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Dedication

To Rachel Corrie, a gentle lamb who resisted the oppressor 
without hatred or rancor in her heart and paid the ultimate 
price; to Chris Hedges and all those who have, despite its polit-
ical incorrectness, stood by the Palestinian people in their just 
cause; to the people of Darfur; to the six million victims of the 
21st century holocaust of the Congo; to the Kashmiris, Iraq-
is, Afghans, Chechnyans, and every other victim of the many 
tragic oppressions I have witnessed in my lifetime; to victims 
of oppression everywhere whose only weapon is the power of 
prayer, this work is humbly dedicated.
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If a man is slain unjustly, his heir shall be entitled to satisfaction.  
But let him not carry his vengeance to excess, for his victim is sure to be 

assisted and avenged. – qur’an,  17:33

Limit your hostility toward your enemy, for one day he may  
become your beloved. – prophet muĤammad  s

It is strange that we should not realize that no enemy could be more  
dangerous to us than the hatred with which we hate him, and that by 

our efforts against him we do less damage to our enemy than is  
wrought in our own heart. – st.  augustine

The last sphere to be conquered by the spirit of justice is the  
sphere of reactive feelings. – friedrich nietzsche

the world is  filled  with wonders, and nature exhibits 
order and perfection. Stars follow a calculable course, seasons 
come with the exactitude of clockwork, and all life on earth re-

veals undeniable design and divine generosity. Each creature knows its 
place in the natural order and follows similar patterns of embryonic 
development, birth, growth, decay, and finally death. Beasts of prey 
take only what they need to survive from weaker ones, none oppress-
ing the other, never guilty of massacres or capricious killings, all living 
together, from our perspective, in a world of harmony and mutual un-
derstanding. The Qur’an says, “There is not an animal on the earth nor 
a bird that flies upon two wings except they form communities like you. 
We have omitted nothing from the Book, and then all shall be gathered 
to their Lord” (6:38).

Human beings, too, live largely in structured societies of immense 
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complexity that fulfill the many needs and aspirations of men and 
women in their daily lives and provide avenues for both their individual 
and collective pursuits. Each person, in seeking a livelihood, helps 
others to fulfill their needs. Commenting on this veiled but vital aspect 
of humanity, the 10th century Arab poet, al-MutanabbÏ (d. 354/965), 
said:

Men, though separate, need one another;  
Without knowing, each serves the other. 

While our collective social organization is premised on order, bal-
ance, and mutual respect, we are also imbued with the capacity to vio-
late that very order and balance.  Men, like animals, are part of the nat-
ural world, but, unlike animals, betray in their actions a nature wholly 
incongruous with Nature. We breach natural laws in our thoughts, 
emotions, desires, and diets. Instead of loving people and using ob-
jects, we love objects and use people. We strive for our own success 
through aggression, by enviously and consciously undermining the 
success of others. We feel slighted easily and forgive with great dif-
ficulty; we desire far more than we use, eat much more than we need, 
lust too often, and love too seldom; we pursue luxury for ourselves and 
neglect those in need. Indeed, pride, envy, wrath, greed, sloth, glut-
tony, and lust sometimes seem to be the defining traits of our species. 
These “deadly sins” were once despised, denounced, and disciplined. 
Yet, unlike our ancestors, our advertisers pander with pride to these 
human weaknesses; they are now packaged for display to please our 
eyes, tease our tongues, and seduce our hearts and minds. 

Men and women have always struggled with temptation. But what is 
different today is how acceptable it has become, in the name of com-
merce, to publicly prey on the human weaknesses of others and to 
entice them to indulge in their whims and cave in to their cravings. 
But where have all these efforts brought us? What exactly have they 
wrought? Individually, our hunger increases as our happiness dimin-
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ishes, and collectively, conflict and war plague our world, making the 
panacea of peace seem more distant than ever. 

This predicament is largely a result of our ignorance of the nature 
of good and evil—because we often cannot distinguish between the 
two, we are unable to use our intellect to see clearly and make choices 
(intelligere literally means “to choose among”). Thus, we grope in the 
dark in pursuit of false desires. And these insatiable appetites, crass 
cravings, and pitiful pursuits, in turn, often lead us to oppress others. 

the cycle of oppression

Oppression is almost universally understood to be a crime that in-
volves an “action on another’s person or property without authority 
or permission.” Some simply define it as “putting something where 
it does not belong,” whether it is one’s hands, genitals, army, wealth, 
or anything else. It arises when a moral agent violates either societal 
standards of justice as in customary law, secular standards as in posi-
tive law and natural law, or revealed standards as in religious law. In-
terestingly, all legal and ethical perspectives agree on this point much 
more than they disagree. 

But where does the desire to oppress come from? What is its  
genesis? What feeds or incites oppressive acts? The Qur’an states 
the following: “If God expanded provisions for mortals, they would 
surely act unjustly on earth; but God sends down what God wills in a 
measured way. For God is aware, watchful of all humanity” (42:27). A 
profound truth about the psychological nature of those who oppress 
is discernable in this verse: oppression is largely driven by power 
and wealth. An Arab proverb states, “Those who possess, oppress.” 
In another verse, the Qur’an states, “Surely man transgresses when 
he deems himself independent” (96:6-7). The insightful dictum of 
the English historian, Lord Acton (d. 1902), still rings true: “Power 
tends to corrupt, but absolute power corrupts absolutely.” Conversely, 
however, absolute powerlessness appears to have the same corrosive 
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effect. Between these two extremes swirls a seemingly unbreakable 
cycle of oppression. 

Far more potent than power and wealth in this vicious cycle are hate 
and resentment, which exacerbate the insidious effects of oppression 
on the souls of both the oppressor and the oppressed. The oppressor 
must hate his victims in order to rationalize his behavior, and so free 
himself from cognitive dissonance. In having the innate knowledge 
that what he is doing is wrong, he is confronted with two options: 
use the defense mechanism of denial, or stop doing what is wrong. 
A third option is rarely afforded the tyrant: that of another restrain-
ing him from his tyranny and liberating him with compassion. What 
occurs, more often than not, however, is that the oppressor degrades 
and vilifies his victims, thereby licensing his wrongful acts in his own 
mind. 

Unfortunately, the oppressed also do their part in perpetuating the 
cycle of oppression. Often, due to the oppressed people’s helpless-
ness and frustration in defending themselves against their aggressor, 
a deep resentment begins to take root in their hearts. This resentment 
either poisons them entirely or bursts forth in an aggressive attempt 
to purge the body politic through the redressing of wrongs. Too often, 
the purging spirals into a bloodletting, and the bitter cycle continues. 
Hate, aggression, and violence beget more of the same.

the nature of the tyrant 

The Qur’an describes the oppressor or tyrant as one who is “deaf, 
dumb, and blind,” which is, in essence, the spiritual reality of the 
tyrant. He cannot hear the cries of his victims; he cannot commune 
with those he is oppressing, for he views them imperiously as 
belonging to a lesser order of being than himself, and thus simply as 
exploitable commodities or, worse, a pestilence to be purged; and he 
cannot see the harm he inflicts. Aristotle (d. 322 bce) reminds us that 
all tyrants invariably surround themselves with sycophants because 
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they cannot bear to hear the truth. But the tyrant also needs these yes-
men because he demands tacit approval of his beliefs and actions, and 
what he fears most is an honest and critical look at himself. The more 
a tyrant’s power increases, the less he tolerates dissent. And what is 
true for a tyrant is also true for a tyrannical nation. 

He demands that all agree with him and confirm his position be-
cause he can see, hear, or speak to no other but himself. He believes 
that his sight is clear, his understanding is unsurpassed, and his 
words, and only his words, are worthy of utterance or consideration. 
As human beings, it is only through others that we can truly see our-
selves, hear ourselves, and speak to ourselves; but in his self-obses-
sion, a tyrant is utterly incapable of such reflection. The example of 
Pharaoh, the archetypal tyrant in both the Bible and the Qur’an, best 
illustrates this point, with the Qur’an’s reference to his statement,  
“I am your lord, most high” (79:24). This statement captures a certain 
truth about the nature of the oppressor: he is an idolater, one who has 
chosen to worship his self rather than his Creator. His actions evince 
this, should his tongue fail to express it; and because he sees himself 
as a god in place of God, he is not to be crossed or confronted without 
the exacting of a terrible price. 

This lack of vision, however, afflicts not only the oppressor’s eye, 
but his heart as well, because at its core, it is an introspective myo-
pia. In another verse, the Qur’an explains, “It is not the eyes that go 
blind, but the hearts within the breasts that go blind” (22:46). And 
this reveals another important facet of the nature of the oppressor: 
Deep down, he is an infantile self, a pathetic child trapped in an ego-
centric world. When he inflicts pain and suffering on others, he feels 
no remorse because he has no sense of the other. The entire world, 
from his mother’s breast to the far horizon, is but an extension of his 
self, an amplification of his own image. He is essentially undifferen-
tiated and thus unable to see any suffering except his own. He has 
not entered into a spiritual version of what the 20th century French 
psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (d.1981) termed the “mirror stage,” dur-
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ing which an infant learns to differentiate itself from the world and 
begins to recognize there are discernable others who exist “out there.” 
Through the mirror of the other, we see our selves. In failing to do so, 
we fail to develop our individuality. 

The Prophet Mu^ammad s said, “The believer is a mirror for an-
other believer.” In other words, the believer sees himself in others. 
The tyrant, however, is not individuated from others in the spiritual 
sense; he is unable to see all as himself, and thus to love all and wish 
good for all, as the Qur’anic verse explains: “Your creation and your 
resurrection are as one soul” (31:28). Rather, the tyrant exists as a 
sentient—and central—being; all others are merely a supporting cast, 
and everything exists simply to serve as a prop in the epic drama that 
is his life. 

In modern parlance, the tyrant is a sociopath, an individual who 
functions in society with a surface rationality that masks an utter lack 
of social and personal responsibility. He is concerned only with his 
own gratification, even if it is gained through the pain of others. In-
deed, he does not feel their pain, because, in his mind, they do not  
really exist as conscious creatures. Only by allowing meaning to 
penetrate our souls do we acquire the capacity for remorse. To un-
derstand is to realize our responsibility—literally, our “ability to re-
spond.” This is what the “deaf, dumb, and blind” tyrant is incapable 
of doing, and why calamity is the greatest gift God can bestow upon 
him. 

Calamity brings the tyrant to his knees, lays him low, and humbles 
him, causing him to engage in introspection and to see the reality of his 
inner self. In gaining self-knowledge, we are able to feel remorse, and 
through remorse, we are granted entry into the kingdom of heaven.  
Through the gift of discerning sight, we can see that God exists and 
realize that our existence is wholly dependent upon His will; through 
the gift of attentive listening, we can hear God’s call, which can help 
us mute the cacophonic noise of our obsessions and preoccupations; 
and with the gift of mindful speech, we can respond to God’s call with 
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contrition in our own voice, offering the Divine that which only we 
possess—our nothingness and our need.

the tyrant within us 

One aspect too often overlooked in attempts to understand oppressors 
is the common, everyday manifestation of the tyrant. We look at the 
larger-than-life tyrants of history, the ancient despots, or the moderns 
like Hitler, Stalin, Tito, and Saddam, and in our preoccupation with 
them, we fail to acknowledge that a little bit of the tyrant exists in all of  
us, albeit a subtle one. Subtle tyrants often mask themselves under a 
veneer of decency. Thus, our tyrannical nature is generally hidden, but 
it reveals itself in small ways in our daily existence: our attitudes toward 
others; the way we treat our children or our spouse, dominating them 
in quiet but cruel ways; the obsequiousness we display toward our 
superiors and the contempt in which we hold our subordinates. And 
it reigns, also, in our inner world of perceptions, opinions, ideas, and 
prejudices. 

Human beings have been honored in being invited into a divine 
covenant to act as caretakers of God’s dominion, not rule as tyrants 
over it. Indeed, this responsibility of stewardship is so grave that 
the Qur’an states that the heavens, the earth, and the mountains all 
refused it, fearful of failing at the task: “We presented the trust to the 
heavens and the earth and the mountains, but they declined to bear it 
out of grief for its consequences; but man took it upon himself, for he 
is unjust and ignorant…” (33:72).

And when we betray this trust, we are indeed both unjust and 
ignorant. Earthly power is contingent, not absolute; it is a sacred 
trust from God for the purpose of serving humanity. The one 
entrusted with such power must fulfill that trust with equity and 
fairness, or else it leads to oppression. 

An oppressor burdens others, smothering them under the weight 
of tyranny. The oppressed could be one’s children, spouse, employees, 
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subjects, neighbors, or community. Oppression takes many forms. 
The thief oppresses by taking advantage of his victims’ inability to con-
stantly police their property. The rapist oppresses by taking advantage 
of the physical weakness of his victim. 

Oppression is a form of injustice, and injustice always occurs from 
an abuse of power, hidden or manifest. Power is God’s alone, and 
thus any power entrusted to us is only to be used with servitude. Yet 
the tyrant usurps this power, deeming it his own, and behaves arbi-
trarily and capriciously.

calamities and the virtue of patience

The Qur’an demands that we see calamities as the fruit of our own 
tyranny, and recognize that our suffering is rooted in our attachment 
to all that is other than God. For calamities compel us to acknowledge 
our dependence upon our Creator; they force us to see that we need to 
offer our servitude to none other than God alone. When we recognize 
this, we are liberated from the oppression of both the self and others, 
and whatever befalls us reveals itself as a tribulation from the sole 
source of all that was, is, and ever will be. The Qur’an states: “Those 
who when calamities befall them say, ‘We belong to God alone, and 
to God we return’—these are the ones who have grace from their Lord 
and mercy” (2:156-157).

“We belong to God,” indeed, and anything God wants to do with 
us should be acceptable to us as servants in a state of submission. In 
Arabic, the first part of the phrase “inn¥ li l-l¥hi wa inn¥ ilayhi r¥ji¢‰n” 
uses l¥m (li), the particle of possession, thus indicating that we are 
possessions of God, and one does not question the actions of any 
owner regarding his possessions. It is for us to simply accept what 
God does with His property. This is not to imply that there is no 
room for questioning or reflection—rather, the distinction is that, if 
we question, as the angels did concerning the placing of Adam e as 
vicegerent in the earth, it must only be to understand, not to object, for 
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we have no standing to do so. While this is difficult for the modern 
mind to fathom, it is the essence of Abrahamic submission, profoundly 
illustrated in the Akedah of his first born, which the Qur’an describes 
as a great tribulation for Abraham e.

God promises a reward without measure in the next world to those 
who are patient with tribulations in this one. This does not mean that 
we should adhere to a passive quietism, refraining from attempts to 
redress wrongs or oppose injustice; rather, it means we must strive for 
an inner world of submission and resignation even as we struggle to 
restore balance and restitution to the outer world. In this lies a subtle 
distinction lost on too many. 

Another subtle distinction, also ignored or forgotten, is the in-
tended goal: While the Qur’an commands us to work toward social 
justice, we are not responsible for the outcome of our efforts; in oppos-
ing injustice, we are accountable only for the struggle itself. For it is 
this struggle, and the knowledge that it is a trial from God, that allows 
our soul to be protected from dissolution, and from the spiritual en-
tropy that reduces men to cynics who resent the world, surrender to its 
wrongs, or, worse, become participants in them. This knowledge also 
prevents those engaged in a genuine struggle from using means that 
betray the ends, however tempting or efficacious those means may be. 
Too many activists or victims of oppression succumb to bitter resent-
ment when this truth is not rooted in their hearts. 

Resentment ultimately stems from a complete dissatisfaction with 
the world or aspects of it, and is, therefore, dissatisfaction with God. 
This diabolic blame-game can only result in one’s blaspheming, like 
the devil himself, against God. In the Qur’anic narrative, Satan says to 
God, “For leading me astray, I will misguide all of Your servants, save 
the sincere among them [over whom I have no control]” (15:39-40). 
He then tempts both Adam and Eve d into partaking of the forbid-
den fruit, resulting in what is commonly referred to as their “Fall.” 
However, according to the Qur’an, God’s vicegerents, Adam and  
Eve d, unlike Satan, take full responsibility for their actions and 
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blame neither each other nor the devil for their wrongdoing, even 
though it was the devil who beguiled them into eating of the tree.  
According to the Islamic tradition, in resisting the temptation to place 
blame elsewhere, they restored their state of sanctity with their Lord 
(7:20-23). In order for an individual to hold the lofty position of God’s 
vicegerent, he or she must learn to take responsibility. This is a lead-
er’s fate. If, as human beings, we are to rule the earth in the shadow 
of divine authority, then we must be willing to accept full responsibil-
ity, even for that for which we are not wholly liable. Both Adam and 
Eve d were worthy of being God’s representatives on earth because 
they accepted culpability and contritely asked God’s forgiveness. And 
in God’s unhesitating response, and, thus, in their “Fall,” lay the  
elevation of humanity. 

The Prophet Mu^ammad s said, “Whoever finds good, let him 
praise God, and whoever finds other than that, let him only blame 
himself.” The essence of this statement is not a negation of oppres-
sion or a declaration that there is no absolute and objective right and 
wrong in the world. On the contrary, Islam affirms justice and estab-
lishes lucid criteria for right and wrong. In his statement, what the 
Prophet s is sharing with us is the profound secret that the world 
and our experience of it is, in reality, contained in our own perception. 
That is, if we are connected with God, then even in calamities, we find 
good. In other words, if we find “other than” good in the world, we 
are missing something fundamental to our faith. Those who are con-
sciously aware, at all times, of God’s sovereignty in all matters cannot 
be manipulated, for they know, in truth, that all is from God—not 
just the sweetness of blessings, but also the bitter cup of tribulation. 
Ultimately, it is our response to the world that determines our state 
with our Creator. As John Milton (d. 1674) put it:

The mind is its own place, and in itself, 
Can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven.
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Once we know this, like all of the prophets before us, we can take 
on the sins of the world and forgive others, and thus guide others. 
Their sins are a tribulation for us, just as ours are a tribulation for 
them. In this, we are all responsible for our collective sins. We will 
be asked how we “responded” to them: with patience, resignation, 
repentance, and restitution? Or with disquietude, anger, resentment, 
and further injustice? 

The cycles of violence that now hold much of humanity in a death-
grip can only be abated if each of us is willing to acknowledge that the 
oppressor and the oppressed are both dimensions of our own selves. 
We are actually reflections of each other. 

The Qur’an reminds us: “We have made each of you a trial for the 
other; will you show patience?” (25:20). In today’s vernacular, the first 
part translates to “hell is other people.” Ironically, the one who deems 
other people his hell is very often theirs. Only the saint is freed from 
this, and is content, for the sake of God, to bear the hell presented by 
people in this world, in order to free himself from Hell in the next one. 
In fact, he ascends to higher ground and provides others, through the 
vehicle of his own sanctified character, a glimpse of Heaven on earth. 
God’s simple question—“Will you show patience?”—is not rhetori-
cal. It speaks to this truth, underscoring the fact that showing patience 
in the face of other people’s hell, and not only bearing it, but also rec-
ompensing its evil with our own good character, is our challenge and 
what we are called upon to do. 

Patience is neither resignation nor fatalism. It is the quality that 
prevents outer circumstances from dictating our inner states. It is 
freeing ourselves of the reactionary mind and the Pavlovian response 
so we can maintain an inner equilibrium, something so palpably 
present in sanctified people. When we realize that the aggression 
of others against us is a reflection of the very same impulse in us—
that it is a sign that we have been protected from our own precarious 
humanity only as a result of God’s grace—only then are we provided 
a rung on the spiritual ladder; only then do we begin to show patience 
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and, ultimately, become grateful for the fact that we are free of those 
faults. The 11th century Persian theologian, al-R¥ghib al-I|fah¥nÏ  
(d. ca 443/1060), wrote: 

Keep in mind constantly that any fault you see in another is either  
manifest in you explicitly or concealed like fire hidden in flint. 

This is a disquieting thought but a welcome spiritual insight that, 
once realized, enables us to see the faults of the oppressor as qualities 
we ourselves share with him but from which we have been protected. 
With this insight, we are capable of compassion even for our enemies, 
because we can see them as permutations of human possibilities 
inherent in all of us. Then others are seen not just as trials to be endured 
but also as lessons to be learned, and life becomes a sanctifying path 
purposefully marked with both malevolent and benevolent milestones 
that keep us vigilant and spur us on. The Qur’an states, “We have 
created death and life-after-death to try you and manifest among you 
those best in deeds” (67:2). Once we gain this insight, we recognize 
our situation for what it actually is: no more, and no less, than a trial 
that only seems Kafkaesque to those who have not penetrated its truth 
yet. And in that recognition resides our liberation. 

the nature of the oppressed

We are all oppressors, and we are also oppressed. We sometimes op-
press ourselves, or we are oppressed at the hands of others or simply 
by circumstance. A dictionary definition of “oppressed” is “a sense of 
being weighed down in body or mind,” and an oppressed person is in 
a burdened state of mind that is real. The Qur’an says, “We give no one 
a burden greater than he can bear” (2:286). Although exegetes differ 
on the meaning of this verse, many agree it includes the notion that 
the demands of sacred law are not so onerous that one cannot fulfill 
them. But it is possible to have earthly challenges that exceed one’s 
capacity to cope. 
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Less resilient souls will often collapse under stressful conditions, 
whereas others will face the challenges and overcome them. Various 
religions and philosophical schools have prescriptive and reconcilia-
tory tenets and advice to help people deal with the inequities and im-
balances we find in life. The Hindus attribute the variation in people's 
states to variations in the state of their Karma; the Abrahamic faiths, 
on the other hand, see such disparities as provident trials of existence, 
and as a manifestation of divine wisdom, as well as of our own human 
failures embedded within them. 

The Qur’an directly addresses the issue of social inequities. When 
some of the Quraysh objected to the Qur’an being revealed to a rela-
tively poor and orphaned man among them, a person with little mate-
rial prestige despite his aristocratic lineage, the Qur’an refuted them: 

And they said, “Why wasn’t this Qur’an revealed to a man of importance 
from one of the two cities?” Is it they who distribute the mercy of your 
Lord? It is We who distribute their livelihood among them in the life of 
this world, and have elevated some of them to ranks over others, that 
some may employ others as workers. But the mercy of your Lord is better 
than what they amass. And were it not that humankind would become a 
single community, We would have provided those who disbelieve in the 
Benevolent One with roofs of silver for their houses, and stairs for them 
to climb and doors for their houses, and couches for them to recline, and 
decoration. Yet all of that is but the stuff of the life of the world; while the 
hereafter, with your Lord, is for the conscientious. (43:31-35) 

According to the Qur’an, the purpose of social stratification is that 
it creates hierarchy, which then fosters mutuality and interdepen-
dence. However, the Arabic word used in the above verse to indicate 
“to employ” is sukhriyy¥, which, with slight alteration of the vowel 
marking, becomes sikhriyy¥, “to exploit.” This subtle change reflects 
a profound danger inherent in hierarchy: just as sukhriyy¥ can quickly 
and easily shift to sikhriyy¥, so, too, can the social order rapidly shift 
from mutuality and interdependence to abuse and oppression. 

This Qur’anic verse also illustrates that the outward displays of 
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wealth and power so eloquently presented—multistoried mansions, 
roofs of silver, luxurious sofas, and ornamentations—are merely the 
life of this world, fleeting and filled with uncertainty and trial. The 
next life, which is the world of true and everlasting prosperity, is open 
for all—irrespective of wealth or social status—who choose to strive 
for it in this world with their lives. 

This scenario has been used as a pacifying ace in the hands of the 
elite, and has led to Leftist critiques of religion, which are not easily 
dismissed. Nonetheless, like the subtle difference between “to em-
ploy” and “to exploit,” there is a fine, but just as real, distinction be-
tween the cynical materialist who sees only darkness, and the spiritu-
alist who views the darkness of this world in the light of the next. The 
world is not a paradise but was purposefully created to be filled with 
chaos, distractions, temptations, and trials, if only to engender in the 
heart of the spiritual agent a desire for peace and quietude. The trials 
of this world often force us to the door of God to beg for and to seek an 
opening into the perfect peace of the next. In seeking the next world of 
true and sustained peace while one is still in this world, one increases 
the presence of peace in the here-and-now. According to a prophetic 
tradition, “When the believer initially enters paradise he is compelled 
to repeat over and over again, ‘Peace, peace, peace.’” 

Oppression can occur any time if one person has an advantage 
over another and misuses that advantage to exploit the other. The 
result is pain, suffering, and hardship for the oppressed. However, 
the victim can be healed if the wrong is immediately redressed. Jus-
tice is never more effective than when it is meted out swiftly. An 
illustrative example from the blessed Messenger’s life is what he 
did when one of his men, Kh¥lid b. al-WalÏd g, tragically killed 
some tribesmen who had already surrendered to him. Upon hearing 
the news, the Messenger s first raised his hands in prayerful ges-
ture and said, “O God, I am innocent of Kh¥lid’s wrong.” He then 
dispatched men with blood money for the dead men’s clansmen in 
order to assuage their vengeful resentment, thus thwarting another 
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cycle of violence. 
On the other hand, if the injustice is not redressed, if the wrong is 

not righted, the oppressed person begins to tire from the weight of the 
load, and sores begin to fester. As the sores fester, the poison spreads 
throughout the body, and violent fever sets in. Wrath replaces pain as 
the person attempts to anesthetize his suffering with vengeance. The 
Arabic word for revenge, tashaffÏ, means literally “to attempt to be 
healed.” Resentment sets in; revenge gets plotted. The oppressed be-
gins to imagine how he can hurt the oppressor, how he can cause his 
oppressor to feel his pain. We engage in such retributive behavior in our 
everyday lives, spurred by the oppression we feel from others. We feel 
hurt and anger, and we plan revenge. It might take the form of giving a 
spouse the silent treatment for a few days; it might turn into an attack 
on the property of those who stole from us; it might be unleashing vi-
cious slander against someone who betrayed us; or it might be a suicide 
bomb against a long-standing and violent aggressor. As the enormity 
of the wrong increases, so too often does the enormity of the response. 

There are times when the oppressed are helpless in righting the 
wrong or in exacting revenge; they suffer silently, unable to respond 
to their condition. At such times, the oppressed might slip into de-
nial about the severity of their actual condition. In modern jargon, co-
dependency sets in: an unspoken pact is made between the oppressor 
and the oppressed, and means are utilized to maintain the integrity of 
the oppressed so they do not experience cognitive dissonance. This 
can last a lifetime in the case of an individual; in the case of a commu-
nity, it can last centuries. 

religion’s  role in the cycle of oppression 

Religion has performed both a pernicious and a profoundly necessary 
role in the continued cycle of oppression, being a formidable force on 
the side of both the oppressor and the oppressed. On the one hand, 
it has often been so successfully co-opted by the oppressor, that even 
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those representing it have come to align themselves more with the 
wrongdoer than with the wronged. In many societies, religion has 
been used by the powerful to maintain certain hierarchies and social 
practices at the expense of the oppressed, causing both the oppressed 
and those who sympathize with them to be alienated from the religion 
itself. Secularists relish this sad fact—religion’s complicity in histori-
cal wrongs—and often underscore it in their attacks on religion. Yet, 
at best, theirs is a partial and incomplete history of religion. It can 
be likened to studying the history of a religion’s ego and ignoring its 
soul. 

One would conclude from such a perspective that religion is mon-
strous. But there is another viewpoint.

Any informed perspective must also include the significant contri-
butions of religious believers, acting from religious duty and impulse, 
in preventing oppression and establishing vehicles for long-lasting 
social change. For example, in America, a country founded in the late 
18th century as a haven for those fleeing from the religious intolerance 
that beset most of Europe, the clergy often spearheaded the struggle 
for justice. Nowhere is this more evident than in the abolitionist move-
ment, which, as in England, was driven largely by Unitarian Chris-
tians, who not only provided spiritual support for the oppressed but 
worked actively to change the hearts and minds of those who perpetu-
ated slavery. While religion has often been used as a reactionary and 
oppressive force, largely due to its misguided alliances with temporal 
power, it has also bequeathed to us many, if not most, of humanity’s 
loftiest ideals. 

Today, however, religion is increasingly seen not as part of the so-
lution but rather as a central part of the problem. And many religious 
people would concur, though with the caveat that the “problem” is 
secularity and other religions, certainly not their own. But we must ac-
knowledge the glaring and disturbing truth: Religion is central to the 
problem. Instead of turning us away from religion, that truth should 
motivate us to assert that religion must also be central to the solution. 
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But this is predicated upon a greater understanding of the aims and 
ends of religion itself.

For if religion is truly to be used to address the very real trials of mod-
ern life, which include misguided militancy in the name of religion, 
adherents must move beyond the platitudes of interfaith dialogue and 
reach deep, to draw from the ancient waters of prayer, meditation, and 
introspection. The noise of secularity—and even the noise of religion—
has crowded our minds and left us incapable of thoughtful action. But 
noise is a hallmark of the modern world. In contrast, at the true heart 
of every religion lies silence, penetrated by illumination: Buddha, 
the Enlightened One, under the Lote tree; Moses e, the prophet, in  
the Sinai; Jesus e, the Messiah, in the desert; and the Prophet 
Mu^ammad s in the cave of ±ir¥’. The source and power of religion 
is in its ineffable presence, as well as in the profound state of spiritual 
quietude that accompanies it, though it is often absent in modern reli-
gious adherents. Religious disquietude, and the problems it foments, 
has led people to seek other sources of silence for enlightenment, or 
noise for entertainment, that are less troublesome and less self-righ-
teous than religion. Meanwhile, the cycle of oppression spirals on.

breaking the cycle

Oppression occurs when we desire that which is not ours. As such, we 
must first break the cycle within our own hearts: “Surely, God does 
not change a people until they change what is in themselves” (13:11). 
The tyrant who lives in the palace is easy to see, the bully on the street 
corner is in plain sight, but spotting the tyrant within our own souls—
the fire concealed in the flint—is far more challenging. It is easy to 
see ourselves in the shoes of the oppressed and, thus, as the object of 
empathy. But seeing the tyrant in the mirror, and recognizing in him a 
reflection of our own state, is an arduous undertaking. The oppressed 
must first acknowledge that rulers often times reflect the people they 
rule. The Prophet Mu^ammad s is reported to have said, “As you are, 
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so are the people put over you.” Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in his 
“Letter from Birmingham Jail,” wrote: 

In any non-violent campaign there are four basic steps: Collection of the 
facts to determine whether injustice exists; negotiations; self-purifica-
tion; and direct action. 

King’s third step—“self-purification”—is rarely discussed, let 
alone implemented. But it is introspection that enables us to peer 
within and identify in ourselves the qualities we abhor in others, there-
by putting us on the path to purification. If we have unjust rulers, we 
must ask ourselves whether we are getting the rulers that we deserve: 
Are we behaving unjustly with our families, our spouses, and our chil-
dren? Are we displaying the same arbitrary rules in our offices, work 
places, and homes that we find so abhorrent in our streets and institu-
tions and government? If so, then before we can expect a change in 
the world, we must first expect one in ourselves. The Qur’an states, 
“God does not remove a blessing that has been bestowed upon a peo-
ple until they themselves are ungrateful for it” (8:53). This verse indi-
cates that change occurs in both directions: toward good or toward 
evil, toward a restorative state or a destructive one. When we become 
a people of introspection and judge ourselves before we quickly judge 
those over us, only then will we be able to transform our condition.

Oppression too often engenders in the oppressed overwhelming 
emotions of sadness, anger, bitterness, and rancor, and leads them to 
pursue what they perceive as a righteous fight for restitution, which 
in reality is little more than an expression of vengeful retribution. 
The Prophet Mu^ammad s, when asked to curse some oppressors, 
replied, “I was not sent to curse but rather to mercifully guide.” This 
statement reveals precisely the point of this essay: If we are to help 
others, we cannot wish them ill. In recognizing that the oppressor 
also needs help, we can see him as a trial from God, and not as an 
independent agent acting independently of God’s providential will. 
Cursing or hating or wishing ill upon the oppressor is the antithesis 
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of the prophetic guidance, which calls for mercy.
But here, one must keep in mind the distinction mentioned previ-

ously: Mercy toward the oppressor does not preclude resistance to his 
wrongs, nor does it imply that one should suffer in silence. Rather, it 
is an inward disposition that allows one to break the very cycles that 
brought about the wrongs one is attempting to redress. Many of the 
prophets were warriors in the tradition of spiritual chivalry, who, like 
David e, fought the Goliaths of the world. But they engaged in the 
struggle knowing that their tribulation was sent by God, and thus they 
acted accordingly; they were open to the possibility that the enemy 
could turn into a friend, and they never killed out of revenge or hatred. 
And while prophets and those who truly follow them—as opposed to 
those who merely claim to do so—are not immune from feeling anger 
and desiring retribution, their God-consciousness protects them both 
from acting upon those impulses and from letting them take root in 
their hearts. 

Whether one is successful in redressing wrongs or meting out jus-
tice is less important than whether one strives to do so, acting from 
compassion. Ultimately, those wrongs not redressed in this world will 
be righted in the next. Desire for God’s forgiveness should be our im-
petus for forgiving others their wrongs against us. This is eloquently 
enunciated in the Lord’s Prayer: “And forgive us our trespasses, as we 
forgive those who trespass against us.” We cannot expect God to for-
give us when we are unwilling to forgive others. Jesus Christ e purport-
edly said: 

Pass no judgment, and you will not be judged. For as you judge, so shall 
you be judged, and whatever measure you deal out to others will be dealt 
back to you. Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye 
with never a thought of the great plank in your own? 1 

This is the true essence of forgiveness: in forgiving others, we are 
implicitly recognizing that they are reflections of ourselves. Forgive-

1   See Matthew 7:1-4. 
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ness does not imply that we forgo restitution and justice; rather, by 
looking at our own wrongs, we begin to be less judgmental of oth-
ers and more able to see ourselves in them. Our desire for collec-
tive justice diminishes as our yearning for personal grace increases. 
Forgiveness and justice are both essential to balance and conviviality 
in human relations. Paradoxical as it may seem on the surface, both 
justice and mercy are intrinsic qualities of God. In our own selves the 
two qualities co-exist, and in tempering one with the other, we are 
taking upon ourselves an attribute of God. In pursuing either forgive-
ness or justice, we invite God to reveal Himself to us. 

 Forgiveness is difficult because it collides with our desire for re-
venge. When the Bible says, “Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith 
the Lord,”2 it is reminding us of a higher truth, for only with God lies 
absolute justice, absolute knowledge. To judge a matter without doubt 
is to claim omniscience. God alone can judge a matter without the 
possibility of error. Our willingness to forgo our own judgment for 
a higher judgment allows the space for grace to enter the world. In 
allowing grace, we are inviting God back into our world, and it is no 
coincidence that the word in Arabic for “prayer” and the word for “in-
vitation” are one and the same. 

the power of prayer

How then do we heal the hearts of those who suffer, with no courts to 
give them their day, and no advocates to chronicle their grievances and 
demand they be redressed? We cannot. And we must recognize our 
own inability to do that; we must weep, not only for them, but more 
for ourselves, that we are so impotent. For God alone has the power 
to heal their hearts; God alone has the power to redress their wrongs; 
and God alone has the power to punish their oppressors. God may do 
so at the hands of the righteous or at the hands of other oppressors, 
or God may give them respite until “the day when the eyes are turned 

2  See Romans 12:19 and Deuteronomy 32:35.
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upside down and hearts are melted into thin air,” but redress God will. 
Imam al-Dar¢Ï wrote his Prayer of the Oppressed for the forsaken peo-

ple, for the helpless who have no advocate, no defender, no guardian 
but God, because he knew the secret of utter helplessness: it is the 
human condition. He begins his poem with the plea: 

O You, Whose mercy is a refuge for all those	  
In dire need who flee to You to lose their woes       

Power, other than God’s, is an illusion, and those who are empow-
ered by God are often deluded into using that power in pursuit of their 
own desires. The prayer of the oppressed is the prayer of those who 
have no resistance left in them, those who cannot rely on themselves 
anymore because they are worn out and weary. This is the prayer of 
the early Muslims of Mecca. It is not a prayer that supplicates for the 
destruction of one’s enemies; it asks only that their oppression be 
thwarted and repelled. There is no better exemplar of this than the 
blessed Prophet Mu^ammad s. After being abused and driven out of 
Taif, he prayed: 

O Lord, to You alone I complain of my diminished strength, limited strat-
egy, and insignificance in the eyes of others. Most Merciful of those who 
show mercy, You are Lord of the downtrodden and my Lord: to whom will 
You leave me? To those who mistreat me, or to an enemy in whose hands 
You place my affair? As long as Your wrath is not upon me, it concerns me 
not, although security is easier for me. I seek refuge in the light of Your 
Countenance, which illuminates darkness; and the affair of this world 
and the next is set right from Your wrath descending upon me, or Your 
displeasure enveloping me. For You alone have the right to reprimand 
until You are pleased; and there is no strength, no power, save with You.

The tyrant’s greatest strength is the fear he instills in others, but 
prayer is the antidote to that fear. So what happens when people are 
free of that fear? What happens when, as the Qur’an states, “Those 
who are told, ‘People are gathering to harm you’ are increased in faith 
and cry, ‘God suffices us and He is the best of protectors’” (3:173)? 



t h e  p r a y e r  o f  t h e  o p p r e s s e d

22

When people are free of the fear of false deities, whether those deities 
are rank, position, power, wealth, fame, glory, or fear itself, none 
can command and control them except the object of their devotion. 
And, for Muslims, the perfected embodiment of this freedom, the one 
absolutely free from both the worship and the fear of false deities, is 
the blessed Prophet Mu^ammad s.

For the first thirteen years of his mission, the Prophet Mu^ammad s 
was tyrannized and ostracized by his own people; yet he did not feel 
humiliated, because he never viewed them as oppressors. Instead, he 
saw the Hand of God working through them in their attempt to abase 
him; and thus they succeeded only in elevating him in God’s gaze. 
What the people saw was the orphan of the clan of H¥shim with no  
apparent protector or guardian. So certain were they of this that they 
sent their children and their slaves to attack him and chase him out. 
The Prophet s then turned to God in total servitude with the helpless-
ness of one who knows he has God alone to turn to; whereupon two 
angels descended from the heavens and offered to destroy the village 
upon his command. But the Prophet s did not desire destruction, be-
cause he was not consumed with hatred or vengeance; instead, he felt 
compassion for his oppressors. While he acknowledged the wrongs 
of the world, metaphysically he saw no wrongs, but only the deeper 
reality of divine purpose, the vast plan of God in all its mysterious maj-
esty. The Prophet Mu^ammad s could only see God, and the shadows 
of this world disappeared in the presence of that dazzling light. So, 
instead of asking for their destruction, he prayed for their guidance 
and salvation. Five times a day, the Prophet Mu^ammad s prayed: 

O God! You are light, and from You is light. Place light in my heart and 
on my tongue and in my eyes and in my ears and in front of me and to the 
right of me and to the left of me and behind me and in my presence. Place 
light in my nerves and in my bones and in my flesh. Make me live in light; 
grant me light; give me light; make me light. 
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If one lives in light, one does not obsess about the shadows. 
Oppression exists; but we act heedlessly if we empower it and animate 
it with a life it should never be granted. If, instead, we place wrongs 
where they belong, in the field of God’s testing ground, we are able 
to distance ourselves—and our hearts—from them. In these wrongs, 
we then recognize the obstacles in our own path to Him, as well as 
obstacles for the oppressors, preventing them from moving nearer 
unto God. So when wrongs and injustices become too large for us to 
remove, as is often the case, then we must turn to the One who placed 
them in our path and call upon Him for assistance. This is precisely 
the purpose of Imam al-Dar¢Ï’s invocation. 

The invocation takes us back to the elemental and the essential: 
supplicating, invoking, pleading, imploring, and ultimately begging 
God to remove us from harm’s way. It is saying, “Let harm be as it 
may, but remove it from our way. It is Your creation, here with Your 
permission, always of the Earth and destined to be as long as we exist 
and the Earth is with us; but You alone allow it, and You alone can 
protect us from it.” In calling on God in this way, the secret of injustice 
is revealed to us: it exists to strengthen our faith, to bring us closer to 
God. Herein lies the irony of ironies: from Him, to Him, and for Him 
is the stuff of our souls, and until we realize that fully in our entire 
being, the world will continue to brutalize us. Its gruesome nature will 
continue to overwhelm and confound us until we see it for what it is: a 
shadow, present only because of the absence of His light in our hearts. 
The Qur’an illustrates this point succinctly in this verse: “And [God 
relented] to the three left behind, so that the earth seemed too small 
for them for all its spaciousness, and their own souls beleaguered 
them, and they thought there was no refuge from God except to God; 
then God relented toward them, that they might repent. For God is 
forgiving, merciful” (9:118). The refuge is from God to God. God is 
the source of all of our trials and tribulations, and we can either hate 
God for it, as some have chosen, or painfully recognize that the secret 
of all of our troubles is in fleeing to God from God.
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The moment we let the light of God into our hearts, the moment 
those shadows are dispelled, then we can return to our true selves and 
act with ease and affability. Our enemies will no longer be our ene-
mies but potential friends. “Perhaps God will place love between you 
and those you now hold as enemies, and God is Omnipotent, and God 
is Oft-Forgiving, Merciful,” as the Qur’an so eloquently states (60:7). 
The people causing us to suffer are seen for what they are: people who 
are, themselves, suffering. They are to be empathized with, not en-
vied. Those who are truly worthy of envy are not those with temporal 
power. Rather, they are the powerless who, in their powerlessness, 
move nearer to God because they realize their absolute dependence 
upon God alone. Such “powerless” people are the ones given true 
power and freedom by God.

the gift of powerlessness

Most of the Muslim world is now experiencing a state of powerless-
ness, and therein lies a great opportunity. The loss of state power, mil-
itary might, sovereignty, and control is not the end of Islam but a new 
beginning. It may be the end of political Islam, but it surely portends 
the resurgence of spiritual Islam. The Prophet Mu^ammad s said, 
“Islam began as an alien thing, and it will return as an alien thing, so 
blessed are the strangers.” 

“Who are the strangers?” he was asked. 
“They are those who rectify my path after people have corrupted it.” 
When Islam was first taught in Mecca, the people there saw it as a 

radical innovation, a severe threat to their way of life, which they be-
lieved was superior to Islam. Islam was indeed “an alien thing” since 
the extant culture included, among other practices, burying daughters 
alive, subjugating women, exploiting the poor with usury, enslav-
ing defenseless people, and warring against an entire tribe based on 
collective guilt over the actions of one of its members. It was a hier-
archical and unjust place where some people were considered supe-
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rior to others based upon their lineage and complexion. Initially the  
Prophet s was persecuted for teaching that women were not chattel 
but had rights, that slavery was immoral, and that people in indentured 
bondage should be liberated. He taught that feeding the hungry and 
the homeless was one of the greatest acts of charity one could perform, 
and he himself fed, on average, seventy homeless people each day. He 
affirmed that dignity lay in piety and self-control, while degradation 
was in moral incontinence and self-abandonment. He prohibited do-
mestic violence, child abuse, and economic exploitation of the poor, 
and he was the first in human history to declare that all people are cre-
ated equal and that the color of their skin, their gender, or their beliefs 
did not outweigh that equality before God, as the only thing that raised 
one person above another was conscientiousness.3  

Even though the Prophet Mu^ammad s was powerless for the first 
thirteen years of his mission, he never prayed against his oppressors, 
who included his own kinsmen. He never carried out punitive measures 
against them, nor did he organize subversive groups to undermine the 
peace and security of society. He was patient and forbearing, and he 
continued to call others to the way of his Lord with wisdom and beauti-
ful exhortation. He also sent some of his followers to live in the Chris-
tian land of Negus in East Africa, counseling them to follow the laws 
and not to undermine state authority or abuse their host’s generosity.

3   The word taqw¥ is used in the Qur’anic verse, “Surely the most dignified of you in 
God’s view are the most in taqw¥” (49:13). Taqw¥ is a difficult word to translate. Its root 
meaning is “to ward off harm.” The closest word in English is probably “piety,” which 
is from a Latin word, piet¥s, meaning “dutiful conduct.” This idea is found in the Greek 
concept arête, “acting according to one’s virtue or with excellence.” “Piety,” however, 
has fallen on hard times and is considered quaint, even ridiculed. “Conscientiousness” 
is from a Latin root, which originally meant “to know right from wrong” and in English 
means “the state of recognizing the difference between right and wrong with regard to 
one’s conduct, coupled with a sense that one should act accordingly.” This is close to the 
meaning of taqw¥ in Arabic, with the exception that the English word is more subjective, 
whereas taqw¥ in Islamic tradition relates to conformity with sacred law. Hence, one 
becomes more dignified as one increases in moral conduct and acts according to the 
dictates of one’s conscience that is informed by revelation.
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 The Prophet s was subject to oppression while in Mecca, and his 
clan was denied food and aid and left to starve—an all-too-common 
phenomenon in modern times, when sanctions levied against coun-
tries cause starvation and death among the population. During this 
period, when the Prophet s and his family ate tree leaves and bare-
ly eked out a living in the barren wilderness in and around Mecca, 
his faith and trust in God never wavered. This enabled him to live  
without hatred or rancor toward his oppressors. On the contrary, when 
a woman fell ill who used to put thorns in his path every morning to irk 
him, he visited her home to inquire about her health and to wish her 
well. In subsequent years, when he gained ascendancy and power over 
his enemies, he showed much magnanimity and forgave them for their 
wrongs, with the exception of four men whose “crimes against human-
ity,” to use a contemporary term, were so heinous that they could not be 
forgotten or forgiven. Such exceptional crimes are certainly commit-
ted today, but we would do well to remind ourselves that the essential 
truth of overcoming hatred, anger, and resentment is at the core of our 
Prophet’s teaching. 

That such principles may seem extrinsic to many Muslims today is 
in accordance with the Prophet’s prediction that his teachings would 
be alien to even its own adherents. Unfortunately, in a case of histori-
cal repetition, what is understood as Islam today in some circles harks 
back to tribal Islam, in which BanÏ Isl¥m is pitted against BanÏ Kufr, and 
in which all of a tribe’s people are guilty of the actions of a few. But 
despite the zealous militancy of a few misguided fools who believe they 
are defending the honor of Muslims, this is a time to recognize the 
gift of utter helplessness, and a golden opportunity for Muslims to re-
learn the sunnah of the oppressed taught by the Prophet Mu^ammad 
s while he was in Mecca. 

Far from being abrogated when things are going well, the Qur’anic 
verses revealed in Mecca—those that encourage turning the other 
cheek and forgiving those who do wrong—are meant to inculcate 
qualities that are essential to Muslims when they are empowered. But 
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without learning this sunnah, they are not worthy of being empow-
ered, as they are likely to continue the cycle of oppression. For unlike 
ßal¥^ al-DÏn (d.589/1193), who could march into Jerusalem and not ex-
act revenge but display the same magnanimity and mercy his exemplar 
did in Mecca, unlearned and undisciplined souls in the same situation 
would exact revenge and, in doing so, soil the reputation of Muslims 
and Islam for all time. Wilfrid Scawen Blunt (d. 1922), the Arabist who 
opposed British imperial pursuits in the Muslim world and who was 
imprisoned for his support of the Irish opposition to England, well 
understood the high price of sovereign and temporal power to the  
religion of Islam. In his 1882 book, The Future of Islam, he wrote: 

One great result the fall of Constantinople certainly will have, which I be-
lieve will be a beneficial one. It will give to … [Islam] a more distinctly re-
ligious character than it has for many centuries possessed, and by forcing 
believers to depend upon spiritual instead of temporal arms will restore 
to them, more than any political victories could do, their lost moral life. 
Even independently of considerations of race as between Turk and Arab, I 
believe that the fall of the Muslim Empire, as a great temporal dominion, 
would relieve Islam of a burden of sovereignty which she is no longer able 
in the face of the modern world to support. She would escape the stigma 
of political depravity now clinging to her, and her aims would be simpli-
fied and intensified…. I do not, therefore, see in territorial losses a sign of 
Islam’s ruin as a moral and intellectual force in the world.”4 

Blunt was a learned man, with knowledge and experience of the 
Muslim world of the time; he was not only a supporter of Ahmed Urabi 
(d. 1911) and the Urabi Revolt of 1879 in Egypt against the British, but 
a lover of all things Arab and Muslim. He also had first hand experi-
ence and knowledge of the levels of corruption to be encountered at all 
strata of Muslim society.

Blunt’s insightful observation—that “territorial losses” do not sig-
nal “Islam’s ruin as a moral and intellectual force”—is especially rel-
evant today. For too long, Muslims have ignored the dire need, not 

4   Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, The Future of Islam (London: Routledge Curzon, 2002), 53.



t h e  p r a y e r  o f  t h e  o p p r e s s e d

28

for political revival, but for a spiritual and moral renaissance in the  
Muslim world. When Muslims nowadays clamor for Islamic gover-
nance, they are more often than not asking for more just government. 
The strongest Muslim spiritual movement in the world today is argu-
ably in Turkey, which happens to have the most secularized govern-
ment in the Muslim world. Conversely, the Muslim countries that 
claim to have Islamic governance happen to be the most corrupt coun-
tries in the Muslim world. The least corrupt governments in the world 
today are the most secular; the Scandinavian countries, for instance, 
have the most social justice and are consistently ranked lowest on the 
corruption indexes. Meanwhile, the highest rankings tend to include 
Muslim governments and peoples. 

The Prophet Mu^ammad s said, “The Qur’an and government 
(sul~¥n) will soon part ways, so go where the Qur’an goes, and aban-
don the government.” According to an absolutely sound hadith, the 
Prophet s stated, “Islamic governance will follow the prophetic pat-
tern for thirty years; after that, it will become monarchies that adhere 
to it with violence; then, it will become tyrannies; and finally it will 
be restored to a government upon the pattern of prophets.” This last 
phase, according to all the great hadith commentators, is near the end 
of time, with the advent of the Mahdi. 

The modern Muslim obsession with so-called Islamic governance 
is a dangerous fantasy. It has led to a politicization of Islam that has 
eviscerated its spiritual power and exalted indiscriminate violence as a  
“justifiable means” to Islamic ends. When suicide bombers first 
emerged in the Muslim world, borrowing a page from Marxist-influ-
enced Hindu political movements of Southeast Asia, traditional schol-
ars condemned the innovation. But soon, extremist Muslims began 
quoting Qur’anic verses and hadith to support violent measures as a 
legitimate response to intolerable social conditions and oppression. 
As popular support for this innovation gained ground in Palestine and 
Lebanon, the scholars were drowned out, and before long, even the  
Arabic news media adopted references to “martyrdom operations.” 



29

Introduction

Now we get daily reports of innocent people, mostly Muslim, being 
killed in Iraq, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and even in America and Great 
Britain; meanwhile the scholars begin to sound hollow as they attempt 
to draw a distinction between legitimate and illegitimate uses of vio-
lence. The tragic state of Muslims embroiled in oppression—econom-
ic and militaristic—has naturally caused many to lose their quietude 
and equilibrium. It is hard to sit in judgment of people in the Gaza 
Strip or Afghanistan, who are driven to violence by the inhumane and 
oppressive conditions they live under; the rest of us, however, have 
no excuse for succumbing to reactive feelings and advocating violent 
counter-measures that deny the aggressors’ humanity. 

Until Muslims learn and internalize the sunnah of powerlessness, 
we will not be worthy of assuming the responsibility that comes with 
power, and for God to give it to us before we are ready and prepared 
would be an abandonment of His providence for this community. Our 
Prophet s stated, “This ummah is one that God has shown mercy to; 
its purging will be in this world with civil strife, earthquakes, and ca-
lamities.” He s also stunningly prophesied that, “The time is coming 
soon when the nations of this world will consume your resources as 
diners consume the food on their plate.” 

The companions asked, “Is it because of our weakness in num-
bers?” 

To this, he s replied, “Not at all; you are multitudes, but you are in-
consequential, like the froth and flotsam created by the violent current 
of a water flow. The awe that your enemies previously held you in will 
be lost, and debilitation with be thrust into your hearts.” 

“What is the debilitation, O Messenger of God?” they asked.
“Love of materialism, and a disdain for struggle,” replied the 

Prophet s. 
What is important to glean from this hadith is that the companions 

did not ask what made the oppressor strong, but what made the op-
pressed weak. However, the Prophet s did not answer them at the 
logistical level of numbers and tactics, but instead elevated them to 
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see the spiritual reality behind an oppressed people’s weakness. It is 
ultimately in the state of our hearts that our weakness resides, as we 
lose our spiritual anchoring and are set adrift in a storm of material-
ism and self-indulgence. 

Only through introspection, through a critical inward look at our 
emotional and mental states, can we begin the process of healing our 
hearts. “And We revealed the Qur’an to be a healing for [the hearts]” 
(17:82). A true moral and spiritual renaissance can only occur among 
Muslims if and when they grasp and acknowledge the radical prem-
ises of the Qur’an, especially its entirely self-critical approach to the 
human condition. The Qur’an is a book that forces one to examine 
and change one’s own condition before questioning or demanding 
change in anyone or any condition outside oneself. The Qur’an does 
not let up until its profound conclusion is understood: that God is the 
lord of humanity, the sovereign of humanity, and the god of human-
ity, and that we will continue to suffer from unrelenting whisperings 
in our hearts as long as we are turned away from our one true lord, 
sovereign, and god (114:1-6). 

The devil’s game is the blame game, and those enticed by it will 
end up playing with him in Hell. As the Qur’an states: “And Satan 
will say when the matter is decided, ‘God actually pledged you the 
true promise; I also made you a promise, but I betrayed you. I had no 
authority over you, except that I invited you and you responded to me. 
So do not blame me, but blame yourselves. I am not your savior, and 
you are not my savior. I repudiate your previous association of me with 
God; for the wrongdoers there is painful punishment’” (14:22). The 
instigator of the blame game finally owns up and tells his followers, 
who played it so well in this world, that they have only themselves to 
blame. In an extraordinarily profound explication of the nature of 
blame, we find in another verse: 

God will say, “Enter the Fire, in the company of communities of sprites 
and humans who passed away before you.” Every time a people enters, it 
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curses another of its kind, until they have all followed along into Hellfire. 
The last of them will say of the first, “Our Lord, they deluded us, so give 
them double the penalty of Fire.” God will say, “Double for everyone!” 
But you do not know. And the first of them will say to the last of them, 
“You have no advantage over us now, so taste the torment for what you 
used to do” (7:38-39). 

Immediately after, the Qur’an describes the state of the people of 
Paradise: “As for those who believe and do good works, We do not 
burden a soul beyond its capacity. They are the inhabitants of the 
Garden where they will abide. And We will remove rancor from their 
hearts” (7:42). The people of Hell live there as they lived here, cursing 
others for their troubles and asking that the others be punished more 
harshly than them, which results in their prayer's being answered 
against themselves as well. 

On the other hand, the people of Paradise were engaged in good 
deeds here; and while some may have died without fully purifying 
their hearts of rancor, it is removed from them in that perfect abode, 
wherein they abide as brothers and sisters, free of fault. Our time 
here on earth allows us to work on our souls and purify our hearts 
in preparation for that great Day of Judgment. For indeed, it is a day 
where “neither wealth nor children will avail; only the one who brings 
to God a heart free of rancor will have benefit” (26:88-89). Muslims 
should resist the temptation to blame others and should look into our 
own hearts and begin the process of purification. Until we change first 
in our selves what we desire to see changed in the world, nothing else 
will change. “For surely, God does not change a people’s condition 
until they change what is in themselves” (13:11). 

In these troubled times, rife with oppression, many Muslims have 
been praying for God’s victory over their enemies, and those prayers 
seem to go unanswered. What many do not grasp, however, is that the 
One called upon is merciful, and so He will not grant to those He loves 
a victory over their enemies if in that material victory is their spiritual 
defeat. Truly, it is better to be oppressed than to be an oppressor. Only 
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those who are ready to break the cycle of oppression—who struggle 
solely for the sake of God and desire their hearts to be healed—are 
spiritually prepared for victory. For if God grants you victory and you 
are not prepared for it, you may find yourself in the position of the 
one you despised. And the vicious cycle of hatred and oppression will 
continue. So let us all pray for victory, not just over the enemy out 
there, but also over the enemy within.
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