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Publisher’s Preface

By the publication of this book entitled Mukhta¶ar, we aim to 
acquaint an English-speaking readership with the abridged ver-
sion of muªammad ibn muªammad abû Óâmid al-Ghazâlî’s 
magnum opus, the Iªya’ ‘ulûm ad-dîn, ‘The Revival of the Reli-
gious Sciences’, which has been regarded as one of the most im-
portant writings of the Islamic tradition for ninehundred years 
and is esteemed and appreciated among muslims worldwide like 
no other work.

according to the written records available to us today, the 
master himself invested a great deal of energy in the preparation 
of this concise version to produce a volume that would enable 
him (cf. p. 23) to take his work along on his journeys.*

Whereas in the full-length version of his work, the author’s 
knowledge and wisdom unfolds over the course of forty books, 
we here have only forty chapters; in these everything concern-
ing human life from the cradle to the grave is discussed with 
refreshing brevity and unambiguous lucidity. The book opens 
with a fundamental discussion of questions of knowledge and 
faith which makes up its first quarter; its second quarter is de-
voted to questions of everyday life, such as the proper conduct 
in marriage and the like; this is followed in the third section by 
an exceedingly subtle description of the intricacies of the inner 
workings of the human soul and the ‘miracle of the heart’, and 

*   as in other cases of Ghazâlî reception, doubts have been raised as to wheth-
er this abbreviated version was actually penned by the famous scholar him-
self; let it therefore be said that this essentially unanswerable question is of 
scant relevance, as the text presented here was given its final form through 
comparison with the corresponding passages of the full-length version, some 
of which were additionally appended by the editor – the authenticity of 
which is unquestioned.
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the fourth part delineates the paths to salvation, and reaches its 
climactic conclusion in the last chapter ‘Remembrance of Death 
and the afterlife’. Throughout the book, topics are raised that 
are of interest not just to the religious-minded, but to mankind 
in general. The chapter on ‘Intention, Sincerity and Truthful-
ness’ (an-niyyah wa l-ikhlâ¶ wa ¶-¶idq) for instance, focuses on the 
fundamental questions which turn an action into a good deed 
that brings its agent honour and helps us become true human 
beings. It might well come as the greatest surprise to one who 
has been brought up and taught in the Western tradition, that 
about one-thousand years before the German philosopher Imma-
nuel Kant by his concept of ‘good will’ identified the intention 
as the main criterion for the morality of an action, Sayyidinâ 
muªammad k, the prophet of Islam, had already proclaimed 
to humanity this all-important principle for every action and 
(intentional) non-action. 

With this book, Imam Ghazâlî consolidated the legacy left 
by the holy Prophet into a form that makes it indispensable 
reading for every muslim, as well as for those inspired by the 
fundamental questions of our existence; the text also incites and 
encourages the yearning for those means whereby we might at-
tain happiness in this life and the hereafter.

We are pleased to make this famous scholar’s dogmatical-
ly precise and intellectually profound masterpiece, which in a 
unique way taps into the sources while simultaneously conserv-
ing them, accessible in such a convenient form, a shining star in 
the firmament of mankind’s literary heritage. 

Wa min Allâh at-tawfîq. 

On the 8th day of Sha‘bân 1334,
June 2013.

    Salim E. Spohr
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Translator’s Preface

a good friend of mine, aªmad, came to visit me in hospital after 
my first stroke, and he brought me a gift. It was a small book, 
titled mukhta¶ar Ihyâ’ ‘ulûm ad-Din by Imâm muªammad al-
Ghazâlî, who is known as Óujjat al-Islâm.

This doubly good deed, visiting sick people and giving gifts, 
which is recommended by the messenger of God, peace be upon 
him, by saying, ‘Visit the sick’ and ‘Give and exchange gifts,’ 
deserved a response from me, which was, not, of course, sought 
nor expected by my generous friend. 

So I decided to return the favour in part by translating that 
valuable book, for posterity, and to curry favour, with Imâm 
Ghazâlî, may God sanctify his secret.

having never before attempted any project like this in any 
seriousness, it was not long before I realized its enormity for 
me: English not being my native tongue and arabic being no 
less daunting, after forty years away  from practicing it on a 
regular daily basis, in England. The satisfaction of the task was 
an inspiration for me to persevere, and I am truly thankful to the 
almighty for the assistance I was feeling all along, with an un-
derlying urge to continue, for I loved the subject matter, and the 
learning I was undoubtedly receiving with every letter, word, 
phrase and page of Ghazâlî’s inspirational writing on this, which 
to me is almost a holy subject!

So much rubbish is being put forth in print, speech and other 
media, concerning Islam; the most retrograde being, sadly, from 
so-called muslims, within Islam, apart from that of outright en-
emies of Islam and others.

On the other hand I have the feeling that Islam is winning, and 
will continue to win and advance, for it is the religion of God, 
the Dâ’im, the Permanent, and the Omnipotent, provided it is 
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practiced in good faith, good manners and gently, the way that 
muªammad espoused and practiced.

as nothing can be perfect except God almighty, my efforts 
must contain mistakes, errors, and slips, for which I abjectly 
apologize, to the readers and to Imâm Ghazâlî himself.

I invite comment, advice, and input to help me and the pub-
lishers to refine the book, and raise its standards wherever pos-
sible. 

and ‘min Allâh at-tawfîq’... from God is success.

london, 7 may 2012. 

       Marwan Khalaf 
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Foreword

Thank God for all his bounties; for even enabling us to thank 
him; and prayers and peace be upon the master of messengers, 
muªammad, his Prophet, mes senger and Servant, upon his 
family and Companions, and upon his successors after him, his 
ministers in his time.

I missed, in some of my travels, a facility for extracting from 
the ‘Iªyâ’ ‘ulûm ad-dîn’ its essences, due to the difficulty of car-
rying it around with me, on account of its bulk. hence I tack-
led this matter, seeking success and guidance from God and 
praising his Prophet.

It consists of forty chapters.
and God guides to the truth.

ChaPTER TEN
The litanies or Remembrance (awrâd)

... 125
section 
On the Merits of Recitations, and their Organisation and Rules   ................... 125
The special days and nights   .................................................................... 126
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Abbreviations for eulogies:

k ¶alla llâhu ‘alayhi wa sallam, Allâh’s prayers and salutations be 
upon him or may Allah honour him and grant him peace – this ex-
pression follows specifically after saying the name of the last 
prophet of Islam, muªammad.

æ ‘alayhi s-salâm, peace be upon him – follows after naming any 
prophet other than muªammad, or one of the archangels.

d / p Allâh be pleased with him/her – this phrase is usually 
uttered after a Companion’s name. For female companions 
it is ra¡iya llâhu ‘anhâ and for more than one person, it is 
ra¡iya llâhu ‘anhum:

r  Allâh be pleased with them. 

chapter one

On Knowledge
and imparting Knowledge

his saying ‘Yarfa‘i llâhu lladhîna âmanû minkum wa-lladhîna ûtû 
l-‘ilma darajât – God raises by degrees those of you who are be-
lievers and are granted Knowledge by degrees’ (Koran, 58:11). 
Ibn ‘abbâs, (the son of ‘abbâs), Allâh be pleased with them (r), 
said, ‘The learned may rise among the Faithful by seven hun-
dred degrees, between each two degrees is the distance of a five 
hundred year walk.’1 and The Exalted said: ‘Qul hal yastawî 
lladhîna ya‘lamûna wa-lladhîna lâ ya‘lamûn? – Say: Can those who 
Know be of the same level as those who do not Know?’ (Koran, 
39:9). 

and he said: ‘Innamâ yakh shâ llâha min ‘ibâdihi l-‘ulamâ’ – Only 
those servants of Knowledge fear God.’ (Koran, 35:28). and fur-
ther: ‘Wa tilka l-amthâlu na¡ribuhâ li-n-nâs, wa mâ ya‘qiluhâ illâ 
l-‘âlimûn – and those examples we impart to people, but only 
the Knowledgeable fathom them.’ (Koran, 29:43). 

It is related that he, may Allah honour him and grant him peace 
(k), said, ‘Those of Knowledge are the Beneficiaries of the 
Prophets.’ and, ‘The most useful of people is the Knowledgea-
ble who, when needed, imparts knowledge, and when not need-
ed, enriches himself with it.’2 also, ‘Belief is naked: its dress is 
fear of God, its manifestation (outward decoration) is life, and 
its fruit is Knowledge.’3 he said k, ‘The nearest people to the 
rank of Prophethood are the people of Knowledge and the people 
of jihâd; the people of Knowledge because they guide people to 
what the Prophets bring, whereas the people of jihâd defend it 
with their swords.’4

he k said, ‘The learned man is the trustee of God on earth.’5 
and, ‘On the Day of Resurrection the power of attestation is 
granted to the Prophets, and then the learned and then the 
martyrs.’6
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Fa†h al-maw¶ulî7 said, ‘Is it not that the patient deprived of 
food, drink and medicine dies?’ They replied in the affirmative. 
‘So it is with the heart, if deprived of Wisdom and Knowledge 
for three days, it dies.’

he tells the truth, for the nourishment of the heart is Knowl-
edge and Wisdom, and in them is its life, as food and drink are 
life for the body.

For whosoever lacks Knowledge has a sick heart, and its de-
mise is a certainty. he does not feel it, because the distractions 
of the world numb his senses. When, however, death lifts the 
veil of those distractions, the senses return and great pain is felt, 
together with endless regret. That is the meaning of his saying 
k, ‘People are asleep; when they die, they become alert.’8

as for the rank of Knowledge, it is pointed to in his saying k, 
‘The angels lower their wings upon seeing the seeker of Knowl-
edge, in appreciation of what he is about.’9 also, ‘Seeking a sin-
gle window of Knowledge is better for you than if you prayed a 
hundred raka‘ât.’10

abu d-Dardâ’ said, ‘Whosoever does not see that seeking 
Knowledge is jihâd is failing in his opinion, and in his mind.’ 

as proof of the advantage of teaching are his words: ‘Wa idh 
akhadha llâhu mîthâqa alladhîna ûtû l-kitâba latubayyinunnahu li-
n-nâsi wa lâ taktumûnahu – For God took a covenant from the 
People who were given The Book that they expose it to people 
and not withhold it’ (Koran, 3:187). The messenger of God k 
upon reciting these words said, ‘Knowledge was never granted 
until God took a covenant from the recipient, akin to that he 
took from the Prophets, that “You expose it and do not with-
hold it”.’11

he said k, that he told mu‘âdh bin Jabal, when he appointed 
him to the Yemen, ‘For God to guide through you but one man 
is better reward for you than the whole world and what it con-
tains.’12 and ‘umar, Allâh be pleased with him, said, ‘Whosoever 
relates a tradition (of the Prophet k) that is acted upon is re-
warded by as much as the rewards gained by the actions carried 
out resulting from its narration.’ mu‘âdh said, about teaching 

and learning (and its narration is referred to, with authority, 
elsewhere), ‘learn “Knowledge”,’ for its learning for the sake 
of God is in itself a benefaction (ªasanah), seeking it is worship, 
participation in it is praising and eulogising him, and its re-
search is jihâd. Teaching it is charity, and expending of it to the 
worthy is piety. It is the bosom friend in solitude, the compan-
ion in seclusion, the guide in joy and in sorrow, the minister 
among comrades, and the associate among associates. It is the 
guiding light on the path to Paradise – God elevating people 
with it to become leaders in virtue, guides to be followed to-
wards the good, their paths legendary and their deeds coveted. 
The angels desire to adorn them and with their wings to caress 
them. all things, soft and solid, praise them – even the creatures 
in the oceans pray forgiveness for them, as do the lions of the 
earth and its cattle, and even the heavens and their stars; for 
Knowledge returns life to hearts in the darkness of death, and 
lights to perception in darkness. It gives strength to bodies in 
weakness, God’s servant attaining through it the ranks of the 
virtuous, and the high stations. Contemplation of it is akin to 
fasting, and its deliberations are akin to the night prayers. and 
through it God is obeyed and by it worshipped, and his Oneness 
(tawªîd) is professed. With it the link of birth is maintained, and 
it is the imâm whose follower is application. he inspires the hap-
py with it, while the wretched are denied it.13

as for intellectual considerations, the merit of Know l edge 
cannot be obscure, for it is the means for nearness to God the 
most high, and for his proximity and good neighbourliness. It 
is eternal happiness and perpetual pleasure, which have no end, 
for in it are the glory of this world and the happiness of the 
hereafter. This life is the garden of the hereafter, and the man 
of knowledge sows with it for himself eternal happiness through 
the refinement of his ethics according to what knowledge dic-
tates; and by teaching, he plants eternal happiness, for he is re-
fining people’s ethics and calling them, with his knowledge, to 
that which draws them to God: ‘Ud‘u ilâ sabîli rabbika bi-l-ªikma-
ti wa-l-maw‘i|ati l-ªasana wa jâdilhum bi-llati hiya aªsan – Call to 
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the Way of your lord by means of wisdom and pleasant exhor-
tation, and debate with them with grace’ (Koran, 16:125). For 
he is then calling the select with wisdom, the commoners with 
exhortation, and the obstinate with argument, thereby achiev-
ing salvation for his soul and those of others – and that is the 
perfection of man.’

section 
 Expounding on praiseworthy and deprecated knowledge;

and on primary obligations and secondary ones

The messenger of God k said, ‘Seeking knowledge is an obliga-
tion for every muslim man and woman.’14 and what is obliga-
tory for him, on reaching adolescence or on becoming a muslim, 
is to know the words of the Shahâdah15 (the dual declaration16 
‘There is no Deity but God, muªammad is his messenger’) 
and understand the meaning. But he is not (at that early stage) 
obliged to ‘perfect’ them by reciting proofs. It is sufficient for 
him merely to sincerely believe them with no doubt or equivo-
cation, albeit by way of imitation.

as The messenger of God k used to do with the ‘rough’ 
a‘râb17 once they took Islam. he has to begin work on learning 
the novelties of God’s orders, such as praying according to the 
new instructions, about prayer at the allotted times, and pre-
paring for it beforehand; similarly with fasting. he has to learn 
about the annual alms tax (zakâh) if he possesses anything on 
which it will become due when a year is up from when he took 
Islam, zakâh being a duty, a necessary duty. he must be alerted 
to the obligation of pilgrimage, but is not obliged to learn its 
intricacies at present, nor to set off to perform it, yet. 

as the days pass, he is obliged to learn what he must do and 
what disobedient actions he must abandon, according to need. 
Should he have doubt about his beliefs, he is obliged to con-
template and delve into them, learning enough to enable him to 
remove the doubts; and further learn the knowledge by which 

shall be his salvation from the destructive qualities of the ego 
(muhlikât) and the gaining of the higher degrees, the attainment 
of which is likewise a primary obligation for muslims. 

Beyond this, other kinds of knowledge are secondary rather 
than obligatory.

Know ye that knowledge is graded by its proximity to the 
Knowledge of the hereafter and beyond; and just as the studies 
of jurisprudence are ranked higher than other subjects, so it is 
that knowledge which is to do with the essences of jurispru-
dence is preferred to that which concerns the outward judge-
ments in jurisprudence. The jurist may determine whether a 
worldly matter is true or false; but above that in rank is the 
Knowledge by which worship is adjudged as being accepted or 
rejected (by The almighty). That is part of #ûfî Knowledge, as 
will come later. 

The eminent Scholars whose Schools have been followed by 
people and whose teachings have guided them, all possessed 
both the jurisprudence of worldly affairs and that of Reality, 
and applied them.

This is seen from the descriptions of their conduct during 
their lives, and reports about their teachings. They are five: 
ash-Shâfi‘î, malik, abû Óanîfah, aªmad bin Óanbal and Sufyân 
ath-Thawrî18, Allâh have mercy on them. Each one of them was 
pious, an ascetic, a scholar of the Sciences of the Hereafter, as well 
as a scholar of outward jurisprudence, which concerns the worldly 
affairs of people, and (last but not least) their sole desire from all 
of their knowledge was the Divine Countenance.

Of these five attributes the only one followed by pre sent-day 
jurists is that of excessive dissemination and learning of the mi-
nutiae of worldly jurisprudence. The other four are only usable 
for the hereafter, whereas this fifth one is usable both for world-
ly fame and for the hereafter.

[actions are judged by the resolve behind them. People use 
worldly jurisprudence for fame, claiming it raises them to the 
level of the five Scholars. What folly, like comparing angels to 
blacksmiths! (Iªyâ’ ‘ulûm ad-dîn).] 

chapter one: on knowledge


