Key Concepts in Islamic Spirituality:
Love, Thankfulness and Humbleness

Mohammad Ali Shomali

Love, thankfulness and humbleness are three very important or
perhaps even the most important concepts in Islamic spirituality.
In this paper, they will be discussed briefly. These three concepts
are chosen not only because they are theoretically important, but
also because they are practically rewarding. If we want to grow
spiritually, we can easily do this by developing these qualities in
our lives.
Love
According to Islamic hadiths supported by rational arguments,
the entire reason for having faith or lacking faith is based on love
for Allah (SWT), and for whatever is related to Him (SWT). For
example, we read in hadiths that once the Prophet (S) asked his
companions: “What is the strongest handhold in Islam?” The
companions gave different answers: some said prayers, others
said fasting and others hajj. After they gave their answers, they
said: “The Prophet and Allah know best”. So the Prophet
answered: “To love for the sake of Allah and to dislike for the
sake of Allah.”
We must ask: what is the difference between one who is a
believer and one who is not? It is not enough to know certain
truths: Satan knows all those truths but he is still considered to be
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disobedient. Allah (SWT) says in the Qur’an that there are people
who know everything and yet disbelieve:
They impugned them —though they were
convinced in their hearts— wrongfully and
defiantly… (27:14)
Similarly, to declare the truth is not sufficient to be a believer, as
hypocrites declare the truth frequently. Describing such people,
the Qur’an says:
And there are some people who say: “We believe
in Allah and the last day; and they are not at all
believers.” (2:8)
Love for the truth is the main distinction between a believer and a
non-believer. Love requires knowledge and readiness to declare.
This readiness to declare the truth does not include circumstances
where a person must exercise taqiyyah, or the hiding of one’s
faith in order to safeguard his own life or the life of other
believers.
One might wonder why Islam focuses both on love for the sake of
Allah (SWT) and dislike for the sake of Allah (SWT). One might
question the need for disliking and say that we should only have
love in our hearts. However, Islam is a rational religion, and it is
rationally understandable that when we love something we must
necessarily dislike its opposite. How can we love the honest
without disliking the dishonest? Or love truth without disliking
falsehood? If you love a virtue, you cannot help but dislike the
vice. Similarly, if you love Allah (SWT), you automatically
dislike His enemies. Of course, a believer should not have any
personal dislike for anyone. If we dislike someone, it is because
of their bad qualities. We might love someone as the servant of
Allah (SWT), but we cannot love the bad qualities in him. This is
the rational implication of loving good things.
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Even if these two concepts are considered separately, they imply
each other like two sides of the same coin. If we want to improve
ourselves, we should try to increase our love for Allah (SWT) and
those who are close to Him, and increase our love for the acts
which are loved by Allah (SWT). This can be achieved by
gaining more knowledge and then reflecting on it.
One interesting and practical way of improving ourselves is by
reading biographies of people who have loved Allah (SWT)
immensely and developed a close relationship with Him (SWT).
Their life-stories reveal many hidden secrets about their lives,
which can help and inspire us to be more inclined to their way of
living. This is a naturally inspiring process.
Any knowledge that one gains must be coupled with reflection in
order for that knowledge to come into practice. Reflection brings
about a harmony in one’s self, as one’s emotions begin to support
their knowledge. For example: if I know that telling lies is wrong,
I might still tell lies. I need to take a few minutes every day and
think about why telling lies is wrong, and realize, for example,
that it brings about no benefit.
If we reflect on the people we love we may ask: why do we love
these people? If someone gives you a job, you would not forget
them for as long as you live; if someone teaches you something,
you would be grateful and remember them; if someone helps you,
or gives you money, or if your neighbour smiles at you or is kind
to you, then you would love them. We do not need great reasons
to love people: just a little caring and affection is enough. So how
can we not love Allah (SWT) when everything we have is from
Him and nothing bad is from Him? We know these things, but we
just need to reflect on them. If our love for Allah (SWT)
increases and intensifies, then we cannot disobey Him. How can
you disobey the one that you love and make Him unhappy?
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Love for Allah (SWT) is therefore a very important concept
which can help us practically to develop spiritually, and become
closer to Him (SWT).
Thankfulness
The virtue of thankfulness is very much related to love for Allah
(SWT). If you are thankful you will certainly love Allah because
of all His favours and if you love Allah you will believe in Him
and obey him. Thus, thankfulness is the core of imān (faith). It
may not be accidental that in Arabic the terms used to signify
ungratefulness and disbelief are identical, that is, kufr. Here are
some verses of the Qur’an where a contrast is made between
thankfulness and unthankfulness:
If you are ungrateful (takfur-u), indeed Allah has
no need of you, though He does not approve
ingratitude (al-kufr) for His servants; and if you
give thanks He approves that for you. No bearer
shall bear another’s burden; then to your Lord will
be your return, whereat He will inform you
concerning what you used to do. Indeed He knows
best what is in the breasts. (39:7)
So when he saw it set near him, he said, ‘This is by
the grace of my Lord, to test me if I will give
thanks or be ungrateful (akfur). And whoever
gives thanks, gives thanks only for his own sake.
And whoever is ungrateful (kafar) [should know
that] my Lord is indeed all-sufficient, allgenerous.’ (27:40)
Certainly We gave Luqman wisdom, saying, ‘Give
thanks to Allah; and whoever gives thanks, gives
thanks only for his own sake. And whoever is
ungrateful (kafar), [let him know that] Allah is
indeed all-sufficient, all-laudable.’ (31:12)
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A very striking verse is to be found in the Chapter Man (76:3),
where thankfulness (to Allah for His guidance) is considered to
be identical with faith and to be unthankful is the opposite:
Indeed We created man from the drop of a mixed
fluid so that We may test him. So We made him
endowed with hearing and sight. Indeed We have
guided him to the way, be he grateful or
ungrateful. (76:2 & 3)
Therefore, shukr (thankfulness) is a very significant concept. It is
a primary issue related to the core of imān. It is also practical and
uncomplicated. Moreover, if we are thankful, we can achieve
many things as Allah (SWT) says in the Qur’an:
When Moses said to his people, ‘Remember
Allah’s blessing upon you when He delivered you
from Pharaoh’s clan who inflicted a terrible
torment on you, and slaughtered your sons and
spared your women, and in that there was a great
test from your Lord.’ And when your Lord
proclaimed, ‘If you are grateful, I will surely
enhance you [in blessing], but if you are
ungrateful, My punishment is indeed severe.’ (14:
6 & 7)
Imagine a teacher who has a thankful student. That student
appreciates the teacher and knows the teacher is doing a good job
of helping him. Furthermore, the student declares that he is
thankful, and then puts into practice what the teacher has taught
him. The teacher would love to teach this student whatever he
knows, as the teacher would not feel that his knowledge is being
wasted. This is the example of a thankful servant who in his heart
appreciates, with his tongue declares, and with his body,
practices. Allah (SWT) will give such a person more and more
and He has no limits. The more He gives, the more you receive.
In the Dua of Iftitāh we recite:
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O the one that abundance of giving does not
increase Him save generosity and bounteousness!
One might wonder how it is possible that Allah’s (SWT)
generosity increases by giving. When Allah (SWT) gives you
something and you are thankful and can maintain that state, your
capacity to receive increases. There is no limit for divine
generosity except our limited capacity. The more Allah (SWT)
gives, the more capacity we have to receive, and so His
Generosity accelerates into this infinite Mercy.
The concept of thankfulness has been explored by many Muslim
scholars who have made various useful distinctions between the
various types of thankfulness. According to Khājeh Abdullah
Ansari in his book Manāzil al-Sā’irīn (The Stations of the
Wayfarers), there are three main types of thankfulness:
•

Thankfulness from the heart: knowing that something is a
gift from Allah;

•

Thankfulness with words: declaring that you are thankful
for divine bounties;

•

Thankfulness in practice: doing something with your
hands, feet, eyes, etc., as acts of worship. This is practical
thankfulness.

The first type of thankfulness is the most important, as it brings
about the other two types. He also mentions that thankfulness
consists of three main things:
•

To know something is a gift: for example, one might
know everything about health, but to know that health is a
gift from Allah is to know something additional.

•

To acknowledge that this is a gift from Allah: this means
to admit that what one has been given is a gift, and that
he/she is the recipient. Sometimes one might know
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something is a gift, but refuses to acknowledge it out of
arrogance. One might think that he has earned it, or that
he could live without it.
•

To praise Allah for it.

Lastly, Khajeh Abdullah Ansari studies the notion of
thankfulness and asserts that being thankful has different levels:
•

Some levels are shared by ordinary people: they
understand that there are some gifts from Allah that we
are thankful for, and try to be pleased and praise Him.

•

On higher levels, people are not only thankful for what
they consider to be gifts that Allah has given them, but for
whatever happens to them. Even a bad thing that occurs to
a believer is not caused by a lack of love from Allah
(SWT), and so a believer is thankful for that.

•

Some people are very concerned with Allah’s presence:
they feel no ease or pain as they do not have any time to
think about whether they are in the state of ease or pain.
This is the power of love. Similarly, if you are watching
an interesting film, you might forget that you are hungry.
Or if we are in the company of someone we love, we may
forget the time and do not want the meeting to end. People
who love Allah (SWT) to this extent are completely
distracted and absorbed by His Essence. Khajeh Abdullah
Ansari calls it the thankfulness of the elite.

Love and thankfulness are two intertwined concepts which can
help us practically on our journey to self-improvement. Imam
Khomeini in his book Forty Hadiths points out that the
appearance of the effects of love and thankfulness become
apparent in the heart, on the tongue and in the bodily acts and
movements. As for the heart, one becomes filled with humility,
awe and love. As for the tongue, the effects are among praise and
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glorification for Allah alone. As for the body, the effects consist
of obedience and the use of the body for the sake of Allah. May
Allah increase our love for Him by increasing our understanding
of Him, and may He inspire us to be thankful in all situations.
Humbleness
Another key concept in Islamic spirituality is ultimate
humbleness or spiritual poverty. This means to strengthen our
understanding of the need for Allah and achieve a sense of
complete reliance on Him. This means that even saying, “Allah
has been very kind to me” or that “Allah has been very generous
to me” is not enough. Who are we without Allah’s favour and
grace? We are nothing! It is not that Allah has been generous to
something independent of Himself. We are nothing else than
what He has created. All good things come from Him; in the best
scenario we are just recipients, contingent creations of Allah, not
independent from Him in any way.
One might compare this to humbleness: but it is more important,
more intense, and at a higher level. Sometimes people try hard to
be humble. For example, if they feel very important because they
have been successful they try to control themselves so that they
do not become arrogant; this is a struggle. But if one achieves
spiritual poverty there is no need to struggle, as one would feel
they had nothing of their own to be proud of except the gifts of
Allah (SWT). Reflection on our limits and absolute need for and
reliance on Allah leaves no place for any kind of arrogance or
self-admiration. Whatever we have, or is at our disposal, belongs
to Allah. We are given things as trust for a short period of time
and will be questioned on the Day of Judgement about the way
we have dealt with them. Indeed, we ourselves belong to Allah in
our very existence. Rene Guenon (1973) writes:
The contingent being may be defined as one that is
not self-sufficient, not containing in himself the
point of his existence; it follows that such a being
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is nothing by himself and he owns nothing of what
goes to make him up. Such is the case of the
human being in so far as he is individual, just as it
is the case of all manifested beings, in whatever
state they may be for, however great the difference
may be between the degrees of Universal
Existence, it is always as nothing in relation to the
Principle. These beings, human or others, are
therefore, in all that they are, in a state of complete
dependence with regard to the Principle "apart
from which there is nothing, absolutely nothing
that exists"; it is the consciousness of this
dependence which makes what several traditions
call "spiritual poverty".
At the same time, for the being who has acquired
this consciousness, it has, as its immediate
consequence, detachment with regard to all
manifested things, for the being knows from then
on that these things, like himself, are nothing, and
that they have no importance whatsoever compared
with the absolute Reality.1
Imam Husayn (A) prays to Allah:
What can I bring when I want to come to
you?…Can I come with my ears, my eyes, my
tongue, my hands, my feet? Is not this the case
that all of these are your blessings that you have
given me?2
Elsewhere Imam Husayn (A) says:
O My Lord! I am poor in my richness so how
can I not be poor in my poverty?3
Whatever I have is a sign of my need, a sign of my dependence.
What about that which I do not have? Suppose that there is a
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person who has taken a loan, say, of one million dollars from a
bank and another person who has taken one hundred thousand
dollars. Which one is richer, and which one is not? It seems
obvious that the one who has taken more money is more indebted
and more responsible and must have more concerns and worries.
Whatever Allah gives us puts us more in debt. There are many
many things that we do not have and even those things that we
have do not belong to us so how can we feel proud and free from
needs. Imam Husayn (A) says:
With respect to my knowledge, I am ignorant.
How can I not be very ignorant in respect to
what I do not know?4
What we know is very limited and surrounded with lots of
questions. The more we know, the more questions we will have.
This is why those who are more knowledgeable are more careful
and cautious in their claims and farther from arrogance. Also,
over time, we can easily lose what we know. There are people
who cannot even remember their own names or the names of
their closest relatives. Imam Husayn (A) also says:
O Allah! Verily the alteration of your affairs and
the speed of progress of your decrees prevent
those servants of You who know You to be
confident when faced with your favour or to feel
despaired when challenged with calamities. 5
Everything changes quickly in this world. Sometimes we are
happy and sometimes sad. Sometimes people respect us and
sometimes no one respects us. Sometimes our children are good
to us and sometimes not. There are lots of ups and downs. What
is the reason for this? We need to learn that we cannot trust
anything except Allah. No one knows what will happen and,
therefore, we should not trust anything. As the sayings of Imam
Husayn (A) shown above teach us, we should not trust anything
or anyone other than Allah and at the same time we should not
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despair. We should not be hopeless or feel helpless when bad
things happen. The key is in the hands of Allah and He can
change our situation to betterment in any moment. Having said
all this, Imam Husayn (A) says:
I appeal to You with my poverty and need for
You. And how can I appeal to You with
something which is impossible to reach You? Or
how should I mention my complaint to You
while it is not hidden to You? O my Allah! How
can I not be poor when You have put me
amongst the poor? And how can I be poor when
you have made me rich with your generosity? 6
This shows that the means (wasilah) that the Imam uses to get
closer to Allah is his dependence on Allah and his deep
understanding that he is poor and nothing before Allah. Thus, the
valuable means that Imam Husayn (A) finds and wants to use is
‘poverty’. According to the Qur’an, we are all needy. The Qur’an
says:
O mankind! You are the ones who stand in need
of Allah, and Allah—He is the All-sufficient, the
All-laudable. (35:15)
We are all needy and it is only Allah who is rich and free of need.
Many people do not understand this. Imam Husayn (A) declares
that he understands and admits this and wants to use it as a means
to get nearer to Allah. Then the Imam (A) describes that when he
wants to come with his poverty there is a problem, in that poverty
does not reach Allah. This is to emphasise that poverty is only
from one side; poverty cannot reach Allah. This may also mean
that the one who goes with poverty will meet Allah whilst he is
rich. To become rich you must take poverty with you, but the
people who feel that they are the poorest people are the richest
people in the eyes of Allah. Whoever is the most humble, Allah
will raise him more than anyone else. As we find in a hadith,
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‘whoever tries to be humble for Allah’s sake, Allah will elevate
him.’7 In a divine saying (Hadith Qudsi) we find that Allah told
Moses (A) the reason why He made him a Prophet is that He
looked into the hearts of all people and saw that Moses was the
most humble one.
According to a well-known hadith, the person who avoids
arrogance and chooses to be humble before Allah and serves Him
sincerely is no longer a slave of others or of his own whims. He
will achieve some kind of lordship:
The servitude to Allah is a substance whose
essence (core) is the lordship.8
In another hadith, we read:
My servant, obey Me. [If you do so] I will make
you an example of Myself. I am alive and never
die so I make you alive and never die. I am rich
and never become poor so I make you become rich
and never poor. Whatever I want it will be, so I
make you in the way that whatever you want it
will be there.9
Reflecting on his life, one can see in the Prophet Muhammad (S)
the perfect example of humbleness. Indeed, the reason why the
Prophet Muhammad was chosen to be the ‘Seal of the Prophets'
and was given the final message of Allah lies mostly in the fact
that he was a true servant of Allah and the most humble person
before Allah and His people. At least nine times a day in their
prayers Muslims bear witness that the Prophet Muhammad was a
servant of Allah and His Apostle. This means that among all his
qualities there are two that are exceptional: first, he managed to
be a servant of Allah and second, he was rewarded by being
appointed as the Apostle of Allah.
The Prophet was so humble that he never admired himself; he
never felt superior to others. He never separated himself from the
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masses and always lived a very simple life. He maintained the
same conduct while he was both alone and powerless as well as
when he ruled the Arabian Peninsula and Muslims were wholeheartedly following him. He lived very simply and was always
with the people, especially the poor. He had neither a palace nor
guards. When he was sitting with his companions, no one could
distinguish him from others by considering his seat or clothes. It
was only his words and spirituality that distinguished him from
others.
Just before his demise, the Prophet announced in the Mosque:
“Whoever among you feels that I have done injustice to him,
come forward and do justice. Surely, enacting justice in this
world is better in my view than being taken account of in the
Hereafter in front of the angels and the Prophets.” Those present
in the Mosque wept, for they were reminded of all the sacrifices
that the Prophet had made for them and the troubles that he had
undergone in order to guide them. They knew that he never gave
any priority to his own needs and never preferred his comfort and
convenience to others. They therefore responded with statements
of deep gratitude and profound respect. But one among them,
Sawadah b. Qays, stood up and said: “May my father and mother
be your ransom! O Messenger of Allah! On your return from
Ta’if, I came to welcome you while you were riding your camel.
You raised your stick to direct your camel, but the stick struck
my stomach. I do not know whether this strike was intentional or
unintentional.” The Prophet replied: “I seek refuge from Allah
from having done so intentionally.”
The Prophet then asked Bilal to go to the house of Fatimah and
bring the same stick. After the stick was brought, the Prophet told
Sawadah to retaliate by hitting him back. Sawadah said that the
stick had struck the skin of his stomach. The Prophet therefore
lifted his shirt so that Sawadah could in return strike his skin. At
that moment, Sawadah asked: “O Messenger of Allah! Do you
allow me to touch my mouth to your stomach?” The Prophet gave
him permission. Sawadah then kissed the stomach of the Prophet
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and prayed that because of this act of his, Allah would protect
him from fire on the Day of Resurrection. The Prophet said: “O
Sawadah! Will you pardon me or do you still wish to retaliate?”
He replied: “I pardon you.” The Prophet then prayed: “O Allah!
Pardon Sawadah b. Qays as he pardoned Your Prophet,
Muhammad!”10
Thus, in Islamic spirituality it is very important to feel humble
and that we are nothing in front of Allah. Not just as a claim that
we may utter without firm belief, but as a deep sense of
nothingness. Once a person saw Imam Sajjad (A) in Masjid alHaram, next to Ka‘bah at Hijr of Isma‘il. He said: ‘I went to Hijr
Isma‘il and saw Ali b. Husayn (A) there saying his prayer. Then
he went for Sajdah (prostration). I told myself: this is a pious man
from a pious family, so let me listen to him while praying in his
Sajdah.’ Then he quoted the Imam (A) as praying:
My Lord, your small and little servant has come to
your door, your captive has come to your door, the
one who is poor has come to your door, the one
who begs you has come to your door.11
In the Qur’an, Allah warns the believers that if they turn away
from His religion, Allah will soon bring forward a people that
among their characteristics is their humbleness before the
believers:
O you who have faith! Should any of you desert
his religion, Allah will soon bring a people whom
He loves and who love Him, [who will be]
humble towards the faithful, stern towards the
faithless, striving hard in the way of Allah, not
fearing the blame of any blamer. That is Allah’s
grace which He grants to whomever He wishes,
and Allah is All-bounteous, All-knowing. (5:54)
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In Islamic literature, especially that by Persian poets, great
emphasis has been put on spiritual poverty. For example, in a
long poem in his Mathnawi, Rumi illustrates the significance of
this feeling of nothingness and humility and the fatal danger of
pride and arrogance. Rumi argues that whomsoever people flatter
and prostrate before indeed poison him. If he is not spiritually
strong, he may be deceived and feel proud of himself. In this
way, he may become arrogant and damage himself and lose his
humility. When people flatter someone who is clever he will
realize that this can be detrimental. Rumi goes on praising those
who are humble in contrast to those who are arrogant. The
example of someone who has not established humbleness in
himself is like the one who drinks a poisonous wine. In the
beginning he may feel happy and joyful, but after a few minutes
he will collapse.
Another example that Rumi provides is the fight between two
kings. When one king wins the battle and becomes victorious he
will either imprison the defeated king or kill him, but he will
never punish the beggars or the poor subjects of the defeated
country. Indeed, he may help and promote them. Rumi says that
the reason is that these types of people are humble and have no
ambition of becoming a king and therefore they do not pose a
threat to the new king. Another example is a caravan which is
going from one place to another. When the thieves come to rob
the caravan, those who have no money will be safe. Or when
wolves attack they may attack anything that comes before them.
They may even attack each other and this is why when they want
to sleep they sit in a circle so that they can carefully watch each
other. But Rumi says if there is a dead wolf they will not attack
him. We know that the Prophet Khiḍr made a hole in the bottom
of a boat because there was an unjust ruler in that area who used
to confiscate every boat or ship passing by. Thus, the only way
for that boat to be saved was to make it unusable. If a mountain
or hill has lots of valuable minerals inside, people will excavate
the area to bring out all the soils, sand and minerals out of it. But
an ordinary hill or mount which has nothing special inside will
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remain intact. Someone who is walking is standing on his feet
and his neck is straight. Therefore, the enemies may cut off his
neck with their sword, but no one would cut off the head of a
shadow person, since the shadow is so “humble” that no one
thinks that it may pose any threat. When a ladder is going to
collapse the one who climbs higher is very stupid. When the
ladder collapses his bones will be damaged more severely.
After mentioning these examples, Rumi finally asserts that
whatever he said were like the branches whose root or principle is
much deeper. The underlying principle is that to feel arrogant is
to associate one’s self with Allah. This is polytheism (shirk).
Rumi goes on saying that since you have not yet died and again
gained life through Allah, you are not enjoying a spiritual life.
Without such a death, whatever position you take is shirk. But if
you die and become selfless, that is, if you are revived through
Allah you may go higher and higher. In such condition, whatever
you possess is for the sake of Allah and will be spent for the sake
of Allah. This is pure tawhid or monotheism.12
It has been suggested that poverty means to not possess
something and at the same time to have the desire to possess it.
For example, he who feels in himself a certain lack of human
perfection and sincerely desires to remedy this lack is a 'faqir'.
Furthermore, it has been suggested that in Sufism “the longing of
love is born of faqr ('spiritual poverty')”.13 I think there are some
problems with this understanding of poverty. First, poverty is
much more than not to possess and then desire to possess. I think
poverty is an awareness of our absolute need and dependence on
Allah and as long as we are what we are this need cannot be
removed. Second, this sense of poverty is a spiritual gift and
virtue that should be maintained forever. Poverty is not a
transient station towards richness or affluence. Rather, poverty
itself is the greatest wealth and fortune that human beings can
ever have. The Prophet Muhammad (S) is quoted as saying:
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My honour is from spiritual poverty. I have been
honored over and above all prophets by being
graced with spiritual poverty.14
Conclusion: In this paper, we have discussed the concept of love
as the strongest foothold in Islam, and as a distinguishing factor
of a true believer. Knowledge, coupled with reflection and the
grace of Allah (SWT), can increase our love. Secondly, we
discussed the concept of thankfulness as equal to faith, as taught
in the Qur’an. Understanding the different levels of thankfulness
can help us to be aware and thankful in all situations.
In this paper, we also discussed humbleness and spiritual poverty,
through which one can attain piety, spirituality and alleviation
from worries and difficulties. This concept is not implying that
human beings have no value, and neither does it underestimate
the value of human beings; rather, it fully appreciates the value of
humans: by serving the Most Perfect and the Most Pure Allah, we
can get closer and closer to perfection.
May Allah (SWT) help us understand how much we need Him,
how much He has given us, how to really ask from Him in the
best way, and how to make Allah (SWT) pleased with us so we
can become enlightened and pure. This is the power and will of
Allah (SWT), and there is no limit to it. Allah (SWT) has all the
power and all the reasons to be kind to us, and if there are any
obstacles, they are only due to us.
O Allah, grant me
the riches of poverty
for in such largesse lies
my power and glory.
(Hafez of Shiraz)
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