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Ghazzali and Purification of Heart

Abu Hamid Al-Gazzali was born in AD 1058 and died in the year 1111 AD. During this relatively
short life span of 53 years he authored about 400 books. The life and works of Abu Hamid Al-Gazzali is
a vast subject. His greatest work is considered to be his ““ Thya Ulum al-Din ‘(Revival of the Religious
Sciences). The title of the book sums up his achievements. For he revitalised Islam at a time when its
inner reality (The Tariqa of religion) was under threat from over-concern with outer form (sharia). As he
said, “those who learned about, for example, the laws of divorce, can tell you nothing about the simpler
aspects of spiritual life, such as the meaning of sincerity towards God or trust in Him”.

Al-Gazzali is a towering figure in Islamic scholasticism and mysticism. The dominant view of
Al-Gazzali is quite succinctly summarised by Professor Anne Marie Schimmel, the long time professor
of Indo-Muslim culture at Harvard University. I quote,

“All that Gazzali teaches... is only to help man lead a life in accordance with sacred law, not
clinging exclusively to its letter but by understanding of its deeper meaning, by sanctification of the
whole life, so that he is ready for the meeting with his Lord at any moment..... this teaching — a
marriage between mysticism and law has made Gazzali the most influential theologian of medieval
Islam” (Inner Dimension of Islamic Worship)

The sanctification of life in preparation of meeting one’s Lord — underlines Gazzali’s whole life.
The purification of the heart is the purpose of life to meet Almighty Allah. The Holy Quran in its Ayat in
Sura Shuara says “The Day whereupon neither wealth nor sons will avail, But only he that brings to
Allah a sound heart.” Only to them will belong “The Garden of Bliss.” Inheritance of the Garden of Bliss
is for those who come with a heart pure and whole, but equally important is to meticulously follow the
footsteps of the Prophet peace be upon him. If you love God, follow me, and God will love you and

forgive yours sins.” (Surah Al-Imran 3:31)

Gazzali questioned about the religious conformism what we may call in modern times
“indoctrination”. He records that inherited belief “lost their grip on me, for I saw that Christian youths
always grew up to be Christians, Jewish youths to be Jews and Muslim youths to be Muslims.” I heard
too, that tradition (Hadith) related to the prophet of God according to which he said ‘Everyone who is born
with a sound nature (fitra), it is his parents who make him Jew, Christian or a Magian (Zoroastrian)’.
Therefore, it became a life’s search for Gazzali to find out the nature of “fitra”, the sound nature of man.

Al-Gazzali left his teaching post at Nizamiya Academy on the reflection, That “I saw that it was

not directed to God but rather instigated and motivated by the quest for fame and widespread prestige”.

What is the nature of the way Gazzali speaks of. In his words, “purification consists above all of
cleansing the heart of everything which is not God, the Almighty”. This begins not with the state of
sacralisation which opens prayer, but by fusion of the heart with God’s name and is completed by the
total annihilation of the self in God”.
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Gazzali considers this as a first step in the mystical journey. One begins to receive inspirations
and “visions” and through “vigils they even see angels and the spirit of the prophets. They hear their
voices and have the benefit of their counselling. From these visions of images and symbols they ascend
further to degrees of spirituality which cannot be described. Nobody can attempt to express these states
of the soul without failing miserably”.

Gazzali warns that anyone who experienced such spiritual ecstasy and achieved nearness to God
should not speak about it. Whatever has happened has happened. “The aim of their (sufis) knowledge is
to lop off the obstacles present in the soul and to rid oneself of its reprehensible habits and vicious
qualities in order to attain thereby a heart empty of all save God and adorned with the constant
remembrance of God”.

He studied and learnt about all Sufi theories: “It became clear to me that their distinctive
characteristic that can be attained not fully by study, but rather by fruitional experience (experience of
pleasure) and the state of ‘ecstasy’ and the exchange of qualities.” “In the course of these periods of
solitude things impossible to enumerate or detail in depth were disclosed to me. This much I shall
mention, that profit may be derived from it: I know with certainty that the sufis are those who uniquely
follow the way to God Most High, their mode of life is best of all, their way the most direct of ways, and
their ethic the purest. Indeed were one to combine the insights of intellectuals, the wisdom of the wise
and the love of scholars versed in the mysteries of revelation in order to change a single item of sufi
conduct and to replace it with something better, no way to do so would be found. For all their motions
and quiescence, exterior and interior are burned from the light of the niche of prophecy. And beyond the
light of prophecy there is no light on earth from which illumination can be obtained.”

The “key” to the purification of “heart” is analogous to the beginnings of prayer. (Allahu Akbar
— Tahrim), is the utter absorption of the heart in remembrance of God. Its end is being completely lost in
God.”

The following poem originally written in Arabic was found under his pillow after his death:

“Say unto brethren when they see me dead,
And weep for me, lamenting me in sadness:
‘Think ye I am this corpse ye are to bury?

I swear to God, this dead one is not I.

I in the Spirit am, and this my body

My dwelling was, my garment for a time...

I praise God who hath set me free, and made
For me a dwelling in the heavenly heights,

Ere now I was a dead man in your midst,

But I have come to life, and doffed my shroud.”

Syed Rezaul Karim
Member, Executive Committe, Gulshan Central Masjid & Iddgah Society
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