Honour and Dignity in Islam,
Part II1
Mohammad Ali Shomali

Abstract:

An analysis of the Qur’an verses and Islamic
traditions displays principles and rules that aim to preserve
the dignity of humankind. Among the list of ethical concepts
in Islam, dignity is one of the most—if not, the most—
important concept. Using references from the Qur’an and
hadith, this series offers the instructions God gives us to
appreciate, safeguard, and add to the dignity we were
initially given, and then how to extend this dignity to others.
This article describes the dignity that God gives to
humankind, as well as the extra dignity that God grants to
the angels, the prophets, the people of heaven, and the
pious.

In the previous part, we outlined this series by explaining the notion of
‘izzah, and referred to specific verses on this subject, thereby establishing
that ‘izzah is an important quality of God. In tens of verses, the Qur’an
stresses that God is ‘Aziz; this means that He is the source, origin, and
treasure of honour and dignity, and if anyone wishes to seek it, they can
1 This series is based on a series of 12 lectures given by the author in the month of Ramadan 2015 at

the Islamic Centre of England.
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do this by making themselves closer to God. We then defined ‘izzah based
on different sources. Now let us explore more the Islamic account of this
important notion.

God extends ‘izzah to His creation
Everyone naturally seeks and yearns for ‘izzah. This yearning reflects our
origin, our souls. God has absolute existence, and thereafter grants us
existence, and we then strive to keep our life going; we try to prolong it,
and we also try and add to the quality of our lives.
Similarly, God is utmost light, and therefore all His creatures seek light.
He is utmost merciful, and therefore all His creatures seek mercy and try
and achieve it. Hence, there is a very natural connection between the
qualities of God and what we as His creation seek. God is ‘Aziz and we
are all striving to obtain some kind of ‘izzah, and we wish to be ‘aziz in
some way.

Two general ways that people try to achieve honour
There are two ways that people may try to achieve this. The first way is
genuine and honest, and that is for a person to qualify himself as a
recipient of ‘izzah from God. The other way is to cheat; for example, some
people think that by cheating or offering bribes, they can become ‘aziz.
Or they think that through having power or being part of a gang or a
strong party, they can somehow become ‘aziz.

Arrogance cannot lead to dignity
These people assume that by associating themselves to those who have
apparent power that they, too, can become ‘aziz. The Qur’an says that
this kind of thinking is wrong:
8
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ﺰَةiن اﻟِﻌiﺰَة ﻓَﺎiﯾ َْ†‡َُﻐﻮَن ِﻋﻨَﺪ ُ ُﱒ اﻟِْﻌz{ ْوِﻟَﯿﺎء ِﻣﻦ ُدوِن اﻟُْﻤْﺆِﻣِ„َﲔz{ َﻦkَﲀِﻓِﺮuُْﺬوَن اpِiَﻦ ﯾ َﺘkhِ i ا
‘
ِ ّ ِ’ َ ِﲨﯿًﻌﺎ

Those who take the faithless for allies instead of the
faithful. Do they seek honour with them? [If so,] indeed
all honour belongs to God. (4:139)
For example, if we say that those who achieve good results in their exams
will be given good opportunities at university and will ultimately enjoy
good jobs, then this will produce two reactions. Some students will study
hard and genuinely achieve good results; others, may try to cheat in their
exams in order to get good results. These cheaters may deceive some
people for some time, but will not be able to deceive everyone forever.
We must seek out genuine ‘izzah and not resort to any cheating in the
process.
The same principle applies to seeking light. On the Day of Judgement,
God says that some believers will have so much light that their light will
be displayed and indeed move swiftly in front of them and on their right
side:
ﯾِْﺪِﳞْﻢ َوِﺑ¨{ﯾَْﻤﺎ ِِﳖْﻢz{  َْﺴَﻌﻰ ﺑ َ ْ َﲔ¢  َٓﻣ„ُﻮا َﻣَﻌُﻪ ﻧ ُﻮُر ُ ْﱒz َﻦkhِ i ﱯ َواi ِ i’ اﻟﻨiُﯾ َْﻮَم َﻻ ُْﳜِﺰي ا
ّ ِ ُ ََﲆ° َﻚi ﺗِْﻤْﻢ ﻟَﻨَﺎ ﻧ ُﻮَر َ¬ َواْﻏِﻔْﺮ ﻟَﻨَﺎ اﻧz{ ﻨَﺎi ﯾ َُﻘﻮﻟُﻮَن َرﺑ
ٌﺮkﳾٍء ﻗَِﺪ
َْ ﰻ
‘

On the day when God will not let the Prophet down and
the faithful who are with him. Their light will move
swiftly before them and on their right. They will say,
‘Our Lord! Perfect our light for us, and forgive us!
Indeed You have power over all things.’ (66:8)

Seeing this, the hypocrites, who will have no light on that day, will say:
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َﻞÀ َٓﻣ„ُﻮا اﻧُﻈُﺮو َ¬ ﻧ َْﻘ‡َِ†ْﺲ ِﻣﻦ ﻧ ¾ﻮِر ُ ْﰼ ِﻗz َﻦk»ِ i ﯾ َْﻮَم ﯾ َُﻘﻮُل اﻟُْﻤﻨَﺎِﻓُﻘﻮَن َواﻟُْﻤﻨَﺎِﻓَﻘﺎُت ِﻟ
ﺮ ْ َﲪُﺔiِﻪ اﻟÀِﻃُﻨُﻪ ِﻓÉَ ٌبÉَ Èُ i ُﺴﻮٍرÇِ ْ َﳯُﻢÅَ ﴬَب ﺑ
ِ ُ َاْرِﺟُﻌﻮا َوَراء ُ ْﰼ ﻓَﺎﻟَْﺘِﻤُﺴﻮا ﻧ ُﻮًرا ﻓ
 اﻟَْﻌَﺬاُبÑِ ِ Ðََوَﻇﺎِﻫُﺮُﻩ ِﻣﻦ ِﻗ

The day the hypocrites, men and women, will say to the
faithful, “Please let up on us, that we may glean
something from your light!” They will be told: “Go back
and grope for light!” Then there will be set up between
them a wall with a gate, with mercy on its interior and
punishment toward its exterior. (57:13)
The same applies to ‘izzah. It is a quality of perfection that God possesses,
and He has placed in us that amount of ‘izzah to bring awareness to the

beauty of it, and to encourage us to strive for more genuinely.
Another example is that of Iblis. The problem with Iblis was that he
wished to have this dignity for himself, but in a way that was not
acceptable or moral. He wanted to have a special position with God by
bringing others down and keeping them lower than him. We also see this
trait in some human beings. At times, when people cannot achieve good
results, they sabotage the progress of others by misguiding them and
damaging their prospects, for example, by giving them incorrect
information about an upcoming examination. If a person wants to be
close to God, then this cannot be achieved by bringing others down.
Iblis desired ‘izzah, but attempted to achieve it dishonestly. Imam Ali cites
the example of Iblis in Khutbat al-Qāsi‘ah.2 He explains the tragedy of
Iblis and how it is possible for us to be influenced by him.

2

Sermon 192 of Nahj al-Balāghah
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In the Qur’an, God says that when He informed the angels about the
creation of Adam, He also commanded them to prostrate:
ِﻪ ِﻣﻦÀﻮﯾُْﺘُﻪ َوﻧ ََﻔْﺨُﺖ ِﻓiﴩا ِﻣﻦ ِﻃٍﲔ ﻓَﺎَذا َﺳ
ً َ َ Ç ﺎِﻟٌﻖÝَ َﻜِﺔ ‘اِّﱐÚِ‘اْذ ﻗَﺎَل َرﺑ ¾َﻚ ِ×ﻠَْﻤَﻼ
‘
َﺘْﻜ َ َﱪèَﺲ ا ْﺳÅﻻ اﺑِْﻠiَْﲨُﻌﻮَن اz{ َﻜُﺔ ُﳇ¾ُﻬْﻢÚَِﺪ اﻟَْﻤَﻼåََﻦ ﻓََﺴkِﺪäِ َﺳﺎÈُ َ  ﻓََﻘُﻌﻮاãِ¾رو
‘ ‘
َﻦkَﲀِﻓِﺮuَْوَﰷَن ِﻣْﻦ ا

‘When your Lord said to the angels, “Indeed I am about
to create a human being out of clay. So when I have
proportioned him and breathed into him of My spirit, then
fall down in prostration before him. Thereat the angels
prostrated, all of them together, but not Iblis; he acted
arrogantly and he was one of the faithless.” (38: 71-74)
Although Iblis was not an angel, he was very close to them at that time.
Explaining this refusal to prostrate, Imam Ali says:
ِ  ﻓََﻌُﺪ¾وÑِ ِ َﻠَْﯿِﻪ ِﻻْﺻ° ﺼَﺐi َٓدَم ََﲞﻠِْﻘِﻪ َوﺗََﻌz ََﲆ° ﯿُﺔ ﻓَﺎْﻓ‡ََﺨَﺮi َ َﱰَﺿْﺘُﻪ اﻟَْﺤِﻤ°ْا
ﷲ اَﻣﺎُم
ﷲ ‘ِرَداَء
َ ﯿِﺔ َو¬َزَعiَﺳﺎَس اﻟَْﻌَﺼِﺒz{ ي َوَﺿَﻊhِ i َﻦ اkَﺘْﻜ ِ ِﱪèاﻟُْﻤَﺘَﻌ ّ ِﺼِﺒَﲔ َوَﺳﻠَ ُﻒ اﻟُْﻤ ْﺴ
َﻌ¾ﺰِزiدَرَع ِﻟَﺒﺎَس اﻟﺘiِﺔ َواi  ْ ِﱪﯾåَْاﻟ
His vanity stood in his way. Consequently, he felt proud
over Adam by virtue of his creation and boasted over him
on account of his origin. Thus, this enemy of God is the
leader of those who boast, and the fore-runner of the vain.
It is he who laid the foundation of factionalism, quarrelled
with God about the robe of greatness, put on the dress of
haughtiness.3
Iblis felt he was better than Adam because Adam was created from clay
and he from fire, not knowing (or not considering) that Adam’s honour
3
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was not from his creation from clay, but from the spirit that God had
given him. Iblis’s arrogance was due to his assumption that his origin was
better than that of Adam.
Imam Ali calls Iblis the leader or fore-runner of the muta‘assibin, i.e.
those who are biased and arrogant, and feel that only they and their party
matter. Indeed, we see the results of such an attitude today. Some people
are so proud that they feel they have a monopoly over their religion, such
as Islam. To them, no one else is Muslim and thus need to be ignored or
perhaps even need to be killed. Iblis laid the foundation of bias. He wished
to steal the greatness of God, and the dress of dignity which only fits God.
Iblis also showed ta‘azzuz. Ta‘azzuz means that in reality a person is not
‘aziz, but only wants to present himself as ‘aziz. Such people have nothing
valuable but want to pretend they are valuable. This is like a person that
does not possess knowledge, but wishes to be respected and treated like
scholars so he acts like a religious scholar, and dresses like them by e.g.
keeping a longer beard or wearing a big ‘imāmah.4 Imam Ali continues:
 ِﰲÑُ َ ﷲ ِﺑَﺘَﻜ ¾ ِﱪِﻩ َوَوَﺿَﻌُﻪ ِﺑ َ َﱰﻓ ¾ِﻌِﻪ ﻓََﺠَﻌ
ُ َﺮُﻩiََﺮْوَن َﻛْﯿ َﻒ َﺻﻐù َﻻz{ َﺬ× ¾ِﻞiﻠََﻊ ِﻗ„َﺎَع اﻟﺘÝََو
 ِﰲ اْﻻِﺧَﺮِة َﺳِﻌﲑًاÈُ َ ﺪiَ°z{ﻧَْﯿﺎ َﻣْﺪُﺣﻮرًا َوý¾ا
He [Iblis] took off the covering of humility. Do you not
see how God made him low on account of his vanity and
humiliated him for his feigning to be high? He discarded
him in this world and provided for him burning fire in
the next world.
Then Imam Ali explains:
4 Or turban, a headwear done through cloth-binding, traditionally worn by men of various countries

and religions.
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َ ْﳢَُﺮk َٓدَم ِﻣْﻦ ﻧ ُﻮر َْﳜ َﻄ ُﻒ اْﻻﺑَْﺼﺎَر ِﺿَﯿﺎ ُؤُﻩ َوz ْن َْﳜﻠَُﻖz{ ْﺒ َ"ﺎﻧ َُﻪèﷲ ُﺳ
ُ َراَدz{ َوﻟَْﻮ
 اْﻻْﻋﻨَﺎ ُقÈُ َ ْﺖi ُﺬ اْﻻﻧَْﻔﺎَس َﻋْﺮﻓُُﻪ ﻟََﻔَﻌَﻞ َوﻟَْﻮ ﻓََﻌَﻞ ﻟََﻈﻠÝُ&¨َ اﻟُْﻌُﻘﻮَل ُرَوا ُؤُﻩ َوِﻃﯿﺐ ﯾ
ﻠَْﻘُﻪ ِﺑَﺒْﻌ ِﺾÝَ ْﺒ َ"ﺎﻧ َُﻪ ﯾ َْ†‡َ ِﲇèﷲ ُﺳ
َ ﻦiَﻜِﺔ َوﻟِﻜÚََِﲆ اﳌ َﻼ° ِﻪÀِﺖ اﻟَْﺒﻠَْﻮى ِﻓiﺎِﺿَﻌًﺔ َوﻟََﺨﻔÝَ
ﺎِر َﻋ ْﳯُْﻢ َواﺑَْﻌﺎدًا ِ×ﻠُْﺨَﯿَﻼِء ِﻣ ْﳯُﻢÐَِﺘَﻜèًﺎ ِﻟْﻼ ْﺳÀﻻْﺧِ‡َﺒﺎِر ﻟَُﻬْﻢ َوﻧ َْﻔÉِ  ﺗَْﻤِﯿﲒًاÑُ َ ْﺻz{ َﻣﺎ َْﳚَﻬﻠُﻮَن
‘
If God had wanted to create Adam from a light whose
glare would have dazzled the eyes, whose handsomeness
would have amazed the wits and whose fragrance would
have caught the breath, He could have done so; and if He
had done so, people would have bowed to him in humility
and the trial of the angels through him would have
become easier. But God, the Glorified, tries His creatures
by means of those things whose real nature they do not
know in order to distinguish [good and bad] for them
through the trial, and to remove vanity from them and
keep them aloof from pride and self-admiration.
Imam then points out what we can learn from this episode:
ِ ﻓَﺎْﻋَﺘِﱪوا ِﺑَﻤﺎ َﰷَن ِﻣْﻦ ِﻓْﻌِﻞ
َﺪُﻩ اﻟَْﺠِﻬﯿَﺪ0َْ ﻄِﻮﯾَﻞ َوi  اﻟÑُ َ ﻂ ََﲻ
َ Ðَْﺣz{ َﺲ اْذÅﺑِْﻠÉِ ﷲ
‘
‘
 ِﲏ اْﻻِﺧَﺮِةèْم ِﻣْﻦ ِﺳz{ ﻧَْﯿﺎý¾ ِﲏ اèِﻣْﻦ ِﺳzٔ ﻨَﺔ َﻻ ﯾُْﺪَرىèَﻻ ِف َﺳ1 z َﺔiﺘèﷲ ِﺳ
َ َوَﰷَن ﻗَْﺪ َﻋَﺒَﺪ
ِ ََﲆ°  َْﺴ َ ُﲅ¢ َﺲÅَﺪة ﻓََﻤْﻦ ﺑ َْﻌَﺪ اﺑِْﻠ5ِ َﺔ َوا°َﻋْﻦ ِﻛ ْ ِﱪ َﺳﺎ
i َ ﷲ ِﺑِﻤﺜِْﻞ َﻣْﻌِﺼَﯿِﺘِﻪ؟
 َﻣﺎ،9
ًْﺧَﺮ َج ِﺑِﻪ ِﻣ ْﳯَﺎ َﻣ<َﲀz{  َ‘َﴩًا ِﺑ¨{ْﻣﺮÇ َﺔiَﻞ اﻟَْﺠﻨÝِْﺒ َ"ﺎﻧ َُﻪ ِﻟُﯿْﺪèﷲ ُﺳ
ُ َﰷَن
You should take a lesson from what God did with Satan;
namely He nullified his great acts and extensive efforts on
account of the vanity of one moment, although Satan had
worshipped God for six thousand years - whether by the
reckoning of this world or of the next world is not known.
Who now can remain safe from God after Satan by
committing a similar disobedience? None at all. God, the
13
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Glorified, would not let a human being enter Paradise if
he does the same thing for which God turned out from it
an angel.
The extensive worship and obedience of Iblis was wiped away because of
one moment of pride. This displays the long-standing problem of
arrogance. At times a person is apparently good, but then when they are
faced with trials and tribulations, one moment of arrogance and bias can
destroy their life on both a personal level as well as with their family. We
see that sometimes people live together as husband and wife for a few
decades and then everything comes crashing down.
One should not think that because they have lived to the age of 30, 40,
50, or even 60, that they are somehow immune to such problems. Nay,
these character flaws can be very much hidden and are waiting for the
opportunity to come to surface.
Imam Ali makes it clear that no one should feel relaxed and laid-back if
they suffer these spiritual diseases. The Qur’an says:
َ ْ ِﺗ
ُﺔÐَُﻠُ @ﻮا ِﰲ ا ْ {>ْر ِض َوَﻻ ﻓََﺴﺎًدا َواﻟَْﻌﺎِﻗ° ُِﺮﯾُﺪوَنk َﻦ َﻻk»ِ i اُر ا ْ>ِٓﺧَﺮُة َ ْﳒَﻌﻠَُﻬﺎ ِﻟýi= ا
ِﻘَﲔiِ×ﻠُْﻤﺘ

This is the abode of the Hereafter which We shall grant
to those who do not desire to domineer in the earth nor
to cause corruption, and the outcome will be in favour of
the Godwary. (28:83)
The sermon continues to describe the episode of Iblis and how he
deprived himself of the close position he had with God and the close
company of the angels.
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Hence, some ways of seeking dignity in a wrongful manner is to display
arrogance, or to engage in ta‘azzuz, or create a false image of oneself to
gain dignity. However, this in no way helps a person and will not lead to
good results. Many may attempt these methods, but will eventually
discover that they do not work. Indeed, it is quite the opposite; if a person
wishes to acquire a high position and status then humility is required.
The world is made such that those who are humble will be raised, and
those that are arrogant will be sent down. Imam Sadiq (a) is quoted as
saying:
ﻜﱪ وﺿﻌﺎﻩù  رﻓﻌﺎﻩ وﻣﻦE ﻟﻌﺒﺎد ﳁﻦ ﺗﻮاﺿﻊÉ ٕان ﰲ اﻟﺴﲈء ﻣﻠﻜﲔ ﻣﻮﳇﲔ
There are two angels in the heavens who are appointed
on the people so that one who is humble for the sake of
God may be exalted in status by them and one who is
proud and arrogant may be degraded and humiliated by
them.5
Of course, this humility must be genuine. At times, people speak very
humbly about themselves, but this could be to cover their arrogance. For
example, some sign off their letters with the word al-ahqar which means
‘the most insignificant’, referring to their position as a lowly servant of
God. Sometimes this is written with honesty yet sometimes it may be
written to impress the reader. If the latter is the case, then this person
does not really think that he is al-ahqar, but rather he feels that he is alakbar (the greatest or the most significant) or al-kabir (great). This is a
very delicate and subtle issue. Sometimes a person can suffer from pride
and not realise it.

5

Al-Kāfi, vol. 2, p. 122.
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Therefore, one way of seeking dignity that is a dishonest and
unproductive method is through arrogance, i.e. takabbur and ta‘azzuz, as
Iblis did, and this can be seen in those who follow his path, such as
Pharaoh, who was extremely arrogant and promoted himself as a god.
This shows the problem of arrogance: it has no limit. An arrogant person
will not be satisfied even after dominating millions of people, or an entire
country, or even a few countries. Imam Khomeini used to say that if
arrogant people had full control over the entire world, they would look
for other planets to control and dominate.
Fir‘awn was not happy to be just the king and ruler. He declared himself
as a god and wanted people to worship him:
َﲆ°ْ>{ ْ ¾ ُُﲂ اF َ¬ َرz{ ﻓََﻘﺎَل

[Fir‘awn] said, ‘I am your exalted lord! (79:24)
On another occasion he said:
ََﲆ°  َﻫﺎَﻣﺎُنHَ َ ْ ِﲑي ﻓَ¨{ْوِﻗْﺪ ِﱄK Èٍََِﻠْﻤُﺖ ﻟَ ُﲂ ِّﻣْﻦ ا°  َﻣﺎIJ َ  ¾ﳞَﺎ اﻟَْﻤz{ Hَ َوﻗَﺎَل ِﻓْﺮَﻋْﻮُن
َﲀِذِﺑَﲔuْ ُﻣﻮ ‘ َﳻ َواِّﱐ َ {>ُﻇﻨ¾ُﻪ ِﻣَﻦ اÈَِﻃِﻠُﻊ ا َﱃ اiz{ َﻌ ِ ّﲇi ﺎ ﻟ5ً ﴏ
ْ َ اﻟ ِّﻄِﲔ ﻓَﺎْﺟَﻌﻞ ِ ّﱄ
‘
‘
‘

Pharaoh said, ‘O [members of the] elite! I do not know of
any god that you may have other than me. Haman, light
for me a fire over clay, and build me a tower so that I may
take a look at Moses’ god, and indeed I consider him to
be a liar!’ (28:38)

Not only did Pharaoh claim to be the greatest and most high god, he also
declared that he was the only god. This is the path of Iblis. We should
not think that these traits will not apply to us, and we should not say that
we are far from being Pharaoh or Nimrod (Namrūd), as there is a
possibility – had we the same power and opportunity – that we could
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have been like them. We do not have such opportunities and scope, and
therefore it may be easier for us to be humble. However, if we had such
power and scope, then that would truly show us whether we were humble
or not.
Imam Khomeini, when he was teaching in the hawzah,6 would be careful
not to allow any of his students to walk behind him. A habit of students
in the hawzah is to follow their teachers to speak about some matters or
to simply remain in their company. But Imam Khomeini would always
walk alone. If anyone followed him, he would ask them if they had any
questions. He would deal with their requests or questions and then bid
them farewell. Imam Sadiq (a) is quoted as saying:
ﻞäﻠﻒ رÝ ﺳﻮن ﻓﻮﷲ ﻣﺎ ﺧﻔﻘﺖ اﻟﻨﻌﺎلzٔ ﻦ ﯾﱰkhﰼ وﻫﺆﻻء اﻟﺮؤﺳﺎء اHٕا
=ﻫzٔ ٕاﻻ ﻫ= و
Distance yourself from those leaders who aspire to
position and leadership. By God, the shoes did not move
behind any person except that person has been destroyed
and had destroyed.7
Such pure souls are cautious and may think that if lots of people begin to
walk behind me and show me respect, then it may cause me to consider
myself as important. Gradually, pride and arrogance may seep in, and so
they avoid this.
If we look at history, we find that people who opposed to certain
governments, when they took power some of them remained humble and
sincere, whilst others had strived for the power, money, and played
politics. These people used to call for justice and equity, but later they
6
7

Seminaries where Shi‘a Muslim female and male clerics are trained
Al-Kāfi, vo. 2, p. 297.
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were intoxicated with power. We have not yet been tested properly in this
regard to see clearly whether we are able to remain humble or not.

Association with those in power cannot lead to dignity
Hence, one false way of achieving dignity is arrogance. Another false way
is to attach one’s self with people who have power and position. This is
also not productive. The Qur’an says:
نiﺰَة ﻓَﺎiﯾ َْ†‡َُﻐﻮَن ِﻋﻨَﺪ ُ ُﱒ اﻟِْﻌz{ ْوِﻟَﯿﺎء ِﻣﻦ ُدوِن اﻟُْﻤْﺆِﻣِ„َﲔz{ َﻦkَﲀِﻓِﺮuُْﺬوَن اpِiَﻦ ﯾ َﺘkhِ i ا
‘
ﺰَة ِ ّ ِ’ َ ِﲨﯿًﻌﺎiاﻟِﻌ

‘Those who take the faithless for allies instead of the
faithful. Do they seek honour with them? [If so,] indeed
all honour belongs to God.’ (4:139)
Sins cannot lead to dignity
Another unproductive way is to commit sins and yet expect to achieve
dignity and honour. At times, some people feel that by not observing
God’s rules and regulations they can be successful. They feel they can
achieve money, power, and respect. Some of them say that when we are
established, we will ask for forgiveness and lead a good life full of good
deeds. In other words, they think that I will amass money and power, and
later sort my situation out.
No one can gain ‘izzah by disobeying God. ‘Izzah comes from obedience,
not from disobedience. If someone offers you a job, business, friendship,
relation, etc., if there is a slight act of disobedience to God, then do not
even think about it; even thinking about it is wasting your time and
energy, let alone accepting it. Indeed, we should be so well-presented to
people that they do not even offer us a sinful thing. Such deals can be
transactions that involve usury or mischief. People should feel
18
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embarrassed to talk to you about this. Believers must strive to behave and
appear in such a way that those who are bad move away from them.
In future, we will discuss how God has given us opportunities to achieve
real dignity, not the false dignities and honour that we have discussed
above. There is a real dignity that God has given to human beings in
general, and then there is extra dignity that they should qualify for.

God grants honour to His creation
We have already said that everything God created possesses some level of
dignity. For example, when we know of a renowned and great writer or
scholar, then anything written by that person—whether volumes or just
something brief—will be deemed valuable. Consider, for example, the late
Allāmah Tabataba’i, due to the level of respect we have for him and his
knowledge, and his expertise and his taqwa (God-wariness); we will
appreciate anything written by him, whether it is his famous Tafsir alMizan or a short essay.
Similarly, for a famous artist or painter, anything they produce is valuable.
But among their paintings, some of them are regarded as masterpieces,
whilst others although not masterpieces, they nonetheless remain
valuable.
The same principle applies to God and His creation. Everything He
created is valuable. Even the smallest creation has His signature. We
cannot underestimate anything created by God. The names and the
greatness of God have filled everything. In Du‘a Kumayl we say:
ّ ِ ُ ْرَﰷَنz{ ْتI{  ِﱵ َﻣi َوِﺑ¨{ ْ َﲰﺎ ِﺋَﻚ اﻟ
ﳾء
َْ ﰻ
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And [I ask You] by Your names, which have filled the
foundations of all things.
God’s impact can be seen in all things. This aspect is so important that
even after tens of thousands of years and even after the rapid development
of science and technology, we human beings cannot claim we know
everything about even the smallest creature of God. I do not think anyone
would dare to claim they know everything about the smallest thing
created by God. His creation is so sophisticated that no one can know
everything about it, except God Himself.
Among these creatures, when we compare them with one another, some
are more honoured and have more significance. The Qur’an mentions
them and characterises them as mukram (honoured and dignified) or
karim (great and honourable).

Angels are described as mukramun
Sometimes God refers to the angels and describes them as mukramun:
ﻟَْﻘْﻮِل َوُﱒ ِﺑ¨{ْﻣِﺮِﻩÉِ ِﺒُﻘﻮﻧ َُﻪè َ ْﺴ¢ ْﺒ َ"ﺎﻧ َُﻪ ﺑ َْﻞ ِﻋَﺒﺎٌد ¾ﻣْﻜَﺮُﻣﻮَن َﻻèا ُﺳýً َ ﺮ ْ َﲪُﻦ َوi َﲣَﺬ اﻟi َوﻗَﺎﻟُﻮا ا
ﯾ َْﻌَﻤﻠُﻮَن

They say, “The All-beneficent has taken offsprings.”
Immaculate is He! Rather they are [His] honoured
servants. They do not venture to speak ahead of Him, and
they act by His command.’ (21:26-27)
This verse emphasises that the angels are not God or any kind of deity.
They are servants and have been created. However, they are special
servants, and are honoured. Angels are pure and clean from any impurity.
To explain further, He says:
ﻟَْﻘْﻮِل َوُﱒ ِﺑ¨{ْﻣِﺮِﻩ ﯾ َْﻌَﻤﻠُﻮَنÉِ ِﺒُﻘﻮﻧ َُﻪè َ ْﺴ¢ َﻻ
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They do not venture to speak ahead of Him, and they
act by His command. (21:27)
The angels, because they are at the service of the absolute truth, are ‘ibad
mukramun (honoured servants). If we also want to reach their level of
being honoured and dignified then we must also obey God, and we should
not behave as those who want to gain dignity and honour by disobeying
Him.

Advice of Imam Hasan al-Mujtaba (a)
It is narrated that at the end of the life of Imam Hasan, a person called
Junadah ibn Abi Sufyan asked Imam for some advice. The Imam, in the
last hours of his life, offers some advice; hence we should treat this as very
special and important, because the Imam would have wanted to say
something in such a way that it would be sufficient for the listener, and
yet comprehensive, and would not require any further clarification, as he
would not have the opportunity to see the Imam again. The Imam said:
’ِ i َرْدَت ِﻋّﺰًا ِﺑَﻼ َﻋ ِﺸ َﲑٍة َو َﻫْﯿَﺒًﺔ ِﺑَﻼ ُﺳﻠْ َﻄﺎٍن ﻓَﺎْﺧُﺮ ْج ِﻣْﻦ ُذِّل َﻣْﻌِﺼَﯿِﺔ َاz{ َو اَذا
ﻞiäَ ﺰ َوi ِ’ َﻋi َِﺔ َا°ا َ ‘ﱃ ِﻋ ّ ِﺰ َﻃﺎ
‘
If you want to have honour without a big tribe/family to
support you, and awe without a kingdom, then exit the
state of humiliation of disobedience and enter into the
honour of obedience to God.8

Kifayat al-Athar, vol. 1, p. 226. A similar hadith is quoted from Imam Ali (a) as well. For example, Shaykh
al-Tusi in his al-Amali through his chain of narration quotes Imam Ali (a) saying:
8

 ﻓﻠﯿﺘﺤﻮل ﻣﻦ،ﲑ ﺑﺬلK ﺔ ﻣﻦ° وﻃﺎ،ﲑ ﻣﺎلK  وﻏ ًﲎ ﻣﻦ،ﲑ ﺳﻠﻄﺎنK  وﻫﯿﺒﺔ ﻣﻦ،راد ﻋﺰًا ﺑﻼ ﻋﺸﲑةzٔ ﻣﻦ
. ﳇّﻪY ﻓﺎﻧﻪ ﳚﺪ ذ،ذل ﻣﻌﺼﯿﺔ ﷲ ٕاﱃ ﻋّﺰ ﻃﺎﻋﺘﻪ
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These are two very interesting principles: 1) people disobey God and earn
humiliation, and 2) the obedient ones are honoured.
The Imam says that a person does not require a group, party, tribe, a
kingdom, or even a government with ministers and an army in order to
be honoured and dignified. It is possible to have all of these and yet still
not be respected. Obedience to God is the key to honour.
The angels do not perform anything in excess of what God wants and do
nothing less than He expects.

Another group of honoured angels
In the story of Prophet Abraham, the Qur’an again mentions that angels
are referred to as mukramun:
َﺮاِﻫ َﲓ اﻟُْﻤْﻜَﺮِﻣَﲔFْ ِﺪﯾ ُﺚ َﺿْﯿِﻒ ا5َ  َكZَ z{ َﻫْﻞ
‘

Did you receive the story of Abraham’s honoured guests?
(51:24)
Those angels that visited Prophet Ibrahim were mukram and enjoyed
high respect.

Prophets are mukram
The prophets of God are also introduced as those with karamah and
respect. God refers to Prophet Moses in the following way:
ﺎء ُ ْﱒ َرُﺳﻮٌل َﻛِﺮ ٌﱘäَﻠَُﻬْﻢ ﻗَْﻮَم ِﻓْﺮَﻋْﻮَن َوÐَْﺎ ﻗiَوﻟََﻘْﺪ ﻓَ‡َﻨ

Certainly We tried the people of Pharaoh before them,
when a noble apostle came to them. (44:17)
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This verse clearly shows that the messenger who came to the people of
Pharaoh was karim: he possessed honour and dignity. Moses was indeed
a great personality.
ُﻪ ﻟََﻘْﻮُل َرُﺳﻮٍل َﻛِﺮ ٍﱘi اﻧ
‘

It is indeed the speech of a noble apostle. (69:40)

In this verse, God makes it clear that the verses of the Qur’an are the
words transmitted by a messenger, and are not the words of a poet. A
poet has no divine message, and he merely speaks of himself. Here, the
apostle referred to is either angel Gabriel or Prophet Muhammad. The
same phrase is repeated in another part of the Qur’an.9

The people of heaven are mukram
The Qur’an describes the inhabitants of heaven as follows:
ﻣْﻌﻠُﻮٌمi ْوﻟَ ِﺌَﻚ ﻟَُﻬْﻢ ِرْز ٌقzJ ﻠَِﺼَﲔpْ ِ’ اﻟُْﻤi ﻻ ِﻋَﺒﺎَد اiﻻ َﻣﺎ ُﻛﻨ ُْﱲ ﺗَْﻌَﻤﻠُﻮَن اiَوَﻣﺎ ُ ْﲡَﺰْوَن ا
ِﻌ ِﲓiﺎِت ا ‘ﻟﻨi „ﻓََﻮاِﻛُﻪ َوُﱒ ¾ﻣ ‘ْﻜَﺮُﻣﻮَن ِﰲ َﺟ

And you will be requited only for what you used to do
– [all] except God’s exclusive servants. For such there is
a known provision – fruits – and they will be held in
honour, in the gardens of bliss. (37:39-43)
This passage refers to those that are mukhlas (purified); those who have

special and distinct qualities, one of which is that they are not brought
for judgement. Everyone else will be brought for judgement, but not the
mukhlasin. They will not need judgement, for they are higher than the
level of being questioned.

9

81:19.
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Another distinction that the mukhlasin have is that their reward is not
based on their actions. They are so close to God and are so loved and
honoured, it is as if they have a blank cheque. Their reward is a much
higher level of reward. For them, they are not asked what they have done
and then they are given a proportionate reward like a salary; rather they
are so loved by God that He treats them with special courtesy. They have
a special sustenance decided by God and known to Him. The word
employed–ma‘lum–shows that their reward is something special.
Sometimes, when you wish to host someone, you reserve something very
special for your guests that is known only to the host. This is a special
honour:
ﺎٍت ¾ﻣْﻜَﺮُﻣﻮَنi „ْوﻟَ ِﺌَﻚ ِﰲ َﺟzJ

They will be in gardens, held in honour. (70:35)

Piety
Hence, the angels, messengers, and pure servants of God in heaven, are
mukram. God also says that the people who are pious in this world also
have a special level of karamah. This is because, in reality, these pious
people are the same people as those in heaven. At the moment they are
in this world, but their nature and quality are heavenly. Furthermore,
those people that possess more taqwa (piety or God-wariness) are even
more honoured:
نiﺎ ِﺋَﻞ ِﻟَﺘَﻌﺎَرﻓُﻮا اÐََ َوﻗÉًﻧ َﱺ َوَﺟَﻌﻠْﻨَﺎ ُ ْﰼ ُﺷُﻌﻮzJ ﻠَْﻘ„َﺎُﰼ ِّﻣﻦ َذَﻛٍﺮ َوÝَ ¬i ﺎُس اi ¾ﳞَﺎ اﻟﻨz{ Hَ
‘
 ٌﲑÐَِِﻠ ٌﲓ َﺧ° ’iَن اiﺗَْﻘﺎ ُ ْﰼ اz{ ’ِ ‘ i ْﻛَﺮَﻣ ُْﲂ ِﻋﻨَﺪ اz{
‘

O mankind! Indeed We created you from a male and a
female, and made you nations and tribes that you may
identify yourselves with one another. Indeed the noblest
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of you in the sight of God is the most Godwary among
you. Indeed God is all-knowing, all-aware. (49:13)
If people understood this then it would lead to a world free of conflict.
Our Creator is the same, and our father and mother are the same, but
unfortunately people forget this pact, and brothers and sisters in
humanity fight each other.
God emphasises that He did not create us into different tribes and nations
to fight, but rather to get to know each other. The different colours and
ethnicities are there for us to better understand one another. If everyone
had been the same, then it would have been difficult for us to recognise
each other. We must use these differences as an opportunity to
understand one another.
The verse emphasises that none of the worldly things give us any
importance: aspects such as tribe, family, ethnicity are all insignificant.
Our Creator will judge us on a different criterion. If you imagine a
company that manufactures laptops or mobile phones, then the designer
of these items is best placed to judge which one is the best of them. Our
designer is God. He says that no one is better than another based on
colour, ethnicity, or geography. In the sight of God, the best and most
honourable are those who are more pious.
Everyone can be pious. We cannot decide our gender, colour, ethnicity,
and status, and hence these are not important. But what we can control
is really what is important, and that is piety (taqwa) and knowledge. The
Qur’an affirms that people can rise in their ranks, based on piety and
knowledge.
َْﺮُﺟﻮ َر ْ َﲪَﺔ َ ِرﺑ ِّﻪ ُﻗْﻞ َﻫْﻞkًﺪا َوﻗَﺎ ِﺋًﻤﺎ َْﳛَﺬُر ا ْ>ِٓﺧَﺮَة َوäِْﯿِﻞ َﺳﺎi  ٓ َ¬ء ا×ﻠz ﻣْﻦ ُﻫَﻮ ﻗَﺎِﻧٌﺖiz{
ْوﻟُﻮا ا ْ {>ﻟَْﺒﺎِبzJ ُﺮiَﻤﺎ ﯾ ََﺘَﺬﻛi َﻦ َﻻ ﯾ َْﻌﻠَُﻤﻮَن اﻧkhِ i َﻦ ﯾ َْﻌﻠَُﻤﻮَن َواkhِ i َﺘِﻮي اè َ ْﺴ¢
‘
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Is he who supplicates in the watches of the night,
prostrating and standing, apprehensive of the Hereafter
and expecting the mercy of his Lord . . . ? Say, ‘Are those
who know equal to those who do not know?’ Only those
who possess intellect take admonition. (39:9)
ْﻛَﺮَﻣ ُْﲂz{ نiﺎ ِﺋَﻞ ِﻟَﺘَﻌﺎَرﻓُﻮا اÐََ َوﻗÉًﻧ َﱺ َوَﺟَﻌﻠْﻨَﺎ ُ ْﰼ ُﺷُﻌﻮzJ ﻠَْﻘ„َﺎُﰼ ِّﻣﻦ َذَﻛٍﺮ َوÝَ ¬i ﺎُس اi ¾ﳞَﺎ اﻟﻨz{ Hَ
‘
 ٌﲑÐَِِﻠ ٌﲓ َﺧ° ’iَن اiﺗَْﻘﺎ ُ ‘ ْﰼ اz{ ’ِ i ِﻋﻨَﺪ ا
‘

O mankind! Indeed We created you from a male and a
female, and made you nations and tribes that you may
identify yourselves with one another. Indeed the noblest
of you in the sight of God is the most Godwary among
you. Indeed God is all-knowing, all-aware. (49:13)

Therefore, the pious are honoured, and those with more piety are
honoured even more. Of course, this is in addition to general honour that
God has bestowed upon all human beings. The Qur’an says:
 َٓدَمz ﺮْﻣ„َﺎ ﺑ َ ِﲏiَوﻟََﻘْﺪ َﻛ

Certainly We have honoured the Children of Adam.
(17:70)

26

