Practical Steps towards Moral Purification

Part I: Repentance

Ayatullah Nasir Makarim Shirazi

Translated by Mohammad Rassafi'

In this series of papers, we discuss some points that prepare the
ground for development of moral virtues and bring human
beings step by step closer to God. This discussion is greatly
important in ethics and includes many issues. In this part, we
study repentance as the very first step towards moral
purification.

First step: Repentance

Many scholars of ethics have mentioned “repentance” as the
first step of moral refinement and the journey toward Allah.
They mean a kind of repentance which cleans the heart from
pollution, changes its dark spots into bright spots and disburdens
the heavy load of sins from the back of the human being in order
to make him able to follow the way of Allah.

In the beginning of seventh volume of Al-Mahajjat al-Baydd’,
which is in fact the leading chapter of moral discussions, Fayd
Kashani says:
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Repentance of sins and turning toward the
Concealer of the defects and the Knower of the
unseen is the place of departure for the wayfarer,
the provision of the arrived, the first step of
disciples, the key of lovers, the exordium of
chosen ones and the chosen of close ones!

Then he mentions the fact that people normally make mistakes,
and referring to the mistake of Adam (which was actually
abandoning the prior not a sin), he says:

It is better if Adam's children follow him when
committing mistakes, because only angels are the
purely good ones, and the readiness for evil
without repentance is the attribute of devils,
while returning to the good after evil is the nature
of human beings. One, who returns to the good
after he has committed sins and has done evil, is
truly a human being! In fact, repentance forms
the basis of the religion, because religion calls
human beings to abandon evil and return to the
good. Regarding this fact, it is necessary for
repentance to be placed on the top of the issues
related to redemptive actions and qualities.2

In other words, it frequently happens that human being makes
mistakes especially in the beginning of learning and the spiritual
path towards Allah. Then, if the doors of repentance were
closed behind him then he may be totally disappointed and
stopped from following the path forever. Therefore,
“repentance” is mentioned as a main principle in Islam and it
calls all sinners to enter through the gate of this divine mercy to
redeem themselves and compensate for their mistakes. This fact
has been stated most beautifully in the words of Imam Sajjad (a)
in the Supplication of the Penitent:
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O, my God! You are the One Who opened a door
of forgiveness to Your servant and called it “the
repentance.” Then, You called: “Return towards
Allah with sincere repentance!” Now what is the
excuse of those who are oblivious to enter the
door when it is open??

A remarkable point is that the Almighty God has an
extraordinary interest in the repentance of His servants, because
it is the beginning of all man's prosperities. Imam al-Bagir (a) is
guoted as saying:
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The Almighty God is more pleased with His
servant's repentance than one who finds his riding
animal and provisions after losing them in a
(dangerous) desert at a dark night.*

This phrase, adorned with some metonymies and fineness,
shows that repentance is in fact both the riding animal and the
provisions for the journey, by which man passes the sombre
valley of disobedience and approaches the destination of light,
blessing and high human qualities.

However, there are many subjects in this topic the most
important of which are as following:

1- The real meaning of repentance

2- The necessity of repentance

65



Practical Steps towards Moral Purification  Ayatullah Nasir Makarim Shirazi

3- The generality of repentance

4- The elements of repentance

5- The acceptance of repentance is rational or traditional
6- Partial repentance

7- The continuation of repentance

8- The levels of repentance

9- The effects and blessings of repentance.
1- The real meaning of repentance

Literally tawbah means returning. When it is attributed to a
sinner it means returning from sin. In the Qur'an and Islamic
Traditions it has been attributed to God repeatedly. In these
cases it means returning to the mercy which was taken back
from the sinner because of committing sin. When a sinful person
returns toward the way of worshipping and servitude of God the
mercy of God returns to him as well, and it is for the very fact
that one of the Divine Attributes is Tawwab (which means He is
the most returning to His mercy and the most accepting of
repentance).

In fact in Arabic the word tawbah is a homonymous word which
can be used both for God and for servants. When it is attributed
to the servant it must come along with the transitive-verb-
making word “ila” and means repenting, but when it is
attributed to God it becomes transitive with the word “‘ala” and
means returning to the mercy.’

Concerning the reality of “Repentance”, the author of al-Mahjjat
al-Bayda has mentioned that it has three elements: the first is
“knowledge”, the second is “the present” and the third is
“action”, each one is regarded as the cause of the other.

66



Spiritual Quest Winter and Summer 2011, Vol. 1, No. 1

The meaning of “knowledge” is to understand the harms and
losses which are caused by sins and create the veil between the
beloved God and his servants. When human understands this
point properly, he worries about missing his beloved and since
he knows that it was his own actions which led him to this
deprivation he regrets and feels with remorse, and this regret
causes him to decide for (reforming) the past, the present and
future.

As for the present he leaves that sinful action, and as for the
future he decides to leave sins which deprive him of his beloved,
and concerning the past he tries to compensate his negligence.

In fact the light of knowledge and certainty brings about the
heart state which is the origin of the regret which in turn leads
to those triple positions about the past, the present and future.®

This is what which some thinkers introduced as the spiritual
revolution and they used to say repentance is a kind of
revolution in the human's soul and spirit compelling him to
review his programs.

2- The necessity of repentance

All Muslim scholars are unanimous in the necessity of repenting
because in the Qur'an God has frequently commanded his
servants to repent. For instance God has commanded:
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O you who have faith! Repent to God with sincere
repentance! Maybe your Lord will absolve you of
your misdeeds and admit you into gardens with
streams running in them....(66:8)
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Appointed to guide misguided nations, all prophets as the first
step of their commission called people to repent because
without repentance and washing the table of heart from the
trace of sins there is no room for monotheism and virtues.

The first words of Hud, the great prophet of God, were this:
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and, O my people! Ask forgiveness of your Lord,
then turn to Him and repent (11: 52)

The other great apostle, Salih (a), also makes the same words as
the basis of his mission and says:
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Therefore, ask forgiveness of Him, then turn to
Him; and repent! (11: 61)

Also the prophet Shu‘ayb (a) called his nation by the same
manner and said:
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And ask forgiveness of your Lord, then turn to Him
and repent; surely my Lord is merciful, loving-kind
(11:90)

Likewise in Islamic Traditions the urgent necessity of repentance
has been emphasized, such as:

1. Advising his son Imam Hasan al-Mujtaba (a), Imam Ali (a) said:

Qeill dg=o Joeed &t 9,8 0l
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And if you committed any sin, then remove it with
repentance immediately!”

It is noteworthy however that Imams are immaculate and don’t
commit any sin, so this advice is given to encourage others.

2. In another tradition the noble Prophet of Islam (s) is quoted
as told Ibn Mas‘ud:
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O, lbn Mas‘ad! Don't commit sins and [if you
commit a sin] don't delay its repentance; rather,
you should repent beforehand and delay sins (and
leave them).?

3. We recite in another tradition from Imam Ali (a):
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Whoever delays repentance, while death is
rushing to him, he is in a dangerous position (he
may die without repenting)!®

4- Imam Rida (a) has quoted from his grand father, the
messenger of God,(s) as saying:
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There is no more pleasant thing to God than a
repenting faithful, man or woman.’®
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This phrase may be regarded as a reason for the necessity of
repentance, because it calls repentance as the most pleasant
things in the eyes of God.

Moreover, we have a clear rational reason for the necessity of
repentance. Human wisdom decisively judges that to remove
the divine chastisement—whether decisively or contingently—
we must provide a means and given that repentance is the best
means of deliverance, reason considers it necessary; how
sinners can protect themselves from the divine punishment,
while they have not repented!

Aye! Repentance is obligatory according to some definite
Quranic verses, Islamic traditions, and according to rational
reason as well. Furthermore all Muslim scholars unanimously
agreed upon the necessity of repentance.

Therefore, all the four sources (al-adillah al-arba‘ah i.e. the
Qur’an, the Sunnah, reason and consensus) indicate that
repentance is obligatory, and that it must be done immediately.
In the Principles of Jurisprudence (Usdl al-Figh) it is proved that
all imperatives must be done immediately unless we find a proof
against it.

3- The generality of repentance

“Repentance” is not exclusive to special sin or sins, and does not
include particular person or persons, and it does not have any
limited time, and is not conditioned to a certain age, year, time
or place as well. Therefore, repentance must be done with
regard to all sins and it is the duty of all persons in any time and
place, and of course in case all conditions of repentance are
heeded it will be accepted by God.

However, as Qur'an says, repentance just in one case would not
be accepted. If a person were on the threshold of his Purgatory
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and saw his death signs and divine punishment his repentance
would not be accepted. (like the Pharaoh's repentance when he
saw the divine punishment and was drowning in the midst of
Nile waves.) The doors of repentance at this time are closed
because he in such situations repents compulsorily not
voluntarily and by his will. The Glorious Qur'an says:
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And repentance is not accepted of those who do
evil deeds, until when death comes to one of
them, he says: surely now | repent; also
repentance is of no Benefit for those who die
while they are unbelievers (and repent in the
interval world); These are they for whom we have
prepared a painful chastisement. (4:18)

When Pharaoh and his soldiers entered the dried passage of the
river and then suddenly the waters fell down and Pharaoh was
drowning he according to Qur'an said:
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He said: | believe that there is no god but He in
Whom the children of Israel believe and | am of
those who submit. (10:90)

But immediately he was replied:

uJ.L»u_o.oJlu.o;uS9J_.9wa_c_x99u~\JT
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[He was told,] ‘What! Now? When you have been
disobedient heretofore and were among the
agents of corruption?! (10:91)

We also read about some past nations:
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But when they saw [the sign of] Our torment they
said: we believe in Allah the only God and we deny
what we used to associate with Him (40:84)

But the Glorious Qur'an says:
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But their belief was not going to profit them when
they had seen Our torment; (this is) Allah’s divine
line of conduct in dealing with his servants, and
the disbelievers are utterly the losers. (40:85)

And for the same reason, in the case of the Islamic punishments,
repentance of a criminal person after he was arrested and
caught in the hand of justice is not accepted; because this kind
of repentance is normally performed under compulsion and out
of fear and it doesn’t show any change in his stance.

So, there is only one case, in which repentance is not acceptable
and that is when it has been done under compulsion and force.
However some have thought that repentance is not accepted in
other three cases too:

First in the case of polytheism and idolatry because the Glorious
Qur'an says:
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Indeed God does not forgive that any partner
should be ascribed to Him, but He forgives
anything besides that to whomever He wishes.
And whoever ascribes partners to God has indeed
fabricated [a lie] in great sinfulness. (4:48)

But this idea is not true, because in this verse God has not
spoken of repentance, he just talked about “forgiveness without
repentance.” Surely those who repented of polytheism in the
beginning of Islam and became Muslim, their repentance were
accepted. Likewise all polytheists who repent now and believe in
Islam, their repentance in the consensus of Muslim scholars will
be accepted, but if the polytheist does not repent and dies in
polytheism state he will not be forgiven by God, yet if he
embraces Islam and passes away with faith and believing in the
oneness of God, he may subject to the divine forgiveness even
though he had committed some sins, and this is the true
concept of the aforementioned verse.

In brief, the divine forgiveness doesn’t include polytheists and
just includes the believers, but repentance removes all sins even
polytheism.

The Second and the third cases respectively are: repentance
should be done immediately after committing sin or as soon as
possible not after a long time, and also you can repent only of
sins done upon the ignorance not with contumacy,
stubbornness and obstinately. So delayed repentance or
repentance of sins done in the basis of contumacy is not
acceptable, because both cases are mentioned in the Glories
Qur'an:
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[Acceptance of] repentance by God is only for
those who commit evil out of ignorance, then
repent promptly. It is such whose repentance God
will accept, and God is Ever Knowing, Wise (4:17)

But it should be noted that many exegetists have said that this
verse is about perfect repentance, because undoubtedly if some
people commit sins obstinately and then give up their obstinacy
and pride and ask God’s forgiveness, their repentance will be
accepted. In the history of Islam there are many examples of
those who at first were in the line of obstinate and stubborn
enemies but then they converted into the sincere friends.

Also it is certain that if a person was committing sins for long years
and then regretted and repented and truly compensated it, his
repentance would be accepted.

Prophet (s) in a well-known tradition has said:

Whoever repents a year before his death, God
accepts his repentance, then he said: a year is too
much, whoever repents a month before his death,
God accepts his repentance, then he added: a
month is also too much, whoever repents a Friday
before his death, his repentance will be accepted
by God, again he added: One Friday is much,
whoever repents a day before his death, God
accepts his repentance, again he said: a day is also
much! Whoever repents one hour before his
death, God accepts his repentance, and then
added: One hour is also much! he who repents
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before the agony of death (the last moment of his
life when he has yet freedom), God accepts his
repentance!11

Of course the acceptable repentance near the death should be
done truly with all its conditions; for instance, if he has wasted
the rights of some persons he should instantly ask an honest
person to pay their rights and then repents.

There are also many Qur’anic references that indicate the
generality of repentance and include all sins, among them are:
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Say: O my servants! Who have acted extravagantly
against their own souls, do not despair of the
mercy of Allah; surely Allah forgives the faults
altogether; surely He is the Forgiving the Merciful.
(39:53)

In another verse God has said:
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But whoever repents after his evildoing and
amends, then verily Allah will turn to him
(mercifully); surely Allah is Forgiving, Merciful. (5:
39)

This verse is ranked after the verse that states the fixed penalty

of thieves but it is not restricted to this case and has a common
concept which includes all sins.
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Elsewhere God says:
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Surly, if any one of you does wrong out of
ignorance, then turns repentant after that and
amends himself, then He is Forgiving, Merciful.
(6:54)

God has mentioned in this verse that repentance of all kinds of
sins is possible.

In one more case God has said:
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And [the good-doers are] those who when they
commit a sinful deed or do injustice to their souls
remember Allah and ask forgiveness for their
faults-- and who can forgive the faults but Allah,
and (the good-doers) do not knowingly persist in
what they have done (3: 135)

Here also given that the oppression includes all kinds of sins,
because sins are either oppressing others or oppressing self, and
considering that God has promised to accept repentance of all
the sins in this verse, the generality of repentance as to all kinds
of sins will be proved.

In another verse addressing all believers God says:

pSls) Ogiogall gl lesos all (sl lougis
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And turn to Allah all of you with repentance, O
believers! So that you may be successful. (24: 31)

The word “all of you” in this verse indicate that all sinners are
called to repent. If repentance was not general and inclusive this
calling would be incorrect.

Finally this is considerable that in some aforesaid verses God has
taken the extravagance into consideration and in some of them
the oppression, and in another cases bad action, but He has
widely promised to forgive all of them after repentance so if a
person commits any kind of bad action, any oppression and
cruelty, and any extravagance and then repents God will accept.

In this regard many traditions in Shi‘ite and Sunnite books are
guoted as saying that the doors of repentance are open up to
the last moment of life; until man has not yet seen the death
sighs with his own eyes. These traditions can be found in these
sources: Bihar aI—Anwélr,12 Usal oll—dei,13 Al-Durr al-Manthar,**
Kanz al-‘Ummal," Al-Tafsir al-Kabir by Fakhr al-Din al-Radi,*
Tafsir al-Qurtubi,*” Rah oll—Baydn,18 Rih al-Ma‘Gni*® and other
books, and it could be said that these kinds of traditions are
frequently and successively narrated (mutawatir) traditions.

4- The principles of repentance

As mentioned above, the real meaning of repentance is to turn
back from disobedience to the obedience of God, which arises
from the regret and remorse over previous deeds. The result of
this regret and knowing that sins are obstacles between him and
his real beloved is that he decides not to commit sins in the
future and to compensate for the past, i.e. to remove as much as
possible the bad internal and external effects of previous sins
and if there is any missed but compensable rights, compensate
them. For the very reason, in the Quran repentance is frequently
associated with amending and compensation.
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1. Pointing to the concealing of divine signs which is a great sin
and its severe punishment, God says:
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Except for those who repent and amend and
explain (the truth), those it is to whom | turn

(mercifully); and | am the All-clement, the All-
merciful. (2:160)

2. And after mentioning the issue of apostasy (to disbelieve after
believing) and its severe punishment, He adds:
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Except those who repent after that and amend,
then surely Allah is Forgiving, Merciful. (3:89)

3. Also after talking about hypocrites and their inauspicious end,
He says:
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Except those who repent and amend and cling to
Allah and dedicate their religion solely to Allah.
(4:146)

4. And mentioning the severe punishment of those who accuse
chaste people of adultery in the world and Hereafter, He adds:

all 0 lgxloly s a2 oo lesls uddl V)
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Except those who repent after this and act aright,
for surely Allah is Forgiving, Merciful. (24:5)

5. And finally as a general rule concerning all sins God says:
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then your Lord, with respect to those who do evil
out of ignorance, then repent after that and make
amends, most surely your Lord after that is
Forgiving, Merciful. (16:119)
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And most surely | am most Forgiving to him who
repents and believes and does righteous deeds,
and turns to the straight path. (20:82)

Here besides returning and good deed (i.e. compensating for
past) which are two basic principles of repentance, faith and
guidance are pointed to as well. Sins in fact reduce the light of
faith and deviate man from the way of guidance, so after
repentance he should renew his faith and return to the
guidance.

o.lwuoubpquLgxhg_wps.boJAcuoClﬂ
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(So) He will be Forgiving, Merciful to any one of
you who commits evil out of ignorance, then
repents and amends. (6:54)

Now from the whole aforementioned verses we can recognize
clearly the logic of Qur'an concerning of repentance. The true
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repentance is not only to ask verbally forgiveness from God and
even it is not to regret from the past deeds and decide to leave
sins in the future, rather in addition to them a real penitent
should wash his soul and compensate as much as possible the
faults happened in the past and corruptions grown up in the soul
of man and amend bad results that sin has left in the society.
This is the real repentance, not only to say verbally | seek
forgiveness from God!

Another important point here is that the word “amend” (islah) in
aforesaid verses has, like other Qur’anic expressions, a
comprehensive and inclusive meaning which includes all kinds of
making up for the past, among others:

I. The penitent should give back the trampled rights of the
people to them if they are alive, otherwise to their heirs.

II. If he has disgraced somebody by backbiting or insolence, he
should ask his forgiveness, and if he has passed away he should
do some good deeds in return for the squandered prestige to
satisfy his soul.

[ll. He also should discharge the obligations missed (if any), and
pay its penalty if it has (like breaking the fast intentionally or
violating any contract or vow).

IV. Considering that sins will darken heart, he should worship
and serve God so much that the darkness of heart is replaced by
the light of obedience of God.

The most comprehensive interpretation of “amend” is what
Imam Ali has mentioned in Nahj al-Balaghah about the real
meaning of repentance. Once a person said before his highness:
| seek the forgiveness of God! As if Imam knew from the style of
his speech or from the context that his saying is false and
superficial not true, therefore, he (a) provoked and said:
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Do you know what is the meaning of “istighfar”
(asking forgiveness)? “Istighfar” is the rank of
people of high position!»

Then he added:
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It is a word that stands on six steps: the first is to
feel remorse over the past. And the second is to
make a firm determination never to return to it.
And the third is to discharge all the rights of
people that you have violated them, so that you
may meet Allah quite clean with nothing to
account for. And the fourth is to perform every
missed obligation with its correct conditions (and
pay its penalty or discharge it/ make its “gada”).
And the fifth is to aim at the fleshes that grown up
on your body as a result of unlawful earning, so
that you may melt them by grieving till the skin
touches the bones and a new flesh grows between
them. And the sixth is to make the body taste the
pain of obedience as you previously made it taste
the sweetness of disobedience, and after passing
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such occasions say: “I seek the forgiveness of
Godu|20

The same content has been quoted from Imam Ail in another
tradition by Kumayl ibn Ziyad as saying:
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O the Commander of Believers! A man commits
the sin and then asks the forgiveness of God. What
is the meaning of forgiveness?

Imam replied: “O Ibn Ziyad! It means to repent.” Kumayl says: “I
said: Is it enough?” He replied: “No.” | asked: “Then how is it?”
He replied: “When a man commits a sin he, as the exordium of
his movement toward real repentance, asks forgiveness from
God.” | asked: “What is that movement?” He replied: “Lips and
tongue start to rotate and by this penitent makes his tongue and
words to follow the reality of repentance.” | asked: “What is that
reality?” He said: “to believe in ugliness and obscenity of sin
heartily and decide to never revert to sin that he asked God its
forgiveness.” Kumayl says: | asked: “if he follows this practice is
he accounted as penitents?” He (a) replied: “No.” Kumayl says: |
asked: “Then wherefore?” Imam said: “because you have not
yet reached the basis of repentance!” Kumayl asked: “What is
the basis of forgiveness?” Imam said: “To return toward
repentance from the sin that you have asked its forgiveness and
this is the first grade of worshippers.” Then Imam said:
“forsaking sin and asking forgiveness is a word that has six
levels.” Then he (a) mentioned the same above six levels with
tiny differences.?

It might be said: If repentance is what Imam Ali (a) has depicted,
then it is hard to find such penitents. But it should be noted that
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some of the aforementioned conditions are conditions of a
complete repentance, like those of five and six, but the first four
are necessary conditions. In the words of some scholars, the first
and the second levels are principal characters of repentance and
the third and fourth are required conditions, and the fifth and
sixth levels are conditions of perfect repentance.?

In another tradition the Prophet (s) is quoted as saying:
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The signs of repentant are four: sympathetic
attitude toward religion and God's servants,
forsaking wrong, following right, and trying hard
to perform good deeds.”

This point is also considerable that if his sin causes others to go
astray such as negative propaganda, introducing heretical ideas,
whether by speech or by writing, in the religion of God and etc.
he can compensate his sin only in the case that he makes all
people got astray by his sin turn back to the right path as much
as he can, otherwise his repentance is not acceptable.

And upon this point it becomes clear that how hard and heavy is
the repentance of those who distort Qur’anic verses or create
heretical ideas in religion or cause people got astray. It is not a
true job that a person leads people to go stray by public speech
or through journals and medias and writing books and articles,
and then sits in his privacy and asks forgiveness from God.
Certainly such repentance is never accepted.

Also those who accuse someone publicly of telling lies or
unchastity and the like and then come to him/her privately and
ask his/her pardon or repent in their privacy in his/her absence,
undoubtedly their repentance would not accepted as well,
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unless he/she forgives them or they tack back their words
publicly. For this point, we read in many traditions that those
who accuse people and unjustly attribute wrong deeds to them,
if they want to repent they should take back their words and
deny themselves, besides being subject to its lawful
punishment.?* In an authentic hadith, Imam Sadiq (a) was asked
whether the testimony of one who has been given legal
punishment would be acceptable if he repents? Imam (a)
answered:
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(Yes) when he repents; but his repentance must
be thus: he must apologize for whatever he said
and deny his sayings before Imam and Muslims. If
he does so Imam must accept his testimony..25

In another tradition we read:
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The Almighty God revealed to one of his apostles
that tell such and such person that | swear by My
honour if you call me so much that your body
joints were separated, | do not respond to your
calling (and | do not accept your repentance),
unless you bring to life those dead persons misled
by your call and speech and make them go back to
the right track!®®
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This hadith clearly shows that how extended and broad is
amending and compensation without which repentance would
be superficial and temporary.

The final point here is that those who are content only with
asking forgiveness toward the large number of sins without
observing the principles and conditions of repentance, it seem
that they are ridiculing themselves or deriding repentance and
forgiveness. Referring to this point, Imam Bagir (a) is quoted as
saying:
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He who repents of his sins (with complete
conditions) is like one who has not any sin, but he
who commits sins repeatedly while asking
forgiveness [without determination to never
revert to sins] is like one who is deriding.»*’

5- Is the acceptance of repentance rational or revealed?

All Muslim scholars are of the consensus that if repentance is
accompanied with all its conditions, it should be accepted by
God. The Qur’anic verses and traditions also denote this point
clearly, but there are some controversies over the issue of the
necessity of acceptance based on reason or revealed sources.

Some believe that the elimination of divine penalty and
punishment after repentance is by His mercy and favour. So it is
completely possible that Almighty God decides not to forgive his
servant's sin after repentance, in the same way that is also
current among people that once someone oppresses a person
then asks his pardon, he may forgive or not forgive him. Others
believe that the removal of divine penalty after repentance is
necessary; they even believe that to reject a guilty person after

85



Practical Steps towards Moral Purification  Ayatullah Nasir Makarim Shirazi

asking forgiveness is ugly and disagreeable and certainly this is
not permissible for God.

Here we may adopt a third theory; that is, the necessity of
accepting repentance is based on common sense and is
reasonable, i.e., although reason does not count accepting
repentance as an obligatory and definite action, but the manner
of wise people is such that if someone commits a mistake, and
then asks forgiveness, and compensates all bad results of his
action, as if nothing has been missed, for example if he has
disgraced someone, but now he has compensated for it; if
trampled a right, he has compensated for it completely, and if he
hurt someone's heart, he has obtained his satisfaction by
different ways; in such conditions, all reasonable people of the
world are used to accept his repentance and pardon him, and if
somebody doesn’t accept it, they regard him as revengeful and
below human and moral standards. Undoubtedly, in such cases
the Almighty and Needless God deserves more than others to
accept the repentance and apology of those who repent and to
relinquish their punishment.

It is possible to step even further and regard the necessity of
accepting repentance as a matter required by reason based on
the rational principle called the rule of “the obscenity of
violating the purpose.”.

Explanation: We know that the Almighty God is needless of his
servant's worships, religious obligations and commands are His
favours designed for the perfection and training of servants;
prayer, fast and other worships bring up our soul and life and
make us closer to the Almighty God day by day. Other
obligations and forbidden things have also their own effect in
our perfection. For instance, concerning the pilgrimage to Mecca
(hajj), God has said: “It is the duty of people to visit the House of
Allah to enjoy its material and spiritual advantages.” (22: 28) In
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other Qur’anic verses, prayer is counted as a cause that prevents
indecency and evil (29: 45), fasting as the cause of piety (2:183),
and giving alms as cause of the purification of individuals and
society of moral vices and deviations. (9:103)

In Islamic traditions the faith is counted as the source of purging
polytheism, and prayer as the cause of getting rid of pride and
hajj as a motive for Muslims to be unified, and holy war as a
source for glory of Islam, and etc.?®

Thus, all obligations and duties are means of human happiness
and mediums in his course toward perfection, happiness and
perfection, which is the main aim of human creation and the
way of approaching devotion and closeness to God: “And | have
not created the jinn and the men, except that they should
worship me.” (51:56)

Now, we can say that the necessity of repentance and its
acceptance is certainly a way toward perfection, because man is
not innocent and occasionally makes some mistakes, and if the
way of coming back is blocked, then he will be deprived of
perfection certainly. But if it was announced that after any
mistake you can go back to Allah and compensate whatever you
have missed and destroyed in the past and God will accept your
repentance; then he is closer to the happiness and perfection,
and is very far from deviation and mistakes as well.

To conclude, the non-acceptance of repentance will cause the
violation of aim, because the aim of binding people to duties and
worships is spiritual training and perfection but to reject
repentance will harm this aim, and the Almighty God never
violates his aim and motive. In short, repentance has a
philosophy and reason related closely with human perfection; if
the doors of repentance are blocked, the motive of perfection
are perished; even worse, man may go back to his past situation,
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because he imagines that there is no possibility of salvation for
him so he may say why he should give up other sins and exactly
for this very reason that all human teachers, religious or
nonreligious, keep the way of repentance and coming back open
to the under training people so that the motive flames of
improvement and compensation and movement toward the
perfection would no be cooled and died in them.

And thus, the acceptance of real repentance is undeniably
definite and proven not only by verses and traditions but by the
reason and common sense as well.

6- Separation in repentance/partial repentance

Can a person repent for a sin while he commits other sins; for
instance, a person commits both drinking alcohol and backbiting,
then he decides to leave drinking forever while having no
decision to leave backbiting? We may say that repentance
should be general and include all sins and a sinner must repent
for all sins, because every sin is a sign of opposition to God and
violates the sanctity of the real Lord; so, whoever regrets this act
should leave all sin and not distinguish between sins, and not
repent for one sin while persisting in doing another one.
However, the right view is that partial repentance is valid (as a
great moral scholar like Naraqi has also mentioned in his Mi‘raj
al-Sa‘ddah and he has quoted a word from his father in
agreement with it, as well).

The secret of the reasonability of this view is that man may be
afraid of a certain sin more than another and may be more
aware of its bad results, or he may think that a sin is more ugly in
the eyes of God and its punishment is more intensive; therefore,
he repents for that sin while he commits other sins of lesser
ugliness or slighter punishment or sins about the losses and
harms of which he knows less. And it is remarkable that most of
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penitents repent in this way, i.e., they repent for specific sins
while probably committing other sins and nonetheless it is never
heard that the Noble Prophet (s). or one of the infallible Imams
(a) or a Muslim thinker have taken these kinds of repentance as
invalid.

There are also some clear hints to the correctness of partial
repentance in various verses of the Glorious Qur’an. For
instance, about usury God says: “And if you repent, then you
shall have your capital” (2: 279). And about apostates who
abandoned their faith, He says: “(As for) these, their requital is
that there shall be upon them the curse of Allah and the angels
and all mankind ...except those who repent after that and make
amend, surely Allah is Forgiving, Mercifu” (3:87-89). And about
combatants against Allah and his apostle and those who corrupt
the society after pointing to their strict punishment, He says:
“Except those who repent before you have them in your power;
and know that Allah is Forgiving, Merciful” (5:34). And about
those who are guilty of indecency and adultery, after indicating
their punishment, He says: “Then if they repent and amend, turn
aside from them; surely Allah is Oft-returning (to mercy), the
Merciful” (4:16). Also in another verse, pointing to some sins like
polytheism, murdering and adultery and stating their severe
punishments, He says: “Except him who repents and believes
and act righteously; for such Allah will replace their sins with
excellences; and Allah is Forgiving, Merciful” (25:70).

Of course some of these verses speak about worldly
punishments and their forgiveness by repentance, but it is clear
that there is no difference for our purpose between worldly and
otherworldly punishments. If such repentance in worldly
punishments is accepted certainly it will be accepted about
otherworldly punishments, too.
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As a result, there is no objection to selecting some sins in
repentance due to various reasons (different degrees of
knowledge, different motives and different views about the
measure of ugliness and indecency of sins), however such
repentance would not be a perfect one. A full repentance is that
of all sins without making any differentiation among them.

7- The continuance of repentance

Repentance should be firm and permanent. On one hand,
whenever a mistake is due to “temptations of the commanding
soul,” one should immediately repent and thus make himself
enter into the occasion of the "reproaching soul" and continue
until one reaches "the peaceful soul" and eradicates the roots of
temptations. And on the other hand, he should take care
completely not to violate his repentance and continue his
promise to God that he forsakes sins in future. In other words, if
after repentance the motives of sin remain in the depths of the
heart and soul, he should try to fight against them and start to
struggle with the soul; and thus he will be both in the rank of
penitents and warriors for the faith.

Some moral scholars have pursued a discussion here about who
is better: a man who repents and fights against the inner origins
of sin yet existing in his heart or a person who pulls out the roots
of sin from his heart??® It is not that much important which one
is better; the important thing is the instructions that should be
observed by the penitent in order to not revert to sin. Some of
these instructions are thus:

1. To be secluded from the occasions of sin and not participate in
sinful company, because the penitent is vulnerable at the
beginning like a patient which has just been rescued from illness
and if he steps in the polluted areas he may be affected again;
like an addict who has given up narcotic substances, but
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whenever he comes back to the polluted areas, he will be
polluted immediately.

2. He must review his friends and companions. If he had friends
who encouraged him to sin he should strongly avoid them.

3. Whenever he feels temptations and motives of sin, he should
remember God, because: “the remembrance of God is the
source of rest of hearts” (13: 28).

4. Constantly think about the damaging results of sin one has
given up and set them before one’s eyes, lest due to negligence
and forgetting these fatal results the sinful motives grow again
and temptations attack his heart.

5. He should ponder the stories of predecessors and those who
were caught in painful sufferings because of various sins, and
think about their ends, and even study the circumstances of
infallible prophets and messengers who sometimes were caught
in painful situations because of previous lapses [prior to being
appointed prophets by God], for example, to see what caused
Adam, despite his high position, to be driven off Paradise, or
Jonah to be the case of God's anger and imprisoned in the belly
of whale or for what reason Jacob, the great Messenger of God,
suffered the tragic pain of separation from his son for years.
Studying these cases certainly decreases temptations of sin and
makes repentance permanent and stable.

6. Think of punishments and penalties assigned for each sin, and
take this probability seriously that in case of repetition of sin
after repentance the punishment may be more intense. And also
consider divine kindnesses and favours prepared for penitents,
some of which are applied to him, and always suggest to himself
to try to protect these graces and favours, and not to miss easily
this prominent position that God has bestowed!
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7. He should fill his time, day and night, with proper programs:
plan to have an honourable life, plan to serve and worship God
and plan for healthy hobbies, because unemployment and
leisure is a very bad situation which lays the ground for evil
temptations. One of the scholars was asked to interpret this
hadith: “The repentant are the beloved of God.”*° He Said: “the
repentant is anyone to him this verse applies: ‘(Believers) are
penitents, worshippers, celebrators of Allah's praise, travellers®
(who always traverse to divine services) who bow, who prostrate
in prayer, enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong, and
keep Allah's bounds, - and give good news to the faithful.”” (9:
112).

8 — The levels of repentance

Ethicists have mentioned some different levels and degrees for
repentance and penitents. From one viewpoint, penitents could
be divided into four groups:

The first group are those who repent for their sins, but after a
while they violate their repentance and revert to sin without
feeling any regret and remorse about their deeds. They are in
fact at the level of the commanding soul (al-nafs al-ammarah)
and their fate is quite vague and risky, because they may die in
the state of repentance and reach a good end, but it is also
possible that they die when they have violated their repentance
and will be faced with a regrettable and painful end.

The second group are those who repent for their sins and
continue the way of serving and obeying God, but sometimes
passions prevail over them and lead them to some sins so they
violate their repentance because they are not yet strong to
stand against passions, however they are yet remorseful and
sorry for violating repentance and continuously say to
themselves: we wish we did not commit such sin, and God
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willing we will repent soon. These persons are at the level of the
commanding soul, as well, but there is more hope for their
salvation.

The third group are penitents who avoid big sins after
repentance, and determinately perform essential worships, but
sometimes they might be polluted with some sins, without
premeditation to break their repentance. They regret soon and
begin to blame their selves and decide to repent and keep
distance from causes of sin. This group is in the high level of
blaming soul and they could approach the peaceful soul and
reach salvation very likely.

The fourth group are penitents who, after repentance, choose
the way of obedience and servitude of God firmly and resist
strongly any temptations for committing sins. It is true that they
are not innocents and sometimes they may think about sins and
mistakes, but in practice they avoid them, because their intellect
and faith are so powerful that prevail over carnal desires and
control them. This group is endowed with peaceful soul that has
been addressed in Qur'an, with a noble and glorious title:

auoly, Su) Wl el dsolaodl Gl Lol U
O tranquil soul! Return to your Lord well pleased and
pleasing. Then put on the honourable dress of

servitude of God: “enter among My servants and
[then] enter My paradise.” (89:27-30)

From another perspective, repentance can be classified as
follows:

I. Repentance for disbelief and returning to faith.
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Il. Repentance for weak and imitative faith in search of certain
and strong faith.

Ill. Repentance for capital and mortal sins.
IV. Repentance for venial sins.

V. Repentance for evil thoughts, even though they may remain
unrealized.

In other words each group of servants have their specific
repentance; the repentance of prophets is of inner anxieties
(and for occasional inattention to God). The repentance of
selected people is for breathing without remembrance of God.*
And the repentance of Godly saints is for some unbecoming
thoughts that have occurred to them. And the repentance of
special people is of being occupied with anything other than
God. And finally the repentance of the vulgar is for ordinary sins,
and each one of them has a level of knowledge and awareness at
the beginning and at the end of repentance.33

9 - Results and blessings of repentance

If repentance is real and true, and arises out of the depths of the
heart with all its conditions, certainly it will be accepted by God,
and its blessings and results will come to view. Penitent persons
always think about compensating for the past, regret
disobediences and sins, and are remorseful. The true penitents
keep themselves away from bad company and shun
temptations. Penitents see themselves ashamed before God,
and always are in search of His satisfaction.

With the above mentioned signs, the true penitents may be
properly distinguished from those who pretend to be repentant.
Commenting on the meaning of word “nasidh” in the verse
(66:8), exegetes have offered different views. Some say that it
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means a repentance that advise and encourage people to do
such repentance, because its results have appeared in penitent.
Or it means that it advise the repentant to eradicate sins, and
never revert to them. Some scholars have interpreted it as a
sincere and pure repentance, while some others have taken this
word to be derived from nisahat which means sewing. According
to this etymology it means that this repentance will sew the
cords of religion and faith that were broken by sins. Or it means
that this kind of repentance will make penitent those who have
been separated from God’s saints to return to their gathering.**
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