The Virtues: Reflections on a
Du‘a’ by Imam al-Mahdi
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Oh God, bestow upon us the grace of obedience, and distance from sin,
the trueness of intention, and knowledge of what is sacred. Honor us
with guidance and perseverance; direct our tongues towards truth and
wisdom; fill our hearts with knowledge and deep comprehension; purify
our bodies from sinful foods and uncertain foods, stay our hands from
injustice and theft, close our eyes to immorality and disloyalty, and stop
our ears from vanity and gossip. Confer renunciation and good counsel
upon our scholars, and hard work, enthusiasm and care upon our
students; obedience and exhortation upon our congregations; healing
and ease upon sick Muslims; clemency and mercy upon the deceased
among them; dignity and serenity upon our old; contrition and penitence
upon our youth; modesty and chastity upon our women; humility and
abundance upon the wealthy; patience and contentment upon the poor.
(Confer) aid and triumph to our warriors, freedom and ease upon our
prisoners, justice and sympathy to our leaders; fairness and good
conduct upon our subjects. Bless our hajj-pilgrims and (other) pilgrims
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with their provisions and their expenses; and discharge the hajj
and ‘umrah you made mandatory upon them, by your Bounty and Mercy,
O you who are the Most Merciful.

This prayer, associated with Imam al-Mahdi, tells us of goodness and virtue in a
holistic way, bringing together individual and social virtues in a unique and
comprehensive manner. In honor of ‘Id al-Adhad, let us reflect on two of its major
themes, in hopes of inculcating at least some of these virtues in ourselves.

The prayer begins by setting the stage for any and all prayers to be effective:
recognizing the privilege and grace that comes from God. Our journey towards
goodness begins as a grace of God, who created us, sustains us, and bestowed
us with the criteria and the existential push towards goodness—the motivation
to strive to perfection. This is God’s primordial grace. It is the grace in which
our very being, on all levels of our existence, is in the hands of God and depends
on his Favor. Divine grace is the string that connects and unites our entire
existence, just as the thread that binds together the prayer beads: it runs
throughout each moment of our existence and every virtue we ask God for.
There is a line from Sa‘di, the Persian poet, that echoes this message:
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“Every breath that is taken extends life. As it leaves, it heartens the soul. So,
within every breath two blessings endure. And for every blessing thanks is due.”

Gratitude is indeed a continuous and never-ending process. However, our
gratitude must be at a higher level. It isn’t just a never-ending process, meaning
one that continues through time. Rather, we receive various degrees and levels
of blessings and grace. God has graced us existentially; He has graced us with
continuous sustenance. He graced us with the means of understanding Him,
and of thanking Him—the grace of cognition, and particularly, of the primordial
cognition of Him. Then, there is His historical grace, wherein he revealed to us
the Prophet and the Imams, those lights who show us the doors to true
servitude, sincere gratitude, and utter obedience, and who permit us to reach



the pinnacles of virtue. Therefore, for “every blessing” should not be understood
linearly, meaning that we recognize His blessings in this or that moment.
Rather our recognition must be multiplied by the many levels of blessings that
each moment contains within itself.

In addition, we depend on God to continue His grace upon us at every single
moment; God graces us with existence, and with continued existence; He graces
us with cognition and with continued cognition; He graces us with cognition of
Him and with a continued cognition of Him. He graces us with means to thank
Him and a continued ability to thank Him. Each of these blessings extends to
each of His creatures, who are in turn blessings in themselves. And this prayer
calls us to see this continuous thread of God’s grace throughout our existence
and at its various levels, that God “bestows” us—the Arabic ;;,—with His
“grace”—the Arabic sigi—in all of the following enumerations of his blessings,
and all the additional blessings that we pray to Him for.

Imam ‘Al1 was once asked the meaning of the first verse of Surah al-Fatihah. He
responded:
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“It is that God informed His servants of some of His blessings upon
them, and in a general way. For his servants cannot ever come to know
all of those blessings in detail, because they are greater than can be
enumerated or known.” Then he said, “Say, ‘Praise is due to God for all
that He has blessed us with."”

So one aspect of speaking to God is to thank Him for the blessings He has given
us in the past and present.

And yet this prayer isn’t about foregone blessings; it is a prayer to increase
those blessings. It is a prayer for God to bestow upon us two different levels of
virtues: the first, virtues that are universal, that all people must cultivate within
themselves to be good. These are human virtues that unite us and apply to all



people. We must all recognize God, worship Him, and obey His commands and
wishes. We must all try to attain true and sincere intentions. We must all fill our
hearts with knowledge, regardless of whether we are students or teachers,
young or old. And since goodness requires a distance from evil, the Imam prays
for this distance. After all, one cannot be good and simultaneously be close
to evil. We must all strive to be guided, and to protect our bodies and selves
from all evil as we strive for the ultimate good.

It is noteworthy that the prayer seemingly fluctuates between acquiring our
individual virtues and reminding us of the ultimate goals of those virtues. It
reminds us of the importance of both the acts and the process of obedience. It
asks for guidance, but also for being steadfast in guidance. And it goes through
each individual resource that God has given us to attain the goals of guidance
and understanding: our tongues, eyes, ears, hands, stomachs, and our hearts. It
asks God to give our hearts knowledge and deep understanding, for it is the
heart that is the source of life and being; it is the source of understanding.

The second part of the prayer speaks on social virtues, virtues that we must
cultivate in terms of our relation to others and our various roles in society. This
section has a number of different lessons. First, it tells us that the journey to a
virtuous life cannot be undertaken alone. It necessarily involves and must speak
to our entire being, which includes both our “selves” as individuals, and our
“selves” in relation to others.

Second, the virtues enumerated for each of these relations are not the exclusive
domain of that particular group. For example, the prayer asks God to grant
scholars renunciation and good counsel. But these attributes are not exclusive
to scholars. We must all strive to give good counsel. Similarly, we must all be
enthusiastic and care about knowledge, to be modest and chaste, and content
and patient. Yet in God’s infinite wisdom, He has established particular
challenges and particular roles for each group within society, trials that touch
and endure in the lives of particular people more than they endure in the lives
of others.



An analogy can be drawn to the particular titles of the Imams: although all the
Imams are sadiq (Truthful), we use that title to speak of Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq.
While all are taqi (pious and God-fearing), this virtue is used when referring to
only one of them. This does not diminish the importance of that virtue; in fact, it
helps to emphasize it. Nor does associating the virtue with one imam limit it to
that imam. Instead, it helps us understand the importance and beauty of that
virtue in the person of that imam, and thus to appreciate its existence in the
other imams as well. Referring to the sixth Imam as al-Sadiq (the Truthful), the
seventh Imam as al-Kazim (the Forbearing), and the tenth Imam as al-Nagqi (the
Pure) connects us to each of these imams. It allows us to better understand
each of these qualities as a unique virtue; in fact, this deeper recognition allows
us to better appreciate that virtue in the other imams as well. As a result, we
begin to grasp the complexity in God’s creation and reflect on the tools one
needs to overcome difficulties. These virtues are those tools.

One problem that arises is that at times, one set of concerns takes primacy in
our lives over all else, upsetting this delicate and divine balance. Take for
example the primacy of social justice between the rich and the poor, or for
example increased equality and fairness in political systems. The tension and
misunderstandings that exist between rich and poor can never be eliminated
entirely. But in light of this prayer, we can see that beyond this tension, there
can also be a shared purpose and a deeper spirituality. Both rich and poor have
been blessed and tested by Allah, but in different ways. Both have a challenge
and a task to honor and obey God’s command. Both have a role to play in the
betterment of society. And in the course of their lives, there might be many
times when today’s rich are tomorrow’s poor, or yesterday’s receivers are
today’s givers.

In addition, this prayer—which is itself a reflection of the lives and approach of
our Imams—shows us that our sense of good and evil cannot be confined to one
segment of our lives. Each of us simultaneously fulfills several roles and
balances many different types of responsibilities. We grow up, but we are still
our parents’ children. We get married, but we are still siblings to our brothers
and sisters. We may move from one city to another, but we are still bound by



ties of family, friendship, religion, and humanity to those we leave behind. For
example, political life, although important in many ways, cannot consume the
rest of life and all the other roles we play, as though it is the single thing that
gives us meaning. Nor can the virtues of this role claim a hegemony over what
defines virtue or truth. All of these roles are elements or loci that infuse our
lives with meaning, and our understanding and being must reflect this
recognition.

Finally, the prayer tells us that each of these roles, however difficult, has its
own virtues. Many times, when we look at our current situation, we are prone to
say, if only circumstances would have been different. We see goodness in only
particular situations or results. “If we were rich, then we would be virtuous.” “If
we were young, we would be good.” “If we were in power, we would be fair and
just.” Yet this prayer shows us that each one of these circumstances has its own
virtues and we must strive towards the particular virtue embedded in those
circumstances. Our particular situation should not negate our journey towards
goodness. If we find ourselves in poverty, we must be patient and content; just
as if we find ourselves with wealth, we must be humble and generous. If we are
subjects of a government, we must be fair and have good deeds. If we are old,
we should strive towards dignity and serenity. If we are young, we need to ask
for forgiveness and repent to God more often.

Of course that does not mean it is equal to be young and to be old, or to be poor
and to be rich. Wealth is a blessing that God gives to some people that he does
not give to others. We shouldn’t fool ourselves into thinking that it isn’t good.
Or to say that youth is bad or is equal to being old. Imam Husayn, describes this
reality in his Du‘a’ ‘Arafah. Two brothers, Bishr and Bashir, sons of Ghalib al-
Asadi narrate the story behind this du‘a’:

“On the afternoon of the day of ‘Arafah, Imam Husayn exits his tent
surrounded by his some of his family members, his sons, and his Shi‘ah.
The Imam was in a state of utter humility and abasement of his self, as
he went to the left flank of the mountain. He then turned towards the
Ka‘bah, and raised his hands as a beggar who pleads for food.” The



Imam states in his prayer:
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I complain to You about my alienation and my foreignness, and my
ignominy in the eyes of him whom You have given domination over me.
So, O my God, do not make Your wrath come upon me. If You are not
wrathful with me, then I care for nothing save You. All glory be to You;
yet, Your granting me well-being is more favorable for me. So, I beseech
You, O my Lord, in the name of the Light of Your Face, to which the
Earth and the heavens have shone, by which all darkness has been
uncovered, and by which the affairs of the past and the coming
generations are made right, (please) do not cause me to die while You
are wrathful with me, and do not inflict on me Your rage.[4]

The Imam tells us that although we recognize and accept God’s decree for us,
we also pray to Him wholeheartedly for deliverance. Once we have attained
God’s satisfaction, all the blessings He showers us with will be just that,
blessings. If, however, we have the wrath of God upon us, then all such
blessings are transformed into sources of punishment.[5] And so we must keep
that ultimate criterion in mind when we face our own lives. We must remember
that each circumstance that God has placed us in has its own virtue. And rather
than always striving to change the particular circumstances God give us, we
should concern ourselves more with how we acquire that Divine Pleasure. And
having recognized this, pray for further Divine grace, that string that connects
each level of our existence.

[1] Al-Kaf'ami, Al-Misbah, pg. 280-1. All translations are by author, unless



indicated otherwise.

[2] Sa‘d1, “Dibacheh”, in Gulistan. Accessed September 15, 2016.
http://ganjoor.net/saadi/golestan/dibache/.

[3] Al-Saduq, ‘Uyun Akhbar al-Rida, 1:282, hadith 30.

[4] Imam Al-Husayn, “Du’a’ Arafah”, transl. by www.duas.org, accessed:
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[5] For a verse that indicates that blessings can transform into sources
of further punishment, see: Qur'an, Surat ul-Qalam 68:44-5.



