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ABSTRACT: What are the indicators of piety? And how
can we guarantee that we are heading in the right
direction in our spiritual journey? This series elucidates
the merits and consequences of piety as seen in the
Qur’an, hadith, and the lives of the Ahlul Bayt, and
introduces indicators by which one can examine one’s own
piety or, if needed, others’ piety. Indeed, piety is one of
the most important concepts in the Qur’an by which
people are ranked before God as it goes beyond the
actions of the body, and is related to the intention behind
all actions. In the previous part, the merits of piety
(taqwa) according to the Qur’an were studied. In this part,
the definition of piety will be explored along with the
factors that contribute to its formation.

Piety in hadiths
According to the teachings of the Prophet and Ahlul Bayt which echo
the teachings of the Qur’an, piety is required for happiness in this world
and the hereafter.

1

This paper is the first part of a series of seven lessons by the author in London, at the Islamic
Centre of England in July 2011. This course was an attempt to explore the essence of faith and
piety, and moral values on which faith and piety are based.
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Here we refer to some hadiths about the significance of piety. Imam Ali
said:
2
اﻟﺘﻘﯽ رﺋﻴﺲ الاﺧﻼق
Piety is the master of all traits of character.
3

ان اﻟﺘﻘﻮی اﻓﻀﻞ ﮐﲋ و اﺣﺮز ﺣﺮز و اﻋﺰ ﻋﺰ
Taqwa is the best treasure, the most protective
protection, and the most dignified dignity.
Some only seek worldly treasures, although we should seek taqwa which
brings richness, protection, and honour.
Imam Ali also said:
4
ان ﺗﻘﻮی ﷲ ﻣﻨﺘﻬـﯽ رﴇ ﷲ ﻣﻦ ﻋﺒﺎدﻩ و ﺣﺎﺟﺘﻪ ﻣﻦ ﺧﻠﻘﻪ
Truly piety is the ultimate and most pleasing thing that
God wants from His servants.
God does not expect us to be like angels or among those who are near
to Him (muqarrabun). He expects from us that which is manageable
according to our capacity and situation and can put us in the right
position with Him and His creation. He expects from us to be pious, a
great quality through which we can ascend to higher levels of perfection
and become one of muqarrabun.
Imam Ali also said:
2

Nahj ul-Balagha, Hikmat 410, p. 520
Shaykh Tusi, Al-Amali, session 38, p. 685, hadith no. 1456 (9)
4
Ghurar ul-Hikam wa Durar ul-Kalim, Chapter on Fazilatuhuma wat-taghribi fihima, p. 269
3
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اوﺻﻴﲂ ﻋﺒﺎد ﷲ ﺑﺘﻘﻮی ﷲ

O servants of God! I advise you to have piety.
Let your heart experience piety. It is not something that you can say
with words or even show in your actions. Piety is not just performing
prayers, giving alms, or any other act of worship though they are all
important. However, just by seeing one performing prayer we cannot
talk about one’s piety. Piety goes beyond the actions of the body. It has
to do with the heart, with the intention behind actions. This makes it
difficult to evaluate it. We do not even know exactly what is in our
heart let alone the heart of others. This is why we are not able and not
supposed to judge people’s level of piety.
After the above phrase, Imam Ali talks about piety and then he says:
6ُ ُ
َو َٔا ْﺷ ِﻌ ُﺮوﻫَﺎ ﻗُﻠﻮﺑَ ْﲂ
Let it (piety) reach your heart.
The Arabic verb used here is ash‘iruha from the same root as sha‘r
(hair). This literally means let it touch your skin like your hair so that
there would be no distance. Now this phrase becomes even more
meaningful that one should let piety reach one’s heart. It’s not an outfit;
rather it is something that must touch your heart.
It is due to this close relation between piety and the heart that it can
have healing effects on the heart. Imam Ali said:
5

Nahj ul-Balaghah, Sermon 233. This phrase can be found in many sermons and even nowadays

lecturer often starts their sermons by this phrase.
Ibid
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ان ﺗﻘﻮ ی ﷲ دواء داء ﻗﻠﻮﺑﲂ و ﺑﴫ ﲻﯽ اﻓﺌﺪﺗﲂ وﺷﻔﺎ ء ﻣﺮض اﺟﺴﺎدﰼ
7
و ﺻﻼح ﻓﺴﺎد ﺻﺪورﰼ و ﻃﻬﻮر دﻧﺲ اﻧﻔﺴﲂ
Truly piety is the medicine for the illness of your heart,
the sight of your blind hearts, the cure of your ill bodies,
the fix for your spoiled chests and the purity for the dirt
of your souls.
Piety can even cure physical illnesses. There are many illnesses
nowadays whose causes are unknown, such as different anxieties or
panic disorders. A person who has equipped himself with piety and has
put his trust in God will not be influenced greatly by the ups and downs
of this world, the fluctuating rate of currencies. Therefore, they are less
harmed by such anxiety disorders. One of the good qualities of the
children that is even mentioned in the hadiths is that they can detach
themselves easily. For example, they can spend hours to make a sand
castle only to ruin it in few minutes. A pious believer should see the
world with the same mind-set, that it is only a game, a game not worth
worrying for.

Piety in the Quran
It can be said that piety is one of the most important concept in the
Qur’an and the criterion by which people are ranked before God. In the
Quran chapter Hujurat, verse number 13 we read:
َاي َٔا ُّ َﳞﺎ اﻟﻨَّ ُﺎس اانَّ َﺧﻠَ ْﻘﻨَ ُ ْﺎﰼ ِﻣ ْﻦ َذ َﻛ ٍﺮ َو ُٔاﻧ َْﱺ َو َﺟ َﻌﻠْﻨَ ُ ْﺎﰼ ُﺷ ُﻌﻮ ًاب َو ﻗَ َﺒﺎ ِﺋ َﻞ ِﻟ َﺘ َﻌ َﺎرﻓُﻮا
ِ َّ ِٕ َا َّن َٔا ْﻛ َﺮ َﻣ ُ ْﲂ ِﻋ ْﻨﺪ
اهلل َٔاﺗْﻘَ ُ ْﺎﰼ
ِٕ
7

Nahj ul-Balaghah, Sermon 189
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O mankind! Indeed We created you from a male and a
female, and made you nations and tribes that you may
identify with one another. Indeed the noblest of you in
the sight of God is the most pious among you.
In this verse, God explains how our differences are there so that we get
to know one another and become interested in the lives of others. They
are by no means values based on which we can evaluate others. At this
point, God introduces piety as the only valuable thing that can elevate
one’s position, the only thing that affects our place before God.
Chapter Baqarah, verse number 2 we read:
ذﻟﮏ اﻟﮑﺘﺎب ﻻ رﻳﺐ ﻓﻴﻪ ﻫﺪی ﻟﻠﻤﺘﻘﲔ

This is the Book (Quran), there is no doubt in it, a
guidance to the pious.
Of course, some people would want to gain piety by following the
Quran, yet it says that it will give guidance to people who are already
pious. How can this work? If one already has piety then there would be
no need to be guided by the Quran and if one doesn’t have piety then
the Quran say it will not guide him. The answer is that piety has
different levels and only the minimum level of it is enough for a person
to be able to benefit from the Quran and add to his piety.
We can understand this better by looking at the first Muslims in Mecca
who accepted the mission of the Prophet. When the Prophet started his
mission some people believed in him and the Quran while others did
not. What quality was in some people that made them accept the
message of the Prophet? People like Abu Dharr, Salman, and Ammar
11
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must have had some good qualities even before accepting Islam, some
level of piety. They were not arrogant and were open to the truth. Piety
is not just saying prayer, fasting, or going to Hajj although these acts are
very important. However, being interested in the truth is also a level of
piety. We will explain this more in future.
Tirmidhi narrates from the Prophet that the clouds have not cast
shadow on any one more honest than Abu Dharr. When the Prophet
wanted to migrate from Mecca to Medina, Abu Dharr was responsible
for accompanying the Prophet. Since the Prophet was not to be seen,
Abu Dharr covered him. However, a pagan saw Abu Dharr and asked
him what was under the cover. Abu Dharr said he was carrying the
Prophet. The pagan who could not even think a person would be honest
to this extent thought this must be a joke and did not investigate
further. It was this level of honesty and submission to the truth that had
helped him accept Islam in the first place.
Another example is Hurr who managed to repent and join the truthful
army of Imam Husayn. He was not like the other people in the army of
Umar ibn Sa‘d and it was just by chance that he accepted Islam. Hurr
was a polite and honest person who acknowledged the merits of Imam
Husayn. He was there to stop the Imam from proceeding yet at the time
of prayer he stood with his army behind the Imam and prayed with
him. The same is true about people who accept Islam today. It is not by
chance that they convert. They are humble and honestly seeking the
truth. These are the people who have some light in their hearts and will
sooner or later believe, since this light of piety will guide them.
The following verses of Chapter Baqarah, verses 3-5, describe the pious:
12
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ﻮن َو َّ ِاذل َﻳﻦ
ْ ُ َاﻟﺼ َﻼ َة َو ِﻣ َّﻤﺎ َر َز ْﻗﻨ
َّ ﻮن
َ ﺎﱒ ﻳُ ْﻨ ِﻔ ُﻘ
َ ُ ﻮن ِابﻟْﻐَ ْﻴ ِﺐ َو ﻳُ ِﻘﳰ
َ َُّ ِاذل َﻳﻦ ﻳُ ْﺆ ِﻣﻨ
َ ِ ﻮن ِﺑ َﻤﺎ ُٔا ْﻧ ِﺰ َل اﻟَ ْﻴ َﻚ َو َﻣﺎ ُٔا ْﻧ ِﺰ َل ِﻣ ْﻦ ﻗَ ْﺒ
ﻮن ُٔاو ٰﻟﺌِ َﻚ ﻋَ َﲆ
َ ُكل َو ِاب ْﻻٓ ِﺧ َﺮ ِة ُ ْﱒ ﻳُﻮ ِﻗﻨ
َ ُﻳُ ْﺆ ِﻣﻨ
ِٕ
ﻮن
َ ﻫُﺪًى ِﻣ ْﻦ َر ِ ّ ِﲠ ْﻢ َو ُٔاو ٰﻟﺌِ َﻚ ُ ُﱒ اﻟْ ُﻤ ْﻔ ِﻠ ُﺤ

Those who believe in the Unseen, and maintain the
prayer, and spend out of what We have provided them
with and who believe in what has been sent down to
you and what was sent down before you, and are
certain of the Hereafter. Those follow their Lord’s
guidance, and it is they who are the felicitous.
The pious believe in the unseen. But what is the unseen (ghayb)? It is
God and the angels. And the reason they are unseen is not that they are
hidden; rather, it is us who are unable to see them because of the veils
in front of our sight. If the lights are turned off we would suddenly stop
seeing everything we could see a second ago. They are still there though
we are no longer able to see them. With a little light, we can see them
again. The same is true about God; for us He is unseen, yet what is
more obvious than God? In his supplication of Dua Arafa, Imam
Husayn says:
ﻣﱴ ﻏﺒﺖ ﺣﱴ ﲢﺘﺎج اﱃ دﻟﻴﻞ ﻳﺪل ﻋﻠﻴﻚ
When did you become hidden that I would a guide to
find you?
For Imam Husayn God was never unseen and had never disappeared.
For us, it is not the same – God is not as obvious to us though still we
believe in Him, and this is one of the qualities of pious people. They are
mature enough to realize that in this world where the eyes are limited to
13
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seeing only a specific range of lights, all realities do not necessarily need
to be seen.
The rest of the verses then mention another quality of the pious. If we
believe in something, we must act upon it. For example, if we believe a
certain medicine is needed for our healing, it would be unreasonable to
refuse to take it. The same is true regarding our religious beliefs.
Believing in religion as a code of life and not a mere theory requires
practice, otherwise you will not benefit. One important act as mentioned
in verse is to establish prayer. There is no believer who does not pray.
This is the second quality mentioned for the pious people in this verse,
to establish prayers.
Interestingly, verse 2:3 does not say those who perform prayers; rather,
it says those who establish prayer (“yuqimoon as-salaat”). Prayer should
have the position it deserves in society since it is the pillar of Islam.8
Everything in life should be built around prayer.
The third quality is that the pious spend from what God has given them
for charitable purposes. This is not limited to many and it includes all
the blessings we get from God; it can be money, knowledge, or even
time:

You will never attain piety until you spend out of what
you hold dear, and whatever you may spend of anything,
God indeed knows it. (Quran, 3:92)

8

Shaykh Tusi, Amali, session 19, p. 529: اﻟﺼ َﻼ ُة َ ُﲻﻮ ُد ِّادل ِﻳﻦ
َّ
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It is a matter of giving what you love. In other words, if you give
something that you do not need or like dearly, though it might solve a
person’s problems, it is not enough to make a better person of you.
The next verse then mentions yet some other points about the pious:
they believe in that which is sent down to the Prophet and that which
was sent to the previous prophets.9
Finally, the pious are certain of the Hereafter. The three principles of
the religion include faith in God, prophethood, and the hereafter.
However, the previous verse mentions them as those who believe in
God and in what has been sent to the Prophet; thus, it refers to belief
and faith. Yet, when it mentions the Hereafter, the verse says they are
certain of resurrection. Certainty (yaqin) is a very strong level of faith
(imaan). There are many Muslims who have not achieved certainty
about the hereafter as this certainty must reach to a point where he
would act as if he could see heaven and hell.
A person who can see hell would never commit an act that would get
him there. If sometimes we commit sins it is because we have not
achieved this level of certainty:
الك ﻟﻮ ﺗﻌﻠﻤﻮن ﻋﲅ اﻟﻴﻘﲔ ﻟﱰون اﳉﺤﲓ ﰒ ﻟﱰوﳖﺎ ﻋﲔ اﻟﻴﻘﲔ

9

On a side note, this verse is one of the verses that show Islam to have the best potential for
dialogue as it is the only religion in the world accepts all the previous revelations. Muslims are in
easiest ground because to be Muslim means we must believe in Jesus, Moses, and all the prophets
before Abraham.
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No indeed! Were you to know with certain knowledge,
you would surely see hell. Again, you will surely see it
with the eye of certainty.10
There are three types of certainty: ‘Ilm ul-yaqin (knowledge of
certainty), Haqq ul-yaqin (true or total reality of certainty), and ‘Ayn ulyaqin (eye of certainty). To explain this, we will use an example:
There are three ways of knowing that there is a fire somewhere.

First level: You might see smoke and conclude that there must be a fire
that has caused the smoke. You haven’t seen the fire but you are sure
it’s there.

Second level: You might also see the fire with your eyes. Now, you have
seen the fire itself.
Third level: A part of your body touches the fire: this is the strongest
level of knowledge.
Thus, with regards to the hereafter, the same levels can be achieved; to
be pious, we are required to at least have the lowest level. Imam Ali
describes the pious at the highest level:
ﻮن َو ُ ْﱒ َو اﻟﻨَّ ُﺎر َﳈَ ْﻦ ﻗَﺪْ َرآﻫَﺎ ﻓَﻬ ُْﻢ ِﻓﻴﻬَﺎ
َ ﻓَﻬ ُْﻢ َو اﻟْ َﺠﻨَّ ُﺔ َﳈَ ْﻦ ﻗَﺪْ َرآﻫَﺎ ﻓَﻬ ُْﻢ ِﻓﻴﻬَﺎ ُﻣﻨَ َّﻌ ُﻤ
11
ﻮن
َ ُُﻣ َﻌ َّﺬﺑ
With respect to the Heaven, the pious are like those who
have been there and have actually seen the Heaven and
are enjoying its blessings; and with respect to the Hell
10
11

Al-Takathur: 5-7

Nahj ul-Balaghah, Sermon 184 (Sermon of the Pious)
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they are like those who have been there and have
actually seen and are suffering there.
In the same sermon, Imam Ali says that when the pious read verses of
the Quran regarding heaven they reflect so much so that they feel as if
these verses relate their own situation. Or when they read the verses
that warn about hell they read it so wholeheartedly and feel as if they
are seeing the blaze.
Having mentioned the qualities of the pious, the next verse of the
chapter al-Baqarah mentions the position of the pious: they are guided
by their Lord and are felicitous. And what a great achievement this is!
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