The Qur’ân and Imâmah








There is no gainsaying that of all differences that exist between the Ahl as-Sunnah and the Shî‘ah, the issue of Imâmah is by far the most serious. It is in fact quite within the limits of reason and logic to say that the question of Imâmah is the root of all Sunnî-Shî‘î differences; all other differences will upon closer scrutiny be found to result from the difference that exists on that central point.


Therefore, no person or organisation who is serious about bringing Shî‘îs and Sunnîs closer to one another can afford to ignore the doctrine of Imâmah. All endeavours aimed at removing the barriers that separate the Ahl as-Sunnah from the Shî‘ah must start from this point. Starting from anywhere else would be similar to treating the symptoms, and not the cause, of a disease. For a while the symptoms might disappear, only to be reactivated at a later stage by the dormant cause. Likewise, attempting to solve Sunnî-Shî‘î differences from any perspective other than that of its root, Imâmah, might for the immediate moment create the impression of removing obstacles to Muslim unity. In reality those very same obstacles will return as soon as the euphoria at the creation of that unity subsides.


As Muslims we are obliged to refer the differences that exist amongst us to Allâh and His Rasûl. In this series of articles we refer the doctrine of Imâmah to the Qur’ân, with the purpose of ascertaining whether this doctrine as conceived of and believed in by the Ithnâ ‘Asharî (or Ja‘farî) Shî‘ah is justified by Divine Revelation or not.





The Doctrine of Imâmah


Before going any further it would be well-advised, for the benefit of those who may not be fully aware of what the Imâmah of the Shî‘ah means, to expand somewhat upon the detail of the issue. Once the reader has a proper focus of what Imâmah means to the Shî‘ah, and what its position in the belief structure of the Shî‘ah is, we will continue with our discussion of that doctrine in the light of the Qur’ân.


Essentially, Imâmah is about leadership of the Ummah after the demise of Rasûlullâh sallallâhu ‘alayhi wasallam. The Shî‘ah believe that just as  Allâh chose Muhammad sallallâhu ‘alayhi wasallam as His Messenger to mankind, he chose and appointed a line of twelve men to succeed him as the leaders of the Ummah in all matters, spiritual as well as temporal. The first of these leaders, or Imâms as they are called, was ‘Alî ibn Abî Tâlib radiyallâhu ‘anhu. He was succeeded by his eldest son Hasan, and he by his brother Husayn. After Husayn the Imâmah continued in his progeny until the year 260AH, when the twelfth Imâm, a child of five, disappeared upon the death of his father. He is believed to be the Awaited Mahdî who will return from occultation to establish justice upon the earth. To these twelve men from amongst the family of Rasûlullâh sallallâhu ‘alayhi wasallam alone belongs the right to assume leadership of the Ummah. There are two aspects to Imâmah that need to be looked at with attention. The first is the nature of the appointment of the Imâms, and the second is the nature of their office.





The nature of the appointment of the Twelve Imâms


As far as the nature of their appointment is concerned, it is a matter of consensus amongst the Shî‘ah that the right of their twelve Imâms to lead the Ummah was bestowed by Allâh Ta‘âlâ Himself. No distinction is made between the appointment of Muhammad sallallâhu ‘alayhi wasallam as the Messenger of Allâh and the appointment of the twelve Imâms as his successors. Underscoring this vital aspect of Imâmah, ‘Allâmah Muhammad Husayn ہl Kâshif al-Ghitâ, who was the most prominent Shî‘î ‘âlim of Najaf in Iraq during the seventies, writes in his book Asl ash-Shî‘ah wa-Usûluhâ:





Imâmah is a divine station, just like Nubuwwah. Just as Allâh chooses whomsoever He wants to for Nubuwwah and Risâlah ... similarly,  for Imâmah too, He selects whomsoever He wishes.1





It is interesting to note that the book from which this statement is drawn was written for the express purpose of correcting contemporary misconceptions about the Shî‘ah. Since Imâmah is then for all practical purposes on exactly the same plane as Nubuwwah and Risâlah, consistency would dictate that the rejection of Imâmah be censured with the same severity as the rejection of Nubuwwah and Risâlah. If rejection of the Nubuwwah of Muhammad sallallâhu ‘alayhi wasallam cast the likes of Abû Jahl and Abû Lahab outside the fold of Islâm, then it is only logical to expect that rejection of the Imâmah of ‘Alî ibn Abî Tâlib radiyallâhu ‘anhu should cast the likes of Abû Bakr, ‘Umar and the rest of the Sahâbah radiyallâhu ‘anhum out of the fold of Islâm. For one who views the problem from this perspective it thus comes as no surprise to find the Shî‘ah narrating from their Imâms that "all the people became murtadd after the death of Rasûlullâh, except three."2 , since it is consistent with the principle that equates Imâmah with Nubuwwah in the sense that each of them is a position appointed by Allâh.


What is surprising is the opinion the Shî‘ah of today express about the Ahl as-Sunnah in general. One would expect them to say about the Ahl as-Sunnah as they have said about the Sahâbah: that they are unbelievers, out of the fold of Islâm. After all, there are many non-Muslims who believe in the oneness of Allâh, but do not believe in the prophethood of Muhammad sallallâhu ‘alayhi wasallam, and for that reason we all regard them as unbelievers. If Imâmah is then a "divine station, like Nubuwwah", Sunnîs who do not believe in the Imâmah of the Twelve Imâms must also be unbelievers. There have been many ‘ulamâ of the Shî‘ah in the past who have displayed consistency in this regard and declared all those who deny the Imâmah of the Twelve Imâms - like the Ahl as-Sunnah - unbelievers. For example, Ibn Bâbawayh al-Qummî (died 381AH), the author of one of the four canonical hadîth collections of the Shî‘ah, Man Lâ Yahduruhû al-Faqîh, states in the treatise he compiled on the creed of the Shî‘ah:





It is our belief about one who rejects the Imâmah of Amîr al-Mu’minîn (Sayyidunâ ‘Alî) and the Imâms after him that he is the same as one who rejects the Nubuwwah of the Ambiyâ’.


It is our belief concerning a person who accepts (the Imâmah of) Amîr al-Mu’minîn but rejects any one of the Imâms after him, that he is similar to one who believes in all the Ambiyâ’ but rejects the Nubuwwah of Muhammad sallallâhu ‘alayhi wasallam. The Nabî sallallâhu ‘alayhi wasallam said: "The Imâms after me are twelve. The first is Amîr al-Mu’minîn ‘Alî ibn Abî Tâlib and the last is the Qâ’im (the Mahdî). Obedience to them is obedience to me, and disobedience to them is disobedience to me. Thus, whoever rejects one of them has rejected me."


Whoever wrongfully claims the Imâmah is an accursed oppressor. Whoever places the Imâmah in anyone besides its rightful repositories is an accursed oppressor. The Nabî sallallâhu ‘alayhi wasallam said: "Whoever shall deny ‘Alî his Imâmah after me has denied my Nubuwwah, and whoever denies me my Nubuwwah has denied Allâh His divinity." Imâm Ja‘far as-Sâdiq said: "Whoever doubts the kufr of our enemies is himself a kâfir."3





His student Shaykh Mufîd (died 413AH) writes:


There is consensus amongst the Imâmiyyah (the Ithnâ ‘Asharî or Ja‘farî Shî‘ah) that whoever denies the Imâmah of anyone of the Imâms, and denies the duty of obedience to them that Allâh has decreed, that such a person is a kâfir, misguided, and that he deserves everlasting torment in Hell.4





The prolific Abû Ja‘far at-Tûsî, called Shaykh at-Tâ’ifah, (died 460AH), who is the author of two of the four canonical hadîth collections, has the following to say:





Rejection of Imâmah is kufr, just as rejection of Nubuwwah is kufr.5





The mujaddid of Shî‘ism in the eighth century after the Hijrah, Ibn Mutahhar al-Hillî (died 726AH) expresses similar sentiments in the following terms:





Imâmah is a universal grace (lutf ‘âmm) while Nubuwwah is a special grace (lutf  khâss), because it is possible that a specific period in time can be void of a living Nabî, while the same is not true for the Imâm. To reject the universal grace is worse than to reject the special grace.6





This is the opinion held by four of the most eminent classical scholars of the Shî‘ah, and if seen from the angle of consistency, it is a commendable position indeed. Yet, if one has to ask the Shî‘ah of today (especially recent converts to Shî‘ism) whether they believe Sunnîs are Muslims are not, they will respond with surprise, and might even appear grieved at such a question. As far as recent converts to Shî‘ism are concerned, this is to be expected, since it is in the interest of any propaganda scheme that certain facts be kept secret from neophytes. However those who are more knowledgeable about the technicalities of Shî‘ism will know that in the eyes of the Shî‘ah a distinction is made between a Muslim and a Mu’min. All those who profess Islâm outwardly are Muslims: Sunnîs, Zaydîs, Mu‘tazilîs, and all other sects. A Mu’min, however, is only he who believes in the Twelve Imâms. By this clever ruse the fuqahâ of the Shî‘ah kill several birds with one stone. By accepting all other sects as Muslims they protect themselves against the ridiculousness of casting out of the fold of Islâm over 90% of its adherents, and the same men who carried the banner of Islâm to all corners of the world. At the same time they avoid the antagonism of Sunnîs and others, which facilitates proselytisation for them. On the other hand, by the subtle measure of distinguishing Muslim from Mu’min they effectively excommunicate their opponents. Muslims are those to whom the laws of Islâm apply in this world. It is therefore permissible to intermarry with them, to pray behind them, to eat what they slaughter, etc., while Mu’mins are those to whom salvation in the hereafter belongs exclusively, and that depends upon belief in the Twelve Imâms. This distinction between Muslim and Mu’min can be found throughout classical Shî‘î literature. The seventh century faqîh, Yahyâ ibn Sa‘îd al-Hillî (died 690AH), for example writes in his manual on fiqh, al-Jâmi‘  lish-Sharâ’i‘:





It is correct for a Muslim to make an endowment (waqf) upon Muslims. Muslims are those who utter the two shahâdahs, and their children. But if a person makes something waqf upon the Mu’minîn, it will be exclusively for the Imâmiyyah who believe in the Imâmah of the Twelve Imâms.7





Eight centuries later, exactly the same view is propounded by Ayatullâh al-Khumaynî. In his own manual of fiqh, Tahrîr al-Wasîlah, he states:





If a person makes a waqf upon the Muslims it will be for all those who confess the two shahâdahs ... If an Imâmî makes a waqf upon the Mu’minîn it will be restricted to the Ithnâ ‘Ashariyyah.8





Some amongst the contemporary spokesmen for Shî‘ism, like Kâshif al-Ghitâ, have realised that even this ruse is not sufficiently subtle. He thus devised another terminology. He speaks of being a Mu’min in the special sense, and of being a Mu‘min in the general sense. Whoever believes in Imâmah is regarded as a Mu’min in the special sense, while those who do not believe in it are regarded as being Mu’min in the general sense, as a result of which all the temporal laws of Islâm are applicable to him. The result of this difference, he says, will become apparent on the Day of Judgement, in the degrees of Divine proximity and honour that will be bestowed upon the believers in Imâmah.9


To us this reveals much more than what the author intended. It reveals to us that when the Shî‘ah say they regard Sunnîs as Muslims, it is in strict reference to worldly matters. In eschatological matters, matters of the hereafter, Sunnîs who do not believe in the Imâmah of the Twelve Imâms are just like Jews, Christians, Buddhists, Hindus or any other rejectors of the Nubuwwah of Rasûlullâh sallallâhu ‘alayhi wasallam. The only reason for saying that Sunnîs are Muslims is expedience and convenience. Without professing such an opinion the Shî‘ah would have had to retreat into seclusion and bear ostracism from the rest of the Muslim world. This reason is given by Sayyid ‘Abdullâh Shubbar (died 1232AH) in his commentary of az-Ziyârat al-Jâmi‘ah, the comprehensive du‘â read at the graves of the Imâms. At the point where the ziyârah reads:


وَمَنْ جَحَدَكُمْ كَافِرٌ


Whoever denies you is a kâfir,


he comments upon it, saying:





There are many narrations that indicate that the opponents are kâfir. To document all of them would require a separate book. Reconciling such narrations with that which is known about the Imâms, viz. that they used to live, eat and socialise with them, leads to the conclusion that they (the opponents) are kâfir, and that they will dwell in Hell forever, but that in this world the laws of Islâm are applied to them as a gesture of mercy and beneficence to the True Denomination (the Shî‘ah), since it is impossible to avoid them.10





The nature of the office of the Imâms


On this point it would be sufficient to say that the Shî‘ah bestow upon their Imâms all the perfections and accomplishments of the Ambiyâ’, and even more. It would be impossible to document here all the narrations that deal with the status of the Imâms, but it might be just as informative to quote the chapters under which they have been documented in a source that is described as a "veritable encyclopaedia of the knowledge of the Imâms": Bihâr al-Anwâr of ‘Allâmah Muhammad Bâqir al-Majlisî (died 1111AH), widely reputed to be the greatest and most influential Shî‘î scholar of the Safawid era. During his lifetime he occupied the office of Shaykh al-Islâm in Isfahan, capital of the Safawids, and even to this day his works are indispensable to the Shî‘î clergy as well as their lay public. We quote here the name of the chapter, as well as the number of narrations he documents in each chapter:





1. The Imâms possess more knowledge than the Ambiyâ’ (13 narrations)11


2. The Imâms are superior to the Ambiyâ’ and the entire creation. The Covenant of the Imâms was taken from them (the Ambiyâ’), the Malâ’ikah and the entire creation. The (major prophets called) ulul-‘Azm (Nûh, Ibrâhîm, Mûsâ and ‘Isâ ) attained the status of ulul-‘Azm on account of loving the Imâms. (88 narrations)12


3. The du‘âs of the Ambiyâ’ were answered because they invoked the 


wasîlah of the Imâms. (16 narrations)13


4. The Imâms can bring the dead back to life. They can cure blindness and leprosy. They possess all the miracles of the Ambiyâ’ (4 narrations)14


5. Nothing of the knowledge of Heaven, Earth, Jannah and Jahannam is hidden from them. The Kingdom of the Heavens and the Earth was shown to them. They know all that happened and that will happen upto the Day of Resurrection. (22 narrations)15


6. The Imâms know the truth of a person's faith or hypocrisy. They possess a book that contains the names of the inmates of Jannah, the names of their supporters and their enemies. (40 narrations)16





The titles of these chapters create quite a vivid impression of the narrated material upon which the Shî‘ah base their faith. The office of Imâmah can thus be seen to incorporate more than just the political leadership of the Ummah. The Imâms are more than just heads of state with a divine right to rule. They are the repositories of every branch of knowledge and perfection possessed by the Ambiyâ’. The existence of the world depends upon their presence. They are the intermediaries upon whose intercession acceptance of the prayers of even the Ambiyâ’ depends. Their office is one that combines political, religious, scientific, cosmological and metaphysical supremacy over the entire creation. From this one can understand the reason for al-Khumaynî's statement in the book al-Hukûmat al-Islâmiyyah, upon which rests the entire philosophy of his revolution:





It is of the undeniable tenets of our faith that our Imâms possess a status with Allâh that neither Angel nor Messenger can aspire to.17





After this introduction to the concept of Imâmah, the nature of the appointment of the Imâms, and the nature of their office, we pose the question: Is belief in such a concept justified and upheld by the Qur’ân? Surely a belief of such momentousness, an article of faith with such far reaching consequences, that supercedes even belief in the Ambiyâ’, must be rooted in the Qur’ân, the book which was revealed by Allâh


تِبْيَانًا لِكُلِّ شَيْئٍ وَهُدًى وَّرَحْمَةً وَّ بُشْرَى لِلْمُسْلِمِيْنَ


as an explanation of all things, a guide, a mercy, and glad tidings to the Muslims. (an-Nahl:89)


It is with the purpose of answering this question that this series of articles is written.?


To be continued.


________________________________________________________
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