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#  Mentioned after the Prophet Muhammad’s & name and is translated as
“God bless him and grant him peace.”

55 Mentioned after the names of the Prophets and is translated as “peace be
upon him.”

e A distinctive glottal stop made at the bottom of the throat. It is also used to
indicate the running of two words into one, e. g. bismi’Llah.

- Should be pronounced like the ¢ in think.

% A hard b sound made at the Adam’s apple in the middle of the throat.,

4. Pronounced like the ¢b in Scottish loch.

5§ Should be pronounced like the th in this.

6. A slightly trilled » made behind the front teeth which is trilled not more than
ance or twice.

7 An emphatic s pronounced behind the upper front teeth.

8. An emphatic d-like sound made by pressing the entire tongue against the
upper palate.

9. An emphatic ¢ sound produced behind the front teeth.

10.  An emphatic th sound, like the #b in this, but made behind the front teeth.

11. A distinctive Semitic sound made in the middle throat and sounding to a
Western ear more like a vowel than a consonant.

r2. A guttural sound made at the top of the throat resembling the untrilled Ger-
man and French r.

13. A hard k sound produced at the back of the palate.

t4.  This sound is like the English & but has more body. It is made at the very
bottom of the throat and pronounced at the beginning, middle, and ends of
words.
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THE ISLAMIC COMMUNITY IS ONE ROOTED IN THE CONCEPT OF
adab, which is usually glossed by translators as “courtesy.” But
indeed, it is much more profound in its scope, for adab also signifies
“erudition” and, in certain academic contexts, the “humanities.”
The idea is that the man of letters is one who puts words in their
“proper” place, and this nuance resides in the essence of the word
adab. In the Arabic language, the imperative or command mood
is the same as the mood used for requests without any difference
other than the tone of voice of the person giving the command or
making the request. Arabic grammarians remark that the difference
is whether the one employing the mood is over or under the one
being commanded or requested, that is, whether one is in a position
of authority or subject to authority. What this implies is that people
are aware of their place in a hierarchy. We now live in a time when
“hierarchy” is a tabooed word. The idea of one being over another
is an anathema to modern man; but to the ancients, this was a sign
of good breeding. After all, how could a pious scholar be equated
with an ignorant man? The Quran asks, Are they the same—those
who know and those who do not know? (39:9). An answer is not
given in the verse. According to the rhetoricians, none is needed
because the answer is obvious.

VII




INSTRUCTION OF THE STUDENT

Our Prophet & said, “I was commanded to treat people
according to their stature.” This in no way negates the statement
of the Prophet & that “people are equal like the teeth of a comb.”
In the light of Sacred Law, all people are equal, but in their
accomplishments and divine success (tawfig), they differ markedly.
And should such differences ever cease, then humanity is endangered:
“You will continue to be healthy as a society as long as you have
degrees of excellence, but should you all become the same, you will
be d destroyed,” said the Prophet &. This profound hadith implies
that the leveling of accomplishments, knowledge, and talents in a
society, by its very nature, is a sign that excellence is removed from
human works. This is the modern age of nihilistic leveling.

Excellence is removed from our schools by dumbing down the
students and leveling them to functional illiterates. It is removed
from our politics because those chosen to lead are mainly those who
covet it and not those who are morally, intellectually, and spiritually
qualified for office. At the root of the Islamic tradition, however,
there is adab, and at the root of adab is knowledge acquired
painstakingly at the hands of those who know. Muslims, unlike
many modern non-Muslim relativists, believe that knowledge is not
only absolute but is a gift from God to man, beginning with the first
man and continuing until today in an unbroken chain of prophetic
dispensations. What behooves men and women of every generation
is to learn this knowledge and exert themselves to the utmost in
order to understand it and apply it in the context of their society
and its particular needs. To learn this knowledge—which in itself
leads to adab (or proper comportment) with Allah, His Messenger,
and Allah’s creation—one requires a modicum of adab at the outset.
This is the core subject of this book: what a teacher and a student
need to know in order to render fruitful the process of learning and
teaching. In reality, it is Allah who is the true Teacher; and both the
mortal teacher and student are indeed learners on a shared journey.

For the Muslim, knowledge is not ultimately taken from men but 1

VIII
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from the Maker of men and from His beloved Prophet #, who is a
man but not like other men, in the same way a ruby is a stone but
not like other stones.

In the early history of Islam, the men and women of sacred
knowledge were able to gake directly from the sacred texts of
the Quran and Hadith without recourse to others except for the
purpose of ascertaining the veracity of the transmission of the
Prophet’s statements and to learn the primary texts. As time passed,
spiritual aspirations waned and people lost the ability to even
master the vehicle of the Arabic language to a level that enabled one
to fully understand the texts. As such, knowledge became codified
in secondary and then tertiary texts, and men became keys to
understanding those texts. There is something deeply unsatisfying
about studying secondary texts, and, even worse, tertiary texts.
Children who are at the first stage of learning mathematical symbols
cannot read Euclid’s Elements. Similarly, a child learning basic
vocabulary cannot jump directly to understanding Shakespeare’s
sonnets. The Arabs say, “The food of adults is poison when given
to children. ’%ﬁndeed | spiritual and intellectual childrem and
until we mature through learning and mastering our own tradition,
we can not safely trust ourselves to delve into primary texts for other
than blessings and moral guidance. Legal guidance taken dlrectly
from texts is only permissible when one has reached the highest
level of intellectual mastery in the Islamic scholarly tradition.

The reprinting of this book is a start in that direction and should
be learned at the outset of one’s journey. I personally first read this
text as a young student of sacred law in the United Arab Emirates
over eighteen years ago and took it with me on my journey to the
land of Chingit and the Maghrib to study with men who embodied
its meanings. I still read it from time to time and am reminded of
its permanent relevance to the lifelong learner, which is, in fact, one

of the defining characteristics of being a Muslim: “I earning is fram

the cradle to th ,” said our beloved Prophet #. (We are only

IX
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recently coming to understand the profound implications of that
statement in light of recent neurological breakthroughs concerning
how the brain learns from the outset of birth until death when the
proper stimuli for learning are given.)

Our Muslim nation is suffering from ignorance and nothing

more. Ignorance, moreover, is a permanent status if adab is lost. In

the West, scholars are still honored with endowments to continue
their research unfettered by the concerns of such mundane things as
rent and the price of onions. Unfortunately, in the Muslim world,
some of our greatest scholars are impoverished and forced to take
undignified jobs with tyrannical governments, thus losing their
freedom and their respect among the people. Endowments that once
acted as social security for students and teachers all over the Muslim
world have, been usurped by the ministries of endowments. Our
madrasas are now museums; our teachers are mere employees; and

our students of sacred law no longer come from the intellectually
gifted sons and daughters of our community but rather from
uneducated families motivated by the possibility of securing the
job of imam in a government masjid. This is often coupled with a
mentality of extreme poverty and a crude desire for the empty stuff
of this world.

Our Prophet £ said, “True wealth is the wealth of the soul.”
There is no doubt that in order to maintain his dignity with Allah
and then with men, a scholar must have a rich soul with no
dependencies on man. On the other hand, our Prophet 5 said,
“Poverty is nearly a type of disbelief.” No scholar should live in
poverty unless he so chooses, and no student sincere in his studies
should suffer the concerns of material well-being. The way out
of this is two-fold. First, the teachers and students must purify
their intentions and be sincere in making their pursuits purely for |
the sake of Allah and for the honor of His beloved Messenger’s
community. Allah has promised that those who have piety will be
provided for whence they did not expect. They must also heed the

Foreword

advice of Sidi Ahmad Zarrtiq who says in his book al-I‘ana, “Never
expect anything from the creation of Allah, but rather expect things
from the Creator, Allah.” Second, businessmen and other people
of means must reinvigorate our endowments, particularly in places
where the hand of the govepament cannot reach and does not usurp.
This is certainly the case in the West, and this book should be a
starting point for the revival of this Islamic intellectual tradition
that has always been the preamble to Islamic Renaissance; and we
have 1400 years of history to prove this point.

HAMZA YUSUF
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AUTHOR'S PROLOGUE

INTHE NAME OF GOD, THE MERCIFUL, THE MERCY-GIVING. ALL PRAISE
is for God who favored the Children of Adam with knowledge
and responsible action [‘amal] above all creation; and may God’s
blessings and peace be upon Muhammad, the master of the Arabs
and non-Arabs, and upon his Family and his Companions from
whom knowledge and wisdom spring,

I'have observed in our day many students of learning striving to
attain knowledge but failing to do so and are thus barred from its
utility and fruition. This is because they have missed the [proper]
methods [of learning] and have abandoned its conditions. Anyone
who misses his Way goes astray and, therefore, does not reach [his]
objective, however modest or glorious.

Itis my desire here to elucidate the proven methods of study that
I myself had either read about in books or heard from my learned
and wise teachers. It is my hope that those sincerely interested in
this matter would pray for my deliverance and redemption on the
Day of Judgment.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Nature and Merit of Knowledge and Learning

THE MESSENGER OF GOD £ SAID, “THE QUEST FOR KNOWLEDGE IS
incumbent upon every Muslim man and Muslim woman.” But it
is not obligatory for every Muslim to seek all [aspects of] learning,
but seek only that which relates to one’s standing. It is said that the
most meritorious knowledge is that in keeping with one’s standing,
and the most meritorious action is to maintain one’s standing,. It is
necessary for the Muslim to strive for as much knowledge as he may

need in his standing whatever this may be. Since one must perform 1
Prayers [Salat], he must know enough about the Prayer ritual that )

will help him acquit himself of his obligation. Knowledge of hi
[other] religious obligations is likewise incumbent upon him, fo
whatever leads to the fulfillment of a duty is itself a duty and wha

leads to the establishment of an obligation is itself an obligation.
This applies to Fasting; paying Zakat [prescribed charity] if one

possesses wealth; and the Pilgrimage [to Makkah] when one .
under obligation to perform it. It also applies to trading goods
one is engaged in commerce. .

It was once said to Muhammad ibn al-Hasan, “Will you ..
compose a book on asceticism?” He replied, “I composed a_bg :‘

on commerce,” meaning that the [true] ascetic is he who is carefl
S

o E————..

The Nature and Merit of Knowledge and Learning

to protect himself against dubious and unsanctioned practices
in commerce. The same applies to all other occupations and
professions. Anyone who works in 2 given [field] is dutybound to
learn how to guard against what i forbidden therein. This is also
obligatory with knowledg@;of the conditions of the heart, such as
complete reliance on God, repentance, fear, satisfaction [with God’s
decree]—for this applies [to people] of every walk of life.

The nobility of learning is not foreign to anyone, since it is
something peculiar to all humankind. With the exception of
knowledge, people—as well as animals to some degree—are
associated with several virtues, such as valor, courage, strength,
generosity, and compassion. Learning, however, is the exception,
Through it, God revealed the preeminence of Adam % over the
angels whom He commanded to prostrate themselves before [this
first human]. Learning is indeed noble, for it leads to a fear of
God which entitles [the believer to receive] God’s benevolence and
eternal bliss [in the Hereafter]. In this vein, Muhammad ibn al-

Elasan Aba “‘Abdallah said:

Learn! for learning is an adornment for one who possesses ity a
virtue and a prelude to every praiseworthy action. Profit each day
by increasing [your| learning and swimming in the seas of beneficial
knowledge. Give yourself up to the study of jurisprudence, for the
know[edgc of jurisprudence is the best guide to piety and the fear
of God, and it is the straightest path to the ultimate goal. Tt is the
milestone leading to the ways of proper guidance; it is the fortress
that saves one from all hardships. Indeed, one godly person versed
in_jurisprudence is more powerful against Satan than a thousand
lordinary] worshippers, AR

Kewise, [knowledge impacts] all other human characteristics,
% generosity and avarice; cowardice and courage; arrogance
ility; chastity; prodigality and parsimony; and so on. For
Ice, avarice, cowardice, and prodigality are illicit. Only
h knowledge of them and their opposites is protection
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against them possible. Learning, then, is prescribed for all of us.
Sayyid Nasir al-Din Abu’l-Qasim composed a book on ethics—and
a most excellent book did he compose!3 It is necessary for every
Muslim to keep it in mind.

As for learning [the rules that apply to] situations that arise
only in certain occasions, this is a “collective duty,”4 meaning,
when some people fulfill it in a given place, all the other people are
excused from this [duty]. But if no one fulfills it, the sin [resulting
from this omission] falls on the whole community. It is for the
leader, then, to direct and for the community to follow the fulfilling
of this [obligation].

It has been said that knowledge of those things that affect a
person under all conditions holds a position similar to food: no
one can dispense with it. But knowledge of matters affecting a
person only in certain occasions, this holds a position equivalent
to medicine, which is needed only at stipulated times. But
knowledge of astrology holds a position equivalent to disease; its

m— —
_study is prohibited because it is harmful and brings no benefit. It

is impossible to flee from the decree of God and His dispensation,

[which astrology deals with].

Every Muslim is expected to occupy himself at all times with -;
the remembrance of God the Exalted and with His invocation and
supplication; with reading the Quran; giving charity, which wards
off calamities; asking for forgiveness and safety in this world and the
next. This is so God may shield one from trials and tribulations. For ;::
he who is granted [the gift of frequent] invocation will not be denied
a favorable response. If calamity is decreed to him, it will inevitably |

befall him, but God will make the [tribulation] easier for him to
bear and will g1ve hlm the patlence by virtue of the invocation.

The Nature and Merit of Knowledge and Learning

deals with accidental causes. Therefore, 1ts study is allowed as is
[the study] of other worldly necessities. The Prophet hlmself biin
treated himself medicinally. It is related that al-Shafi'i’ said that
science has two branches: the science of legal doctrine, which
pertains to religious mattegs, [adyan], and the science of medicine,
which pertains to bodies [abdan]. As for commenting on matters of
learning, it is a means through which the nature of a propounded
subject may become clear.

‘]urlsgprudence is the science of the fine points of knowledge. Aba
Hanifa  said, “Jurisprudence is a person’s knowledge of his rights
and duties.” He said further, “The purpose of learning is to act by
it, while the purpose of action is to abandon the flecting [things of
this life] for what lasts forever.”

So one must never be heedless of his soul or of what benefits
or harms it in this life and in the next. Hence, man must seek out

what is useful, while avoiding what is harmful to the [soul], lest his
mtelllg_nce and his knowledge become weapons against him [in the

Hereafter] and thus his pumshment is increased. May God preserve
us from His wrath and His punishment.

the times of Prayer. The study of medicine is allowed because 1
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CHAPTER TWO

The Purpose of Study

INTENTION IS NECESSARY IN THE STUDY OF ANY DISCIPLINE, SINCE
every deed is rooted in intention, as attested to in the words of the
Prophet &, “Deeds [are measured] by their intentions.” This is an
authentic tradition. The Messenger of God £ also said:

ow many are the deeds which bear the image of the deeds of this
orld but then become—through their good intention—among the

deeds of the Hereafter! And how many are the deeds which bear the
image of the deeds of the Hereafter but then become—through their

evil intention—among the deeds of this world!

It is necessary for the student in his quest for knowledge to strive
for the pleasure of God the abode of the Hereafter, the removal ,‘

revival of religion, and the survival of Islam, For the survwaf of ;
Islam depends on knowledge. And the disciplined life and piety arﬁ

not complete when there is ignorance.

Imam Burhan al- Dm, author of the szc:iya, * recited a poem by

an unnamed author;
An immoral man of learning is a great evil;
yet a greater evil is an ignoramus leading a godly life.

Both are a great trial everywhere
to whomever clings to his religion.

The Purpose of Study

One must intend [with knowledge] to being thankful [to God]
for a healthy mind and a sound body; one should not, however,
[intend] to attract people toward himself, or reap the vanities of the
world, or obtain honors from the king, and the like.

Muhammad ibn al—Hase_g; said, “If the people, all of them, were
my slaves, I would emancipate them and free myself from being
their patron.” This is because he who finds pleasure in knowledge
and in acting according to it, rarely does he desire man’s [worldly]

possessions.
Imam Qlwam al-Din Hammad ibn Ibrahim ibn Isma‘l al-Saffar

al- Ansarl * recited a poem by Abi Hanifa:

Whoever strives for knowledge for the Hereafter

obtains great gain in righteousness.
But he is in utter loss who seeks [knowledge]

to obtain advantage over people!

[This is true] with the possible exception of one who seeks
position in order to command what is good and forbid what is evil,
and in order to promote the truth and strengthen religion—Dbut never
in order to satisfy one’s ego and desires. [The repression of selfish

. i
aims] becomes more possible the more [the learned] undertakes to/

enjoin what is good and forbid evil.
It is essential for one who strives for knowledge to reflect on this.

One should seek knowledge with great [personal] assiduity and
not apply it to this base, small, and perishable world. [As the poet

said]:

This world is more worthless than the worthless,

and its lover is baser than the base.
It renders people deaf by its magic and makes them blind

so they become perplexed with no guide.

It behooves one who seeks knowledge not to debase himself by
esiring what should not be desired; and [it behooves him] to abstain
om that which degrades learning and its bearers. One should also
imodest, for modesty lies between arrogance and self-abasement.
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Chastity, too, is like this. This can be learned from [the book] Kitab
al-Akblag [A Treatise on Human Character].

Imam Rukn al—Isl:Z\m,12 who is known as al-Adib al-Mukhtar,
recited for me a poem that he himself composed:

oo

Indeed, modesty is a quality of the God-fearing, &
CHAPTER THREE

and by it do the pious ascend [to sublime heights].

A wondrous thing is the wondering of the ignorant

about his condition, whether he is happy or wretched.

Or [his wondering] about how his life will end, or whether his soul
on the day [of his death] will descend or ascend.

Truly, pride belongs to our Lord, an attribute

peculiar to Him. So avoid it and fear God.

The Choices in Learning

Abt Hanifa yet said to his companions, “Make your turbans
ample and enlarge your sleeves.” He said this so that scholarship WHEN UNAERTAKING THEDORSIIT OF ENO WASKIGE; [1 X5 NECERSURE
and its bearers will not be slighted [by people]. And it 1s compulsory
for him who seeks knowledge to acquire the Kitab al-Wasiyya [The
Bequest], in which Abii Hanifa wrote to Yasuf ibn Khalid al-Samti
when he returned to his people. Our late teacher, “AlT ibn Abi Bakr
[al-Marghinani|, commanded me to write out [Kitah al-Wasiyya|
upon returning to my country, which I did. He who teaches higher }'
levels of knowledge and he who gives legal opinions [mufti] cannot

dispense [with this book] in his dealings with people.

to choose among the branches of learning those that are the most
beneficial to oneself. One should [also] select what is essential

aCC()rdiIlg T1O tl’lﬁ stage one hﬂg Teafhf‘l'l in }‘HQ fﬁlll.g;r\nu r‘lplrnlnpment_

And finally, [one should] choose what will be essential to one in
the future. [With this, the individual] will perfect himself in the
knowledge of the oneness of God and learn about God the Exalted
through [sound] evidence, for the faith of one who blindly follows
authority, even though it may be correct in our view, is still defective
because of his failure to seek out proofs.

It is essential to choose established traditions before new things.
It is said, “Cleave to established traditions, while avoiding new
things.” Beware of becoming engrossed in those disputes which
come about after one has cut loose from the traditional authorities.
For [such dispute] keeps the student away from knowledge, wastes
away his life, and leaves him with [nothing but] solitude and
hostility. [The prevalence of dispute] is one of the indications of [the
doming of] the Hour ' and is the annihilation of knowledge and
loctrine. This is supported by a statement [of the Prophet &:].
- Regarding the choice of a teacher, it is important to select the
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most learned, the most pious, and the most advanced in years. In
this way did Abu Hanifa chose Hammad ibn Abi SulalymfmIj after
due deliberation and reflection. He said, “I found him venerable,
with a serious mien, gentle, and patient.” He [also said], “I was
on safe ground with Hammad ibn Abi Sulayman, and [under him]
did I grow.” Then he stated: “I heard a sage from Samarqgand say,
‘Indeed, one student consulted me about seeking knowledge, and
[after the consultation] he decided to take a journey to Bukhira in
order to acquire learning [there].””

It is necessary to ask advice in all matters. Indeed, God Almighty
commanded [even]| His Messenger to seek counsel, although there
was no one more intelligent than the Prophet £. Nevertheless [the
Prophet &] was instructed to consult with others. So indeed, he
sought advice from his Companions in all affairs including domestic
matters. ‘Alf ibn Abi T:”;libItS stated, “No man ever perished
from seeking advice.” It is said [that people are divided into the

following|: a man, a half man, and nothing. A man is one who is of
sound judgment and consults [others]. A half man is one who is of
sound judgment but does not seek advice, or seeks advice but is not
of sound judgement. One who is nothing is a person who is neither
sound in judgment nor one who secks advice. Ja“far al-Sadiq ~ said

to Sufyan al—ThaWﬁ,18 “Seek advice in your affairs from those who
are God-fearing. The quest of knowledge is among the most exalted
and difficult tasks; thus seeking advice [in acquiring knowledge] i
most important and urgent.”

Al-Hakim [al—SamarqandT]lg stated, “If you come to Bukhara,

do not hasten between various learned masters. Rather, be patient
a couple of months until you reflect concerning the choice of a
teacher.” For if you come to a learned man and begin to study
with him right away, his teaching may often not be to your likin;

[If this is the case] you leave him and move on to another teach

But no blessing will come to you by taking up your studies in thi

IO

The Choices in Learning

manner. So reflect two months about the [right] choice of a teacher
and seek advice so that you do not have to leave and withdraw from
him. [Tt is better] that you remain with him until your studies have

prospered and you profit a great deal from the knowledge you have
attained.

x,

o

-
Knowcthat patience and perseveranceomprise the foundation

of all [important] matters, but these [two qualities] are rare, as it

is said in a verse [of poetry], “The effort in the attainment of glory
wearies / but persistence is rare among men.”

It is said that courage is having endurance for [even] one hour.
Hence, it is necessary for the pursuer of knowledge to be firm and
exert patience with his teacher and his text so as to not abandon
[his studies| incomplete. [Also exert patience] wit@in
order not to be distracted by another before the first is completed.
[Likewise have patience] with one land so as to not migrate to
another unnecessarily. For all these changes disturb one’s affairs,
preoccupy the heart, lose time, and injure the teacher.

It is also essential to be strong in abstaining from what one’s soul
and desires bid one to do. A poet said, “Indeed, desire is baseness in
its essence, / and the victim of any desire is the victim of baseness.”
So be patient in calamity and affliction. It is said, “The treasure
of good bounty lies on the arches of calamities.” I recited a poem
which is said to be by “Ali ibn Abi Talib:

The pursuit of knowledge is not carried on without six things
which I shall inform you of through words that are clear:
Ingenious acumen, fervent desire, patienge, sufficient systenance.
guidance of a teacher, and length of time.

As to the selection of one’s companions, it is necessary to choose

one who is diligent, religious, and gifted with a good character and
understanding; and flee from one who is indolent and negligent,

verbose, corrupt, and a troublemaker. It is said in a verse of
poetry:

II
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