for sure that Your Messenger and Your repre-
sentatives (peace be upon them) are alive, finding their
sustenance in Your presence; they can see my place, hear
my words, and respond to my greetings.*’

This invocation affirms the continued sanctity of the Prophets and
Imams even after their physical departure from this world, equating
their spiritual presence with their temporal existence. It also asserts
their ability to perceive and respond to the greetings of visitors, further
emphasising their living connection with God and their followers.

Under this understanding, the recitation of salutations, blessings,
and supplications at their graves acquires profound significance. If one
were to believe that the Prophet (s.a.w.) or the Imams (a.s.) could nei-
ther hear nor respond, such acts would carry diminished spiritual
value. In contrast, affirming their awareness and sanctity lends deeper
meaning to these practices and underpins the longstanding tradition
of visiting their shrines and seeking their intercession.

7.3 Argument 3: Tawassul and Istighatha Lack Clear Evidence

Critics contend that tawassul and istighatha lack explicit support in
the Quran and fadith, suggesting that if these practices were truly di-
vinely sanctioned, they would be explicitly mentioned in the Qur’an.

7.3.1 Response

As demonstrated in Section 4 and 5, both the Qur’an and fadith pro-
vide substantive foundations for tawassul and istighatha. The Quran
establishes a clear foundation for these practices, while numerous
hadith offer explicit illustrations of tawassul and istighatha. However,

critics often attempt to interpret Quran verses in a manner that ex-

2 ‘Abbas al-Qummi, Mafatih al-Jinan (Maktabat al-Faqih: 2004), section 3,
chapter 2; and Ibrahim b. ‘Ali al-Kafami, Misbah junnat al-aman al-

wagiya wa jannat al-iman al-bagiya (Mu’assasat al-Nu‘man: 1992), 554-
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cludes these practices, seeking hidden meanings or alternative inter-
pretations. Similarly, when encountering supporting hadiths, critics
often scrutinise their chains of transmission with heightened scepti-
cism. In other cases, they seek to limit the scope of the narrations by
reinterpreting their context or confining them to specific historical cir-
cumstances, thereby undermining their significance or dismissing
credible narrations.

8. Conclusion

The practices of tawassul, istighatha and shafda‘a are deeply rooted
within Islamic theology and spirituality, particularly within the
Twelver Shi1 perspective. A close examination of Qur’an verses, hadith
literature and historical practices throughout different eras demon-
strates that these forms of intermediation are not only permissible but
also encouraged, provided they uphold the core principle of God’s ab-
solute oneness and authority.

The Qur’an affirms the legitimacy of tawassul and shafa‘a, outlining
their conditions, while hadith from both Sunni and Shi‘1 sources offer
further support.

Although critics—especially within the Salafi-Wahhabi school—
reject these practices, their objections often arise from a misreading or
selective interpretation of sources, rather than conclusive scriptural
evidence. Crucially, unlike pre-Islamic idol worship, Islamic interme-
diation never attributes independent power to the intercessors; their
role is always understood as contingent upon God’s will.

Far from contradicting monotheism, these practices deepen the be-
liever’s relationship with God by fostering love for His chosen servants
and reaffirming reliance on His mercy. As such, tawassul, istighatha,
and shafa‘a remain legitimate expressions of devotion and avenues for

spiritual proximity to the Divine.
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