Sunan (Practices) of the Prophet
and Ahl al-Bayt: Takbirat al-
Thram

Our ahadith include thousands of narrations compelling us to—or away
from—particular actions. These narrations result in legal rulings that vary in
nature from obligatory to forbidden. Many of these narrations deal with various
sunan (singl. sunnah, “normative practices”) that are not widely known, but can
easily be incorporated into one’s daily worship and devotion. Here we will
briefly mention practices pertaining to the opening takbir of the ritual prayer
(salah, namaz) that a practicing Muslim performs at least five times a day. The
most common practice is to recite “Allahu akbar” once while raising the palms
facing outward near the level of the ears. Although this practice fulfills the
religious requirement, it is actually better to recite more than a single takbir.

The following excerpt is from the contemporary figh text, Minhaj al-Salihin, of
Sayyid ‘Al al-Husayni al-Sistani:
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Issue 585: One takbir (saying “Allahu akbar”) is sufficient for beginning the
ritual prayer. It is recommended to begin it with seven takbirs. However, it is a
recommended precaution to intend the final, seventh takbir as the formal
opening (takbirat al-ihram) while the preceding takbirs should be performed
with the intention of seeking Allah’s reward.

This recommended precaution means that instead of intending one of the first
six takbirs as the takbirat al-ihram, i.e., the official beginning of prayer, you
intend only the last of them to be as such. One would perform six takbirs with
the intention of hoping for Allah’s reward—that is, the hope that this action is
desirable, technically known as niyyat al-raja’ or raja’ al-matlubiyyah—and then
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perform a seventh takbirah as the single takbirat al-ihram.

And from Sayyid al-Sistani’s commentary on ‘Urwat al-Wuthqa:
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Issue 10: It is recommended to perform six takbirs in addition to the takbirat al-
ithram, totaling seven takbirs altogether. They are called “al-takbirat al-
iftitahiyyah”. It is permissible to cut back and only perform five or three takbirs
[instead of seven]. Selecting any one of these takbirs to be the formal opening is
correct, as is intending all of them to be the formal opening.

Sayyid al-Sistani’s footnote here explains that intending all seven as the formal
opening is apparently the recommended practice (huwa al-azhar).

Here are some of the narrations regarding this sunnah. For brevity, the chain of
narrators is truncated in the translation. These ahadith are from volume 6 of
Wasa’il al-Shi‘ah by the respected jurist, Shaykh al-Hurr al-‘Amili.
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Shaykh al-Tusi with his chain of narrators back to Zurara: He said: I saw—or he
said I heard—Abu Ja‘far al-Baqir begin his ritual prayer with seven takbirs in
succession.
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Abu Basir from Abu ‘Abdillah al-Sadiq. He said: When you begin your ritual
prayer, if you like, begin with a single takbir. And if you wish, with 3 takbirs.
And if you wish, with five. And if you wish, then seven. Any of that will suffice
for you. However, if you are leading a congregation in prayer, then only recite



one of these takbirs aloud.
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Shaykh al-Sadugq with his chain of narrators to Zurara from Abu Ja‘far al-Bagqir.
He said: The Messenger of Allah left to pray while Husayn had not started
speaking, to a point where they feared that he would never talk or that he was
mute. So he went out carrying Husayn on his shoulder. The people lined up
behind him, and he stood Husayn up by his right side. Then the Messenger
began the prayer and Husayn recited the takbir. So when the Messenger heard
his takbir, he repeated and recited a takbir. Then Husayn recited a takbir. This
continued until the Messenger had done seven takbirs and Husayn had done the
(seven) takbirs. So from that the tradition circulated.
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Hisham b. al-Hakam from Abu al-Hasan Musa al-Kazim. He said: I said to him:
For what reason did the seven takbirs in the opening of the prayer become
superior?...He, peace be with him, said: O Hisham! Verily Allah created seven
heavenly realms, seven earthly realms, and seven veils. When the Prophet was
taken on his miraculous journey and it was as if he were two bow lengths or
even closer to his Lord, He lifted for him one of the veils, so the Messenger
recited a takbir and began saying the words that are said during the opening of
prayer. Then when Allah lifted for him the second veil, he recited a takbir. This



continued until seven veils were lifted and thus he had recited seven takbirs. So
for that reason, seven takbirs are recited in the opening of the prayer...

The above hadith is worth meditating upon. It reminds us of the hadith that
states that the ritual prayer is the spiritual ascension—mi‘raj—of the believer
and the lifting of the veils between the worshipping believer and Allah.

For those more ambitious and capable, there is a recommended set of
supplications to recite between the takbirs.

From Minhaj al-Salihin:
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Issue 588: It is permissible to perform the takbirs in succession without any
supplication (du‘a’). However, it is most virtuous to do three takbirs [from the
seven] and then say:

Y1 osidll g Y 4] el J el e udi el ] lilagu cul Y] 4] Y (gall Glall el gl

£
el

O my Lord! You are the King, the Truth. There is not deity but You, all glory be
Yours. Verily, it is I who have wronged myself, so forgive me of my sins. Surely
none pardon sins except You.

Then do two takbirs and say:
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I am here at Your service. All good is in Your hands and evil does not reach You.
The guided is he whom You have guided. There is no sanctuary from You except
with You, all glory be Yours. You are the Blessed and Sublime. All glory to You,
Lord of the House.

Then do two more takbirs and say:
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I have turned myself to the Originator of the Heavens and the Earth, Knower of
the unseen and testimony while I am a true submitting believer and I am not
from the polytheists. Verily my prayer, my ritual, my life, and my death belong
to God, He who has no partner. To this I have been commanded and I am from
those who submit.

Then seek refuge from the accursed Satan (ws /) olerdd] oo Wl Jsef) and recite
Surat al-Hamd (al-Fatihah).



