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LOSING OUR RELIGION - (Part 1)

The meandering mythologies of the Greeks have
some insightful truths that are relevant even
today. Take Narcissus, handsome and definitely
hard-to-get, but really a lonesome fellow. His
raison d’étre was solely gazing at his own image
in a still pond. And then he fell for himself —
quite literally — and was transformed into a
flower. Poor beautiful flower with such an
arrogant name. Narcissus was not the only one
condemned to become something else. Races
before him were condemned to become
monkeys. Races after are further at risk of losing
their real selves should they choose not to mend
their ways. Glory and its grandeur never truly
last. In Narcissus’s case, glory, which was the
cause behind the condemnation was nothing
but delusion.

Self-love is the first ‘lesson of life’ we teach
ourselves. “l come first.” matter.” “I'm
special.” “Why should | care?” The culture
around us is no different from what Echo would
do for Narcissus. It resonates a subtle and
subliminal, almost hypnotic allure, telling us how
unique we are: “Because you’re worth it.” “You
should be happy.” “Be what you want to be.”
We hear such feel-good phrases all the time.
The curse of our time is nothing but the
nuisance of narcissism. Celebration and
promotion of the self is the rule of thumb for
being a happy ‘vou.” Rooted behind this hubris is
a deep and mocking truth: the other is nothing,
because | am everything.

H'I

Sayyidna ‘Umar bin Khattab {RA), came to the
Prophet (SAW) and openly confessed his self-
love despite his submission to the faith. And the
Prophet told him that you cannot have complete
faith unless you love me more than you love
vourself. In effect, the Prophet was trying to
weed out self-love from Sayyidna ‘Umar’s
personality. Why would he do that? Because
self-love is the final hurdle towards fully
submitting to faith. It's our self that becomes
the ultimate ‘ghuroor’, the ultimate delusion.

Those of us who claim to have full faith in our
faith are deeply and darkly in love with our own
selves: our narcissism lies in this claim that we
have full faith. And these Words should really
put our faith in place and perspective:

(Hajirah Khan)

Say, You have not [yet] believed; but say
[instead], ‘We have submitted,” for faith has
not yet entered your hearts. [49:14]

The same message is echoed in the opening
lines of the said chapter: “O you who have
believed, do not put [yourselves] before Allah
and His Messenger but fear Allah” [49:1]

Today none of us who believe will have the
brash honesty to say that we love our selves
(two separate words) more than Allah and His
Messenger. No one will have the audacity to
even believe in that. So shameful. Unthinkable.
Hurmat-e Rasul par jaan bhi qurbaan. But here’s
how the dark truth becomes a deeper darkness:
because we have believed, we have a right to be
in love with our selves even more. | read the
Qur'an every day. | take the hijab. | keep my
trouser above my ankles. And then we point our
finger of shahadah like a dart on to the ‘other’:
tsk tsk, look at her in that skimpy top, look at
him chatting away with that girl, sigh, you can
only pray for them, he’s just a lost cause... on
the surface we are innocently indulging in what
may think is sorrow for the heedless ummati.
But deeper inside, there is less sorrow but more
satisfaction — rather schadenfreude — that I'm
not in that skimpy top, I'm not with some
random girl, I’'m not a lost cause. Poor them, but
at least it’s not me. I'm (therefore) better than
them. This is our delusion, this is our ghuroor,
this is our hubris. Our arrogance for our own
selves at the expense of our fellow Muslims’
apparent outlook is not just irksome. It's
infectious and injurious for the general well-
being of ‘our’ ummah as a whole.

We feel satisfied by the well-known fact that so
many people are coming to the deen. But the
real sorrow is the ignored fact that so many
people are leaving the deen, because of this
narcissism of ours. We, who claim to be religious
people, are making our fellow ummatis lose
their religion. We conveniently forget that we all
took our sweet, slow time to stumble towards to
the deen, understand it, and then fully submit to
it. Or so we believe. Yet we are in this rash rush
to make all those around us magically and
miraculously ‘come back to the deen’, usually
with just one polemical discussion focusing on
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what we think is right and wrong. Usually such
discussions are tempered with a strange,
evangelical zeal which somehow is used to
justify the admonition. We are so frantic and
desperate for the ‘other’ to leave the dark side
and come to the light (in which we fortunately
bask) that we forget to use an important and
integral principle: wisdom. So many people
simply reject the idea of faith because they are
‘put off’, or rather ‘told-off” by religious people.
And rightly so; religious people do put people off
by showing off this evangelical zeal. One
inspiring book, one heartening lecture, one
exemplary person is not enough for me to
become a master of a truth as complex as faith.
With my new-found inspiration, | set out on a
mission to call others to my side. But my
inspiration is nothing but this: new-found and
therefore, half-baked. But more importantly
(and | would say detrimentally) it’s not just that
my message is not motivating enough because
of its inadequacy; my message very soon leaves
all motivation behind and becomes nothing
more but a play of power: | am right, you are
wrong, and only one of us can win. It’s a match
of wills. Each will as undefeatable and
indefatigable as the other.

This play of power is what is putting even
religious people off by religion. Claimants of
religious truth in our day and age range from Dr.
Amir Liaquat to Dr. Tahir ul Qadri, and a mass
array in between. Each is claiming the truth for
their own self. Each is claiming — therefore —
that | am better than you. One clarification is
necessary: the infamously famous Sunni versus
Shia, Salafi versus Sufi, Deobandi versus Barelvi
schisms and other such various dichotomies are
not the focus of the present discussion. This
power-play is ironically running deep within
each of these schisms themselves: Sunnis
lashing against Sunnis, Shias against Shias,
Salafis belitting Salafis, Sufis mocking Sufis and
the battle goes relentlessly on... the truth now is
not about ideology. It’'s about power. “My” truth
should triumph. And this truth is nothing but an
empty and usually an autonomous assertion.
And an assertion can never wholeheartedly
convince and give comfort. And truth — Islam —is
a matter of the heart, and should bring comfort.

An ummah is in his own right, Sayyidna lIbrahim
— peace upon him — is one of the many from
whom we — his greatest grand-children, his

ummatis — can find valuable lessons on how to
monitor ourselves from this power-play which
has developed into narcissism. In the 26th
chapter of the Noble Qu’ran, The Poets,
Sayyidna Ibrahim in his signature style makes
the most comprehensive of prayers beginning
from the eighty-third to the eighty-ninth verse.
The opening and closing of this discourse is most
pertinent to us today.

My Lord, Grant me
knowledge/authority/wisdom/ and join me
with the righteous. [26:83]

Islam was never of a case of winning others over
through assertion.

And had your Lord willed, those on earth would
have believed, all of them together. So, will you
then compel mankind, until they become

believers? [10:99]

Here, Allah is advising His Prophet that as much
as he would love to have every single soul seek
peace in faith, compelling them would not work.
With some, even sensible arguments never
helped. They don’t even now. Again and again in
the Noble Qu’ran, we are told that for some of
those who do believe, faith has not ‘yet’ entered
vour heart. And no one, none of us, can have the
authority to truly and rightly know which heart
is true and right enough to have itself submitted
peacefully in the peaceful submission of Islam.

Islam, like love — is a matter of the heart. The
Prophet (SAW) knew this all too well. Several
narrations that were voiced for us — the careless
caretakers of the deen — focus on this idea and
goal that faith dwells in the domain of the heart.
The Prophet did not need to make pravers for
purifying his heart. He, like Sayyidna lbrahim,
already had that. He phrased those prayers so
that we could also aim to attain a detoxified
heart. It is narrated by Sayyidna ‘Abdullah bin
‘Umar, may Allah be pleased with him, that the
Prophet, Allah’s peace and blessings upon him,
said, “Verily the hearts of Adam’s progeny lie
between the two Fingers of Ar-Rahman, just as
one man’s heart, and He makes the heart turn
in whichever direction He Wills.” And then the
Prophet made this prayer — “O Allah, the Turner
of hearts, turn our hearts towards Your
obedience.” [Muslim].

(To be concluded...
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