
    
      
        Towards Eternal Life

        
          
            

          

        

        
          
        

        
          
            
               

              
                This text explores the Islamic concept of the Afterlife, including the stages of death, the experience of the grave, the Barzakh, the Day of Judgment, and the Akhira. It also discusses the Islamic perspective on the soul, the purpose of life, and the role of good deeds in attaining eternal bliss. The author draws upon the teachings of the Quran and Traditions to provide a comprehensive understanding of these topics.

              

            

          

        

        
          Get PDF  [2]
          Get EPUB  [3]
          Get MOBI  [4]
        

        
          
        

        
          Foreword

          
            
              
                That which you shall read in this book is a small effort to portray the path that a human being must traverse after he leaves this world (Dunya) and continue on the journey towards His Lord. It is an attempt to discover the impact of our conduct in Dunya on the various stages of that journey, which will culminate in the meeting with God. It is an effort to unravel the mystery of man’s reality and his ultimate destination.

                Raymond Moody, the American physician, philosopher and psychologist, has compiled a large number of reports about the experiences of people who were in the process of dying, or who had narrowly escaped death. In 1975 he presented his findings in a book called ‘Life after Life’1.

                After observing nearly a thousand of these experiences, he coined a new phrase, “Near Death Experience” which was popularly abbreviated to NDE. In 1981, the International Association for Near-Death Studies2 was founded with the intention of collecting, studying and publishing reports of near-death experiences.

                These experiences are so widespread in American hospitals that according to a Gallup report published in 1992, eight million Americans reported having had them3. This is in spite of the fact that many of those who have had this kind of experience are reluctant to talk about it. While studying the reports of 150 patients who had been declared brain-dead but had subsequently somehow returned to life, Moody discovered that their near-death experiences could be classified into a few groups.

                One group reported that they had emerged from their own bodies while they were in a fully conscious and aware state, and that they could observe the actions of the team of doctors from above their bodies. Another group felt that they were in a body that was different from their familiar material body; Moody called this the spiritual body4. 

                This spiritual body had all the sensory organs of the material body, except that its movement and perception were not restricted even by stonewalls. Other reports described losing all sense of time, entering a state of deep relaxation, and confusion when viewing their own body from outside. Some people reported seeing the souls of the dead in spirit forms welcoming them. 

                Another group reported seeing a holy personality from their religious tradition who had come to guide them on their new journey. Yet others claimed that they were not initially aware that they were in a new body until they realized that their relatives could not see or hear them; meanwhile their own sight and hearing was greatly enhanced, allowing them to see and hear everything.

                The foregoing descriptions, which are corroborated by other independent evidence, make clear to us that we know a lot less about the human being than we think. In the words of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross (d. 2004), who in the course of her work studied countless cases of NDE, “We have to have the courage to open new doors and admit that our present-day scientific tools are inadequate for many of these new investigations.”5 

                When we turn to religious teachings, we find that man is presented as a wondrous being whose potentials are greater than his physical body suggests. He is a creature that is constantly growing and changing, and in the course of his journey he passes through many stages. He begins from a drop of liquid and spends the first few months of his life cocooned in a dark and hidden world. 

                At this stage of his life, he does not do anything of his own volition; natural processes alone govern his development, transforming his form and features and colour without consulting with him. This phase of life is very long when compared to his previous existence as a drop of fluid, but very short when compared to the next phase when he will step out into the world. For a new-born baby who has just come from its mother’s womb the world is surreal, a huge and exciting place, full of dazzling features; mountains and valleys, oceans and forests, cities and hamlets, foods and clothing, skies and stars, and most importantly, human beings; other people like him, whom he can talk to, ask for assistance, get to know and get used to; more than that, he can grow to love them and make sacrifices for them.

                All this variety is quite dazzling for the baby who has just left his brief life in a tiny and dark space. However, this exciting and seemingly everlasting world will gradually lose its charm for him and the days will come when his wonder will change to disappointment and anxiety. In time his vision will deteriorate, his hearing fade, his teeth will fall off, his bones will turn brittle, his muscles will become weak, his face will age and his memory will begin to fail. Once more he will become like a child and all the beauty he was familiar with will pass and disappear; soon he has to leave again.

                Where will he go to this time? To a bigger world or a smaller one? A better one or worse? Or none at all? What was the purpose of his life here? Is there anyone who can answer these questions? Can anyone truly know? Is there really another world or worlds after this one? And is it at all important for us to know about what is to come in the future? Is there actually anything that is waiting for us? Who can tell, and who has the master map for this journey?

                Some people become convinced that there is nothing after death, but they don’t have any proof for it. But why should this journey, that has already taken us through several stages, come to a sudden halt without a satisfactory outcome? This group does not speak from knowledge; rather, they base their assumption on a lack of knowledge about the future. So should we trust their lack of knowledge?

                On the other hand, there has always been a small group of people who stated that they knew what is to come. They claimed that they did not speak from themselves, but on behalf of the One Who has created this path and laid it out. They said that they do not speak out of conjecture or lack of information; rather they speak of what they know and perceive. They said that the Creator of mankind had informed them of these realities and directed them to inform others. 

                Their words were compelling, their personalities noble, their hearts pure and their morals sublime. Their speech rang with honesty and many in their audience acknowledged the truth of their words and found them to resonate with their inner disposition. Their words not only appealed to those of their own time but reached out to attract future generations of people also.

                Amongst them was Muhammad (S) ibn Abdullah, who becomes famous for his scrupulous honesty and righteousness, earning him the title al-Amin (the trustworthy). He left no stone unturned in his attempts to make his followers understand the road that they would need to walk on after death and the provisions that they would require for it.

                He would say, “O mankind! Indeed, you are labouring painfully towards your Lord and one day you will meet Him.” (Surah al-Inshiqaq, 84:6). 

                He would say, “Your objective should be to grow to an extent that you become ready to meet God, and thereafter eternally abide “in a seat of honour in the presence of an Omnipotent King.” (Surah al-Qamar, 54:55).

                He would say, “God waits to meet you and wants you to live near Him for eternity.”6 He would say, “God forbid that on the Day when you meet Him you carry the burden of wrongdoing (zulm), because, “he who bears iniquity on that Day would indeed despair7, because your Lord does not despise anything more than wrongdoing.” 

                He would say, “Your Lord is the Purest of the Pure, and if you enter into His presence in a pure state He will envelop you in His mercy and send you a greeting of peace”8. Yes, all this is for you, the one who sprang from a small drop of fluid, do you remember your insignificant beginnings?

                But Muhammad (S) did not just talk about the final destination; he also defined for us the path towards it as clearly as he could. Although it was not possible to truly describe it, he spoke of it often, in the hope that we would realize its significance. He taught us that whatever we do in this world would have a great impact on the future stages of our journey and our ultimate destination.

                What you shall read in this book is an effort to explore what Muhammad (S) told us about this journey. It is not possible to accurately describe a world whose dimensions remain yet hidden to us. Even for one who is intimately conversant with that world, it is impossible to explain its features to someone who has no experience of it. A three-dimensional being can never understand a world of four dimensions, let alone one that is multi-dimensional. Therefore, that which I shall try to describe hereunder, is only a brief sketch so that we may get a notion of this journey, and more importantly so that we may prepare the provisions that we shall need along the way.

                We are grateful and indebted to Muhammad (S) and all the noble individuals who spent their lives to make us familiar with this indispensable knowledge.

                
                  	1. Moody Raymond. 1975. Life after Life: The Investigation of a Phenomenon – Survival of Bodily Death. Seattle: Mockingbird Books.

                  	2. For more information about this institution see www.iands.org [11]

                  	3. Mauro, James, “Bright lights, big mystery”, Psychology Today, July 1992.

                  	4. In Islamic philosophy and mysticism this body is called the imaginal body (al-jism al-mithali).

                  	5. Life after Life, Introduction, p. XIII.

                  	6. “But those who keep their duty to their Lord, for them are Gardens underneath which rivers flow, wherein they will be safe for ever. A gift of welcome from their Lord. That which Allah hath in store is better for the righteous”. (3:198).

                  	7. “And the faces shall be humbled before the Living, the Self-subsistent Allah, and he who bears iniquity is indeed a failure." (20:111).

                  	8. “Their salutation on the day when they shall meet Him will be: Peace. And He hath prepared for them a goodly recompense." (33:44).

                

              

            

          

        

        
          Translator’s Preface

          
            
              
                The question of the life after death has always fascinated mankind. And even for those who believe that life continues after death, the nature and details of that existence have remained a mystery, largely because no one has ever returned to tell us about it. Our limited understanding comes mainly from the descriptions left behind by the special servants of God to whom He has granted some knowledge about the next worlds that man will encounter on his journey towards his Creator.

                Of course, it is not possible in the material realm to fully appreciate the immaterial worlds that we are heading towards after death, but it is important to know the challenges that lie ahead so that the requisite preparations can be made for these while we still live in this world.

                What makes this work different is that the author, Sh. Muhammad Saeed Bahmanpour, has succeeded to a reasonable extent in unravelling these mysteries by carefully analysing the relevant Qur’anic verses and traditions of the Prophet (S). He has made use of both Sunni and Shi῾i hadith texts, as well as considered the opinions and experiences of both Islamic and Christian mystical philosophers. In this way he has prepared a very compelling and plausible description of the road that lies ahead.

                I have been privileged to attend Sh. Bahmanpour’s many discourses on Islamic eschatology over the years and he has always generously made himself available to answer my many questions about life after death. When I first came across the book he had written on the subject, entitled Nasim-e Abadiyyat (The Breeze of Eternity), I was struck by the systematic approach he had adopted in discussing each stage after death. I felt that English readers would also greatly benefit from its fresh and novel approach, and it was an honour to be asked to translate the work by the World Federation of the KSIMC.

                I would like to acknowledge with gratitude the patient assistance of Sh Bahmanpour during the translation.

                From God is all succour and to Him is the return.

                
                  Abbas Jaffer
                  

                  Jan 2016, London UK
                

              

            

          

        

        
          Chapter 1: Death The Portal To A Wondrous World

          
            
              
                The Imaginal Realm After Death

                After birth, death may be considered as the most momentous experience that a human undergoes. Death can be described both as dying and being reborn. Dying from this world and being reborn in another world. Death is not the end of existence; rather it is a continuation towards maturation. It is the evolution of the human soul as it journeys towards a more enhanced and beautiful existence.

                Man is a much more complex being than we realize, or that our scientific knowledge and philosophical endeavours have made us imagine him to be. In truth, the reality of the world and the human being still remains a mysterious iceberg, whose tip we have barely recognized, and whose vast expanse remains yet to be uncovered. When we consider the universe around us, we imagine that it is just confined to the sky and its constellations, and to the earth and its mountains and plains and seas, and to its vegetation and forests and animals. We regard the human being in the same way, and consider him to be no more than his limbs and organs and brain and flesh and bones.

                However, what we see is just the tip of the iceberg. This world has countless layers and dimensions, which are hidden from our sight, and cannot be perceived by physical eyes. In order to see these layers, the various dimensions must be illuminated for us and we must travel through them. In the course of life in Dunya, this is only possible for a select few whose souls have undergone and withstood stiff trials; for most people however, these layers only become accessible after death. The layers are still dimensions of this same Dunya, and only when the universe enters its final stage (Akhira) will these layers also undergo fundamental transformations.

                At death we enter a wondrous and dream-like dimension of this world, which is very different from the dimension we currently live in. This new dimension has been called by various names such as the realm of imagination (῾alam al-khiyal), the realm of similitudes and images (῾alam al-mithal), the isthmus or intermediate realm, and the barrier (Barzakh).

                We call it the isthmus or intermediate realm because it is a stage between this world (Dunya) and the world of the hereafter (Akhira).

                It is the Barzakh because between that dimension and the dimension that we currently inhabit there is a strong barrier that can only be breached with the aid of the angel of death; once one has crossed over, no return is possible except by the permission of God. Barzakh means barrier and it is called Barzakh because once humans enter into that realm: 

                “…. behind them is a barrier until the Day they are resurrected.” (23:100)

                It is the world of images or the imaginal world (῾alam almithal) because what is found there is an image of this world but without a body or matter.1 Or a better explanation would be that what exists in this world is a material image of the pure existence of that world. “Mithal” means an image or similitude, but it is not like an image that is seen in a mirror; rather, it is an image whose reflection is more expansive, and whose existence, capability and life-force is more powerful than the object itself. 

                Colour, smell, taste and every other sensation that we experience in this world exists there also, except that the sensations are not limited by the restrictions of matter and consequently are stronger, more vital and more beautiful. Compared to that realm, what we experience here of sorrow and joy and pain and ease is just a pale image cast on the dusty and coarse mirror of our material world. In that realm, the heaviness of matter does not restrict movement and sap one’s strength. It is a place of lightness and subtleties, similar to our dreams or thoughts. There, the soul of man becomes freer and more active than it has ever been.

                For this reason, that world is also called ‘alam al-khiyal’ (the world of imagination). This is because what we have described above is very close to what we experience in our dreams and imagination; not in the sense that it is not real, but in the sense that it is a world in which the imagination can have a free rein and every material property can be conceived and perceived, without the need for matter itself. Our contemplations in Dunya are relatively weak and have little impact because they are “connected” to us; however, in the imaginal world, because they are an existence in their own right and “disconnected” from us and every material constraint, our thoughts gain tremendous strength and potency.

                One can only picture man’s amazement when he first enters this dream-like world. It is so expansive and rich and awe-inspiring that the soul will remain stunned and bewildered for long moments. The feeling is somewhat similar to the moment a baby is born into this world, with the difference that the new-born does not remember much of the dark confines of its life in the mother’s womb, and is not fully aware of the vastness and radiance of the world it has come to. 

                However, when the soul enters the Barzakh, it is much more alert and aware, and the realities of the new world cause it great amazement. With its passage, the soul evolves one degree higher and consequently its ability to perceive the true nature of its surroundings is enhanced. In this way it takes a step forward and begins to experience the wonders of the final leg of the journey towards the meeting with God.

                How Death Takes Place

                As far as this world is concerned, death means the stilling of the heartbeat and the blood flow in the body. However, this is only part of the story. The event of death is something much deeper and elaborate; when the heart stops, the soul of man – which is in fact his essence – must decouple from the body, which has long been its vehicle and means of action. As we will see later, this procedure cannot take place without the mediation and assistance of the angel of death.

                Death can be viewed in two ways: it could be said the human soul accompanies the body so long as it can draw on the host’s vitality to benefit itself; and when the body becomes a corpse and is of no further use, the soul leaves it. On the other hand it could be said that when the soul leaves the body, the body is no longer able to sustain itself and becomes lifeless. In either case, it appears that the connection between the soul and body is very complex and any attempt to simplify it will not do justice to the intricateness of their relationship.

                But what is the soul?2 It is not easy to describe, but in simple terms it can be considered to be the part of ourselves that we refer to when we say, “I”. It is the part of us that makes intentions and decisions, decides what it loves, and what choices to make. It is the power that governs the body and uses it to achieve its ends and manifest its will. It sees and hears and travels by prompting the body. With its assistance it makes analyses and arrives at conclusions, displays love and hate, and a host of other things besides. We often imagine that these things are to do with our body and in particular our brains, but in truth, the body and brain are just composed of cells; these tissues are not aware of each other, in the sense that a group of cells cannot decide something by consulting with another group of cells, although they can act in concert to create effects that are perceived by the soul.

                Through the body, the human soul is able to know the world and undergo countless experiences. If the body was not available, the soul could not become familiar with this material world at all and would remain forever like a blank page. In the same way if the soul were absent, the body would not have the ability to carry out any work, because work requires movement and movement needs volition and that is a faculty of the soul.

                However, we are more interested to know how the soul subsists once it decouples from the body and leaves the material world and in what manner and in which body it enters into the realm of Barzakh. Evidently, just as the soul needed to occupy a material body in Dunya to interact with the world of matter, it will require a suitable body in the imaginal world to interact with imaginal existences. It therefore activates an immaterial or imaginal body.3 

                Just like its physical body, its non-material body also has eyes, ears and a mind by which it can perceive and analyse what it experiences in that world. Rumi writes that these vastly superior non-material senses when contrasted with the physical senses are like “burnished gold compared to copper.”4 

                Most people cannot use their immaterial senses in this world and only become aware of them at death. However many people do use these powers, although without realizing it. There are some who see God’s signs in everything around them, others who bring faith on hearing the verses of God’s revelation, and others who learn lasting lessons from the experiences of former generations; all these occur because a part of their immaterial (malakuti) intellect is active. As for those in whom this intellect is dormant, they see and hear nothing of this. It is by this means that the Prophets (‘a) communicated with angels; and Prophet Muhammad (S) went on his heavenly ascension (mi῾raj) in this non-material body.

                But where does this non-material, imaginal body originate from and how does the soul attach itself to it? The imaginal form resembles the physical body in colour, size, features and expressions; the only difference is that it has no material substance. It is similar to a reflection seen in a mirror, or a thought passing in the mind, or a dream seen in sleep. In fact, our true dreams occur during a type of connection with the imaginal world, while false dreams arise from our own imagination or stray thoughts. 

                The fact that we can connect with the imaginal world in our sleep indicates that the imaginal world is not in a universe different from the material world; rather it is the opposite face of the same coin and a deeper dimension of the Dunya.5 Therefore, even while we live in this world, we have a presence in the imaginal world about which we are unaware. At each stage of our physical life, from our conception and our subsequent birth and development into adulthood, our imaginal bodies are being formed and shaped also. 

                In fact, our souls in Dunya live in two bodies, an imaginal body and a material one; and both are coincident and synchronized with each other. However, since the imaginal body exists in a subtle and hidden dimension, most human beings are oblivious of it. At the time of death, the soul leaves the material body which is temporary and frail, and enters the realm of Barzakh clothed only in its stronger, non-material, imaginal body6. Therefore, when we talk of death and the decoupling of the soul from the body, we are talking of ourselves in our new imaginal body.

                Contrasting Experiences Of Death

                What kind of experience will death be? Sweet or bitter? Beautiful or ugly? This will depend on what kind of life we have led. In truth, everyone will die in the same manner as he lived. This seemingly trivial and fleeting life of Dunya is actually the most important and influential stage of human existence, because from the moment of death onwards, everything that happens to an individual has been shaped and earned in some way during this stage.

                The angel of death is the first mirror in which a human being sees his true nature and is the first being of the higher realms that the soul meets with its non-material body. Depending on an individual’s personality, the angel of death can be beautiful or ugly, kind or cruel, loveable or hateful. It has been reported from Imam al-Sadiq (‘a) that, “One day when Ibrahim (‘a) returned to his home he saw an individual whose beauty and countenance was the like that he had never encountered before. He asked, “Who are you?” “I am the angel of death”, he replied. He said, “Glory be to God! How can someone who sees you dislike you, when you are so beautiful?” The angel replied, “O Friend of the all-Merciful! When God desires goodness for an individual He sends me in this form to him. But when He desires to punish him He sends me in a different form.”7 

                Therefore, the angel of death and his assistants can take our life with mercy and tenderness or with harshness and roughness. When we leave this world, we may either feel as if we are being released from a stifling prison and are going towards a world of freedom, or we may feel that we have been captured and are being led to a place of torture. It all depends on the kind of life we have led. 

                Have we been filled with despair or hope, have we been harsh or compassionate, have we been grateful or ungrateful, have we hurt others or extended a helping hand to them, have we worshipped God or been neglectful of Him; in short have we led a noble life or a corrupt one. 

                
                  
                    “Those whom the angels cause to die while they led pure lives, they say to them, “Peace be upon you. Enter paradise because of what you used to do.” (6:32)
                  
                

                However, it is different for the disbelievers:

                
                  
                    “But if you could only see the angels take the souls of those who disbelieved; they smite their faces and their backs (saying), “Taste the punishment of the burning fire!” (8:50)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “That is because of what your hands have sent forth. And certainly God is not unjust to His servants.” (8:51)
                  
                

                Indeed, whatever happens to them is only due to what they have created, prepared and sent forth themselves; this is who they are.

                Entry Into The World Of The Angels

                In truth, as we come to the world of the angels we enter into a sanctified and pure environment; if our own souls are polluted, then we will experience severe discomfort in that world. The more polluted we are, the more acute and painful this discomfort will be. The closer we get to God, Who is the epitome of purity, the more severe is the reaction of our polluted state to that purity.

                By contrast, the purer the soul, the greater the comfort it experiences in that world. Liberated from its former constraints, it flourishes and soars to even higher levels of purity. Its attachment to that world and what it contains becomes stronger.

                Therefore, the experience of the next world, which is also the world of angels, is different for every individual. For the arrogant and the guilty, 

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “On the day when they shall see the angels, there shall be no joy for them and they shall say: Get away from us and do not come close.”
                  
                  
                    (25:22)
                  
                

                They shall see these pure beings as their enemy, and the evil of their own acts will become evident, causing them to be ashamed.

                By contrast, the virtuous will consider themselves amongst new friends in the world of the angels. These are friends whose friendship is perpetual, and whose nature is filled with warmth and mercy, and knowledge and wisdom. They are friends who are constantly attentive to the needs of their new charges, and fuss around them trying to remove every unhappiness and anxiety from them.

                They gently whisper into their souls not to be afraid or distressed, and comfort them with the glad tidings that the heaven that they had been promised to them awaits them. They assure them that they will be their constant guides and companions in the journey that is to come,

                
                  
                    “The angels descend upon them, saying: Fear not, nor be grieved, and receive good news of the paradise which you were promised.” (41:30) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “We are your guardians in this world’s life and in the hereafter ….” (41:31)
                  
                

                For the righteous, death thus becomes a great gift from God and the most pleasant experience of their life.

                The Angels Of Death

                The angels of death are charged with two responsibilities with regards to Barzakh. The first is to detach the souls of individuals from their material bodies, and the second, to settle these souls into the imaginal bodies that will house them in their lives in Barzakh. The relationship of the soul to the material body is so deep and strong that to separate them is often a difficult and painful process. In any case, the angels know their task well, and in the end, the ease or difficulty with which their mission is accomplished depends on the willingness of the dying person to give up his soul.

                However, the actual task at hand is to activate the immaterial or spiritual body. As we have said, the imaginal body is a semblance of the material body but in a non-corporeal form, just as the immaterial world is composed of sights and sounds of a non-corporeal nature. The Barzakhi body possesses eyes and ears that can perceive the sights and sounds of that world. Similarly, it possesses a mind that can understand the concepts of that world, which are complicated and deep. In fact, in comparison, the complex issues and serious matters of this world appear trivial and frivolous.

                This stage is also different for every individual. For those whose spirit was active in this world, especially the Prophets (‘a) and the close servants of God, the activation is easy and swift. However, for ordinary individuals, the process takes longer. In order to understand this stage more clearly, we will consider the different experiences that await three broad categories of people:

                The People Of The Middle State

                This group encompasses the vast majority of human beings. Although they generally have faith in the afterlife, they are not familiar with its details. Their initial encounter with the angels of death, and their exposure to the next world fills them with confusion, especially because they still see themselves in a similar body to their usual one. The angels of death assist them to become acquainted with the faculties of their new body, showing them how to open their eyes and ears. It is as if the angels have removed a veil from their eyes and ears. 

                Thereafter, the angels reveal to them some information that is vital to their existence in their new environment. This understanding is quicker for some, and gradual for others. The angels are manifestations of the mercy of God; they are filled with sincere love and care, and are eager to instruct the new soul about the world it has entered. However, the success of their efforts requires the soul to be receptive and not resistant to their instruction.

                The soul is a creation belonging to the timeless world of God’s command (῾alam al-amr), and like God Himself, it cannot be defined or seen. 

                “They ask you about the soul, say it is from the command of my Lord, and you have not been informed about it except a little.”(17:85) 

                The soul can only be known by its effects, which are manifested through the body. This is true during its existence in the world as well as after death8. In this world the soul acts through the body to manifest its whims and desires. In fact, it is not incorrect to say that the soul of an individual is the same as his likes and dislikes; all his actions, conduct and personality derive from it. 

                In this world we humans mould our souls. What we call personality, or in Qur’anic terms, shakila, shapes our decisions, our attitude towards the situations we face in this world, the manner of our interactions with one another, our personal preferences, our expectations from this world, how we utilize its bounties and even the way we view our existence. All these stem from the proclivities of our souls, which gradually shape our personality. Once our personality or shakila is formed, it influences every decision and choice we make.9 

                As we get older in the course of our lives in this world, it becomes harder and harder to reshape this personality; once we die though, it is no longer possible, or at least, it is out of our hands and requires other means. What we carry forth with us from this world is this personality and nature of the soul that we have shaped; its competency will now reveal itself with increasing clarity in the backdrop of the various worlds we will traverse through in the long journey towards our Lord. The nature of our encounters with the diverse beings that inhabit these worlds will be based on this personality – a personality that can be either pleasant or repulsive.

                Mulla Sadra has demonstrated the foregoing through his philosophical principles. He states that, in this corporeal world, the soul flourishes through the body, and in the next world it transfers the habits it has formed to create and give shape to the body that it will occupy there. The imaginal body will be beautiful or ugly depending on the nature of the soul. It is in the process of this creation that an individual - with his particular temperament, disposition, virtues and vices - gives shape to an imaginal body with the same dominant characteristics.10 

                In Barzakh the human soul flourishes; it is a place where mental constructs gain external forms and bodies. The soul carries an imprint of every atom’s weight of good and evil that an individual has done, and in Barzakh it is embodied externally as well; 

                
                  
                    “So whoever does an atom’s weight of good shall see it,” (99:7)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “and whoever does an atom’s weight of evil shall see it.” (99:8)
                  
                

                The encounter of the soul with the angels of death11 and the kind of reception it receives and the manner in which it reacts to the realities of that world all depend on the nature and personality that the individual has formed in life. Amongst the people of the middle state, there are those whose faith and spiritual progress were less and their affinity to Dunya greater; when their imaginal senses awaken and they see the angels and begin to receive instructions from them, they become alarmed and uneasy and desire to be free of their presence as soon as possible. This is why they resist the well-meaning and kindly directions of the angels; the angels realize that their efforts are futile at this stage and depart, leaving the individual alone.

                In contrast, those whose faith and spiritual progress was greater, take comfort and delight in the presence of the angels; they willingly follow their affectionate advice about the potentials of their new bodies and their new environment. And as a result, as we shall see later, their lives in Barzakh are much more comfortable than the first group. For them the experience of death was, “like casting off a soiled and shabby garment and putting on a perfumed and fine one.”12 It is like, “a bath that washes away grime and sores from the body and dispels every pain and sorrow from the soul and fills the heart with happiness and excitement.”13 Or as the Prophet (S) said, “Like the birth of a baby from the dark confines of its mother’s womb into the wide expanse of the world.”14 

                Pure Individuals

                By pure individuals we mean those whose love in this world was sincerely reserved for God and their souls had become empty of self-conceit and pride to the extent humanly possible. Since conceit and self-love are the roots of all vices, by controlling themselves these individuals had managed to cleanse their hearts of every trace of impurity and had adorned their souls with purity and righteousness out of their love for God. 

                It is about these individuals that God has revealed in the Torah that they “love God with all their hearts, all their souls, all their strength and all their mind.”15 For these individuals, their imaginal body is already half awake at the time of death, and with the assistance of the angels it quickly becomes fully alert and prepared to ascend to the higher stages in proximity to God. 

                Understanding the deeper realities and profound truths of the realm of Barzakh is not too difficult for the receptive souls and prepared minds of this group; and their eagerness to learn makes the angels keen to show them more. For such individuals, death is, “the most fragrant scent they have ever enjoyed; they will be intoxicated with their own perfume and instantly and eternally become free of every pain and sorrow.”16 

                The moment of death of a pure individual is full of honour. When the angel of death approaches him, “he comes and stands by him like a respectful servant and greets him with a greeting of peace and gives him the glad tidings of paradise.”17 “Angels stand at his head, each carrying a glass containing the water of Kawthar and a glass of purifying wine so that they may cleanse his soul and ease the agony and bitterness of death. At the same time they give him the glad tidings of the greatest reward and say, “You have been purified and so has your station; now you will go towards God, the Mighty, the Wise, the Loving and the Intimate.”18 

                They say to him, “Welcome, O friend of God! Receive the good news of God’s pleasure and His paradise. God has even forgiven those believers who have accompanied your bier.”19 

                A Vision Of The Future And Entry Into The Presence Of The Virtuous

                At this point the soul forgets all its pain and sorrow; it is as if a huge weight has been lifted from the shoulders20, or heavy fetters have been removed from the leg. Then the angels –who behave with him like close friends – illuminate new dimensions for him and remove the heavy veils of place and time that cover his sight. This is so that he may see his place in paradise, from which he is yet far away.

                At this point the soul, which has been liberated from its cage and has been given indescribable bounties, says excitedly to the angels, “Return me to my family so that I may describe to them what I am seeing here.” However, they inform him with loving smiles that, “This is no longer possible!”21 At the same time, the purest individuals who inhabit that realm like the Prophets (‘a) and their successors (‘a) appear before his eyes and his eagerness to proceed to the world beyond increases a hundredfold. There is no longer anything he desires more than disconnecting from the Dunya and hurrying to the next world.22 

                Corrupt Individuals

                Corrupt individuals are those who allowed their souls to become polluted in this world and placed their bodies at the service of vices; they displayed disbelief and disobedience, ranging from defiance of God’s dictates to oppressing and usurping the rights of fellow human beings.

                For them nothing is more painful than the sight of the angels of death, just as nothing is more hateful for these angels than to be in the presence of such polluted people. Everything and everyone in the world of purity cannot stand them because corruptness has filled their entire beings.23 The angels of death cannot disguise their disgust at such a person and appear before him with harsh and fearsome faces. The dying individual is overcome with great fear and remorse at the sight.24 

                The pain and hardship of death will course through every cell of his body, “every moment of the process of dying would be as agonizing as a hundred fatal strikes of a sword.”25 “Being cut to pieces with a pair of scissors or being dissected by a saw or being battered with large rocks would be easier for him to bear than a single moment of the process of his death.”26 These are only descriptive metaphors while in fact, “the pangs of death are beyond description, and cannot be fathomed by the inhabitants of this world.”27 

                He understands absolutely nothing of the instructions that the angels are giving him; everything appears strange and incomprehensible to him. On the one hand he has just been wrenched away from the world to which he was so attached, and on the other he has been brought to a world that he does not recognize or understand, where everybody else despises him; he is both bewildered and horrified at the turn of events. He dearly wants to return to Dunya but the angels of death strike him from the back and pull him forward; and as he is unwillingly driven deeper into that realm, the angels of Barzakh strike his face in disgust: 

                
                  
                    “But if you could only see when the angels take the souls of those who disbelieved; they smite their faces and their backs…”
                  
                  
                    (8:50)
                  
                

                Now he is left alone with his corrupt and unpleasant personality, by which he himself is also nauseated. His heart is filled with sorrow, a sorrow that he knows will never be dispelled except if God wills so; but all his life he had harboured hostility towards God and now he is unable to call out to Him because he cannot withstand His limitless Purity. At this time the purest of individuals of the realm like Jesus (‘a) and Moses (‘a) and Muhammad (S) and Ali (‘a), who had sincerely called to God throughout their lives, appear before his eyes.28 However, they do not invite him towards God anymore because the time for that has passed and the time for consequences has arrived. Seeing them only increases his distress and sorrow and intense remorse courses through him.

                No Chance For Repentance And Return

                At this point, he is desperate to reform and repent, 

                
                  
                    “But repentance is not accepted from those who continue with their evil conduct until, when death comes to one of them, he says, “Now I repent”; nor for those who die while they are disbelievers. For them we have prepared a painful torment.” (4:18)
                  
                

                This is because his personality has already taken shape and his inner form is already fixed on a foundation of impurity. 

                “The repentance accepted by God is only for those who do wrong in ignorance and repent soon afterwards. It is they to whom God will turn in forgiveness; and God is all-Knowing, all-Wise.” (4:17)

                The time for repentance is now and here, before death; we can repent while we still breathe, while we can still think and speak, while we can still weep; but once the identity and personality is sealed and the cup of life shatters, it is too late. How can he reform now when he is no longer even able to move of his own accord? He can no longer make up his lapsed prayers or come to the aid of anyone. He cannot show compassion to the orphan or feed the hungry, or help the weary, or even weep in remorse. He forsook all the goodness of the world and filled his life with its vices. 

                That which will perplex him the most is that it will appear that death was no more than crossing from one side of a wall to the other; his eyes and ears and limbs and body seem to be intact, except that what these angels are teaching is exactly the opposite of what he used to do in the world. It is at this point that he dearly wishes he could return and live his life differently. 

                If only he had another chance, he would bring back with him something that would be useful here; perhaps he will be allowed to return for one week, one day or just a single hour. Despair courses through him when his wish is denied, 

                
                  
                    “When death comes to one of them (the disbelievers) he says, “My Lord! Send me back,” (23:99) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “so that I may act righteously to put right that which I left behind.” Never! These are just vain words ...” (23:100)
                  
                

                This is because the tree of his existence has borne no fruit of worth. Its rotten produce is apparent and there is no reason to think that such a tree would ever produce anything else. In any case, what he now desires is against the system of creation; once a soul has travelled into that realm there is no way for its return back to Dunya, until the day when the entire universe evolves and Dunya is transformed into Akhira. But till then, 

                “... Behind them is a barrier until the Day they are resurrected” (23:100). 

                Every bridge behind him has been destroyed. All that remains with him now is his repulsive personality with which he has to live and travel on; a long journey in a land of misery.
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          Chapter 2: Barzakh The Intermediate Realm

          
            
              
                The Entry Of The Soul Into Barzakh

                The soul’s entry into Barzakh is in some ways similar to arriving in a new country and encountering a foreign culture; everything appears strange and intriguing. It is very disconcerting for the soul to observe the physical body - that it was long accustomed to - lie lifeless before it, while it itself remains healthy and vital in a new body. However, although it now occupies a new body, it cannot yet separate its identity from the lifeless corpse that remains before it. This fills it with both wonder and fear.1 

                In addition, the enhanced abilities of the imaginal body are initially very confusing for the soul; the new body is much lighter, suppler, and much more perceptive. The soul can now see and hear things that were imperceptible to it in the material world. The body has no sign of flesh and bones, or nerves or a brain, yet the soul can feel and see and hear and sense. Its perceptive organs are made of materials and systems completely unfamiliar to it. It is like a new-born child except that it has intelligence and is very aware of the world around it. A world that is so different from the one it has thus far experienced that it cannot fathom much of it at all.

                The soul will soon become familiar with this new world but interestingly, at this stage, its bond with the previous, material realm is not yet severed. Although it no longer has access to eyes, ears and limbs to see, hear and touch, it still continues to think in material terms in those first moments. The phenomena that it encounters are seen and processed as we do in our dreams. However, this hazy sense of reality is different for different souls. The alertness and insight of souls is greater or lesser in proportion to their levels of purity.

                Although the soul now resides in the imaginal body, it still retains a strong empathy and bond with its former material body. In fact, the soul’s awareness of events of the material world is made possible by this persistent relationship with its previous body. Perhaps that is why many souls witness all the stages of washing, shrouding and burial of the corpse.2 

                Burial

                With the exception of the case of the sincere and purified servants of God, the burial of the body is one of the most difficult experiences that the soul undergoes as it enters the intermediate realm of Barzakh.

                After the angels have transferred the soul into the imaginal world (‘alam al-mithal, Barzakh), and activated its new subtle body, the soul remains in its new form like a person in the middle of a vast desert, with no knowledge of his destination or resources. It is not aware of other souls because it has not yet been taken to the place where they reside. It is in a quarantine of sorts. 

                As we have mentioned, at this point its attention is still directed towards the realm it has just left and the place where the body - it used to occupy - is resting. It witnesses many of the events that the body goes through and follows the body wherever it is taken.

                It is very difficult to understand the nature of the relationship of the soul to the body at this stage, however many traditions and reports inform us that the thought of the body being buried into the ground fills the soul with fear and anxiety. It sees the place of burial of the body as its new residence also. Although it knows that it has a place and position in the new world it has entered, the thought of being confined in this close space fills it with dread. We will discuss later the issue of time and space in the relationship of the inhabitants of the imaginal world with those still in the material world.

                Every stage of the burial is distressing and frightening for the soul, but the most terrifying time is when the body is finally lowered into the ground and the soul witnesses the depths of the grave. As we have mentioned before, when the soul is separated from the body, it is aware of its identity and is completely conscious throughout. But when it thinks of itself, it still considers itself one with the body in the grave; in fact, it mistakenly imagines that it is still in the body and identifies completely with whatever is being done to it.

                It is for this reason that the soul in the Barzakhi body imagines that the pain or pleasure that it is experiencing is actually being visited onto its former, material body. Therefore, it is frightened of being covered underground because it feels that it is being buried alive. At this time, it begins to realize the truth of what has happened; it realizes that they are truly preparing to send him to the next world.3 It is unable to do anything and helplessly accompanies the body, as if it is still attached to it.

                The Squeezing In The Grave

                When a person’s grave is filled with earth, it does not cover him, because his soul is already living in another dimension, and is viewing the grave from the imaginal world. Nevertheless, as the soil begins to pour down on his former body, he experiences an indescribable choking and crushing. It is of a severity that is proportional to that world, not this one. Once more he is unable to distinguish between his material body and his imaginal one and finally understands what people meant when they talked about the squeezing of the grave. Now he experiences a terrible bone-crushing compression that feels like his entire body is being squeezed through the eye of a needle. We do not know how this squeezing happens and what its purpose is, but very few people will be exempted from it, “There is no believer who will not experience the squeezing”.4 

                It is as if the squeezing is designed to wring out every last trace of impurity and pollution from the person. In fact, this process is of benefit to the believers whose righteous faith is mixed with traces of pollution from their wrongful thoughts and deeds, and is “an atonement for squandering God’s bounties”5 and wasting opportunities. However, for those whose entire beings are impure, the process results in nothing but excruciating suffering. The dead person does not know how long the squeezing will last and when it will end, but it consumes him completely, rendering him oblivious of what is happening in the world around him.

                The Loneliness In The Grave

                When the squeezing abates and his relatives and friends have long departed from the graveyard, the soul is overcome with a deep sense of isolation and loneliness in the imaginal world of the grave. He is no longer aware of the happenings of the material world, or of the angels or even the dead in other graves. The environment in the grave is unfamiliar and frightening. He has no idea how long he will remain trapped in this desolate chamber, nor does he know what will happen in the next moment. 

                It is at this point that the experiences of people vary. Those who held no belief in the afterlife are absolutely unable to understand how they are still alive in their own bodies after having died and been buried. Those who believed in an afterlife but had only a vague understanding of its reality are awestruck by the mysterious world that they have entered into.

                The isolation of the grave affects everyone. They have witnessed strange and mysterious events and they do not know what other wonders to expect. They do not know whether they will move from this place. Have they been abandoned in this bleak chamber for eternity? Will God, with all His Majesty and Grandeur bother with this insignificant and worthless creature? It is at this moment that the faith of the believer and his intimate relationship and constant reliance on God give rise to a flame of hope, while the ingratitude and faithlessness of the disbeliever envelops him in the cold cloak of dread.

                The Activation Of The Spiritual Memory

                We have mentioned that even in our material world, human beings possess two bodies, a corporeal or material body and a spiritual or imaginal body. At the time of death, the soul disconnects from the material body and enters into the world of Barzakh clothed in its imaginal body. This body also possesses eyes and ears to see and hear the entities of the imaginal realm. However, the most important faculty that it possesses is the individual’s spiritual memory, which is installed in the imaginal body and preserves all that happens in the material world. 

                In Dunya, the access of the material body itself to its stored memories is limited; the memories themselves are subject to limitations of detail and furthermore, retrieval becomes erratic or impossible as the brain cells fail with age and illness. However, the accuracy of the spiritual memory, in comparison, is strikingly precise. No event in the individual’s entire life is forgotten; no scene, no deed, no word, no intent, no thought or influence remains except that every detail of it is indelibly etched in the spiritual memory. In fact, these memories are embedded into the soul, becoming a permanent part of it and giving it shape.

                While the individual occupies the material body, he is unaware of the existence of the spiritual memory and has no access to it, except occasionally in an unconscious state. After death, this memory needs to be activated, but the individual must have the aid of an angel to accomplish this.

                Ruman, The Angel Who Reminds

                The arrival of Ruman - the angel who “enlivens graves and rouses the dead” (fattan al-qubur wa malakun munabbih) - brings the vigil in the grave to an end and transforms it into a solemn and ethereal scene.6 The imaginal grave begins to expand and becomes dazzlingly bright. A handsome and imposing angel enters the grave. The individual who has recently departed the world is yet unsure of the functions of the fascinating beings he has begun to see and does not know what they will want of him. Each new encounter is a source of increased trepidation. In some, this new arrival causes fear, in others apprehension and in some, relief and solace. The splendour of Ruman is beyond description; certainly no one like him could have been imagined in this world.

                Every description of grandeur known to human beings could not do him justice. It would be like trying to compare the stars to earthly lights. It would seem that after having seen the angels of death the individual should have become somewhat familiar with the sight of angels; however, these angels are wondrous creatures, each is unique with its own imposing qualities. The arrival of Ruman confirms the fact that in spite of His Majesty, God has not forgotten this small creature that is waiting in his narrow grave.

                The angel begins to speak and introduces himself as Ruman, the examiner in the grave. All understand his words because in this new world there is only one language. The various languages that were stored in the material memory of individuals all vanish, and everyone communicates in the innate language of the soul, which is already coded into the spiritual memory. This language has more to do with the exchange of concepts rather than words and phrases.

                The Swedish Christian scholar, thinker and mystical philosopher, Emanuel Swedenborg (1688 – 1772) wrote a valuable work about life after death and claimed that the contents of his book were entirely based on his personal visions and observations of the afterworld.7 He has explained these visions in an eloquent and compelling style and the conviction and honesty in his words are evident.

                According to his experience, the language of the people of Barzakh is such that single words communicate complex details; it would require several volumes in our current languages to achieve the same result. Information is transferred in an instant, while the same task would perhaps require hours of explanation in our world.8 This is achieved by the imparting of wisdom and information in a compressed form that can be deciphered and understood by the imaginal senses and mind. Furthermore, the language allows for a much more accurate and deeper transfer of thoughts and feelings.

                In any case, the function of Ruman is to activate the spiritual memory of the individual in the grave. He does this by instructing the new arrival to write down the details of his life, “Write down every deed that you committed in the world, every good and evil that issued from you, everything that you should have done but did not – write it all down.” The individual does not know what writing means in that world, and remains still and confused. But Ruman teaches him how. Writing paper is not required here, because he will not be writing down words. Rather, he will be recording events, just as they occurred. It is as if he is reliving every moment of the past once more, more vividly and fully than before. It will seem surreal, but what he saw in three dimensions before will now come forth from his memory in all its multidimensional aspects, revealing every layer of the act. Indeed, it is an amazing night, this first night in the grave.

                He will say, “I cannot mention everything, I am ashamed of writing my sinful deeds.” On hearing this Ruman will reply in a tone that will shake the individual to the core of his being, “You were not ashamed in front of the Lord of the universe, but you say that you are ashamed in front of me?”

                The whole countenance of Ruman changes when he utters the words, “Lord of the universe”. His striking presence is transformed into a posture of humility, meekness and adoration. Then, he says flatly, “I will make you recollect everything. I am the angel who makes you relive your life.” Ruman forces him to focus and with his help, his spiritual memory awakens and every moment of his life, from his birth to the instant of his death, is arrayed before his eyes.

                What he sees is not a picture from his memory; rather every moment is experienced again. Not only he relives his words and his deeds, he also recalls the thoughts and intent at the moment of acting - the delight, the sorrow, and the anticipation - and in short, he feels again every emotion that accompanied that particular deed. What a wondrous creature Ruman is, effortlessly drawing the deepest memories to the surface. And the individual writes down everything helplessly. He transfers his whole life into the book that Ruman has brought for him; he fills it, not with words and phrases, but with entire events.

                The deeds he records are not in the form he has known in the world, rather, they assume forms that are more mysterious and cryptic. In fact, the deeds we produce in this world find existence in three states or three dimensions; the first has effects in this material world, the second has its effects in the imaginal world or Barzakh, and the third exists in the intellectual world in Qiyama or the Day of Judgement. 

                Every act that we do assumes a shape in all three worlds simultaneously. The effects in the material world can be witnessed by all but the other two forms are veiled behind the curtains of Barzakh and the Day of Judgement, and will only be witnessed and understood as these curtains are removed in time.9 Therefore, what is now becoming apparent to him and what he records in his book is the Barzakhi form of the actions he committed in the world. It is not the material form, nor is it yet the ultimate form which will be visible on the Day of Judgement.

                Ruman takes the book and hangs it around the owner’s neck. The book disappears, becoming a part of the individual; it is as if Ruman has inserted it into him, making it one with him. The effects of his entire life have been collected in one place and melded with his being. What he perceives now is not his personality at that particular moment but his personality spanning his entire lifetime handed to him in a compressed form. Before this, and before the activation of his spiritual memory, he could never have imagined the net effect of his entire lifetime of thoughts, words and deeds. It is for this reason that no one in this world can truly know himself or herself fully and in depth.

                Ruman informs him that, “This is your book of existence and it shall remain closed inside you until the day that God brings mankind forth from their graves; and then the book will be opened.”10 

                For most people these words would be difficult to assimilate, because Ruman has caused the deceased to see for the first time the achievement of his life, which has hitherto remained hidden to him.

                In fact, at this stage this is only the display of the Barzakhi aspect of his book, and the true reality of his existence - that is the Qiyamati aspect - has not yet been revealed to him. This book and its contents are still in a cocoon state awaiting the advent of the Day of Judgement when they will emerge in their final state. Only on that Day will the true worth of an individual’s existence be realized.

                After accomplishing his role, Ruman departs, and the grave becomes lonely again. Once more its occupant waits, but this time the vigil is different. The one whose book was full of virtuous and worthy deeds is filled with an indescribable relief and peace. The beauty of his book of deeds suffuses his entire being. After his loneliness and anxiety, he is now aware of the company of a comforting presence. He notices a beautiful countenance and asks, “Who are you?” It says, “I am the embodiment of your good deeds.”11 

                However, for the one who was only reminded by Ruman of the vileness of his conduct, and whose book is full of evil, the grave now becomes a place of fear and dread. He becomes aware of the presence of a noxious and repulsive being, whose company adds to the terror of the narrow and dark confines of the grave.

                The Prophet mentioned to Qays b. Malik in this regard, “Know that you have no choice, O Qays, except to be buried with a companion who is alive, while you are dead. If the companion is noble, then he will honour you, but if he is of evil character, then he will overpower you. He will only be resurrected with you and you will only come forth with him. You will not be questioned about anything other than him. Therefore, do not allow your companion to be anything but good, so that you may form a close bond with him, because if he is evil, you will not be repulsed by anything more than by him… And he is nothing other than the embodiment of your actions.” 12 

                Ranking Of Human Beings

                After the summoning of the spiritual memory and the determination of the Barzakhi persona of human beings – which is formed from their deeds in the world – people are divided into three broad groups. The first is the group of those who led an exemplary life; any pollution that they may have had, has been cleansed by the process of death.

                The second is the group of those who are completely impure and any virtue they possessed is lost in their impurity. The third is the group in the middle, with evil and virtue both present. Within this last group there is a great diversity of levels. This third group is left alone after their encounter with Ruman,13 and allowed to begin their Barzakhi life. Later we will talk about this group in some detail.

                As for the first two groups, they have to pass another stage, and that is the questioning in the grave.

                Questioning In The Grave

                The fate of the people in the first two groups in Barzakh is quite different from those of the third group, who have been left alone. The first group, who were completely pure, are immediately admitted into the paradise of Barzakh and given the glad tidings of heaven in the hereafter as well. As a consequence, all fears and sorrows leave them. As for the second group, who are completely impure, they are led directly to the hell of Barzakh and are promised the torment of hell in the hereafter. Consequently, they are filled with remorse and despair.

                The people in the third group will remain in a state between hope and fear until the Day of Judgement when their fate would be decided. When the Commander of the faithful (‘a) was asked about death he replied, “Death is one of three states: it is the receiving of good news of eternal bliss, or the bad news of eternal torment, or it is the sorrow and fear of one who does not know which group he belongs to.”14 

                Since the fate of the first two groups becomes clear at the first stage and on the first night, they move to a further stage, which is not experienced by the third group. This is the questioning in the grave. In fact, this is just a final stage to confirm their permanent abodes.

                Therefore, most people – who make up the third group – do not experience the questioning in the grave. It has been narrated from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) that he said; “Only the exemplary believers and the absolute disbelievers are questioned in the grave. All others are left alone.”15 

                The questioning in the grave, which is carried out by designated angels is actually a validation of the personalities of the people of the first and second groups so that they can be sent to their eternal abodes. In other words, everyone who enters into the world of Barzakh is met by angels who cater to their needs and who attempt to familiarize them with God and the afterworld and the new life of Barzakh, and to introduce them to a deeper understanding of reality.

                Since the people of the middle group are yet unable to affirm or reject these truths, they are left alone until they have spent sufficient time in the world of Barzakh for their situation to become clearer. It is for this reason that this group does not experience the presence of the interrogating angels in the first instance.

                Nakir And Munkar

                The corrupt individuals used to mock these truths in Dunya, both by word and deed. They spent their days in self-serving and vain activities, making no attempt to understand the deeper reality of their existence. But now they are subjected to a difficult examination; this is because instead of submitting to the truth, they chose the path of obstinacy and resistance, thus manifesting their true personality.

                For them nothing is more distressing and painful than their encounter with these two angels, whose terrifying appearance causes them to lose any remaining sense of composure and control. The angels petrify them when they suddenly materialize from the surrounding earth, appearing to cleave through the ground with their teeth.16 Their voices reverberate like thunder while their gaze is as piercing as lightning.17 In appearance these two angels are truly Nakir and Munkar, meaning “ugly” and “fearsome”, because the individuals’ inner pollution has distorted their perception – they see beauty as ugliness and vileness as pleasant.

                The role of these angels is quite different from that of Ruman. They are not there to remind, rather they have come to both evaluate and validate that which Ruman has brought out so that the worthiness of the deceased individual can be assessed and an appropriate abode and provision be assigned to him in the world of the dead.

                However, what does worthiness mean in this place and what are the parameters for assessing it? In the Dunya, their worth and status was directly linked to several factors; their wealth, their clothes, their houses and their cars. It was related to their social and political links, their friends and the persons they knew. It was related to their education, their qualifications, their manners, the books that they had read, the languages they knew and the amount of travelling they had done. However, here it is doubtful whether Nakir and Munkar would be impressed with these accomplishments. This is the realm of malakut of God and here everything is to do with Him, first and last. It is for this reason that they open their questioning by asking, “Who is your God?”

                This question is not meant to distress the new arrival, rather its purpose is to gauge the level of their understanding so as to be able to evaluate accordingly. In reality, these angels are not actually frightening at all; it is the individual’s Satan-tinged soul and self-absorption that makes everything related to God appear frightening and bleak.

                The poor soul searches into the depths of his being for an answer. Ruman is not present here to prompt him and he does not know how to reply. He did not worship God during his time in the previous world, nor did he bother to ask about Him. God was never relevant in his life and he did not feel any adverse effects as a result. But now everything has changed. In this world God is the only important reference and yet he cannot perceive any trace of Him anywhere. The explanations offered by the two angels are not helpful either. Their efforts only perplex him further. No matter how hard they try, he does not understand what they are saying.

                His silence and incomprehension enrages the angels and with angry faces they ask him who his Prophet was and what religion did he follow and what Scripture did he read. However, he cannot recall any prophet or any religion or any scripture. Nakir and Munkar try to explain these things to him but he does not understand. They ask him about his priorities in the world, how he passed his days, how he earned his living and where he spent his wealth.18 

                In the course of their lengthy interrogation, they gradually expose the deepest features of his character. Every question forces him to face the unpleasant truth that is reflected within the Barzakhi manifestation of his actions. However, every time he tries to answer in a manner that is contrary to his true nature, desperately lying to justify his actions in this new world, he experiences a fiery response from Nakir and Munkar in the form of a whip of fire lashing across his face, turning his grave into a blazing inferno. These two angels cannot be deceived in the least and lying to them brings immediate and painful retribution. It is almost as if they know the individual better than he knows himself. In that world, lying yields no result except grief and chastisement.

                In any case, they continue to inspect every aspect of his conduct in the world, prodding his conscious and unconscious memory to examine the intention behind every good and evil deed he performed during his life, until he becomes aware of every inner layer of his character. Alas, this revelation fills him with nothing but despondency and remorse.

                What he worked for day and night in Dunya is totally useless and incompatible with what is of value and meaning in this Barzakhi phase of his life. He is shown once more his original human form; beautiful and pure and noble. It is as if these two angels have opened a window that overlooks paradise and he glimpses within it the beautiful vistas that were meant to be the eternal abodes of human beings. But soon these scenes are clouded over by the pollution that he has brought upon himself – seeing all this causes a burning remorse to suffuse his being. And then he experiences a deep sense of suffocation and darkness – it is as if Nakir and Munkar are causing the walls of the grave to close tightly over him.

                Suddenly, within the depths of his being a window opens towards the fire of hell. He now experiences a terrible premonition about his future and this fills his entire being with terror. Nakir and Munkar create an opening between his grave and hell, through which he begins to immediately feel its burning heat and punishment.19 

                He wants to be rid of the company of these angels as soon as possible. He does not want to hear their constant attempts to teach him about God anymore. He realizes that the punishment is more compatible with his nature than the remembrance of God. When the angels see that this is the case, they withdraw, and leave him in the hell of his own creation. He who could not face the truth now turns his mind away from it and defiantly ventures into the hell of Barzakh, turning his back on God and heading off in the opposite direction.

                He will look for others like him and try to get to know them. It is as if there is a strong rope drawing him inexorably forward. It seems as if he wants to break free from God, Who was calling him to Himself, and get away as far as he can. However, because the essence of human beings is based on the love of God, and the comfort of the heart only comes from His remembrance and proximity, every step he takes away only increases his misery, pain and frustration. His heart will not find peace with anyone else. 

                
                  
                    “Indeed God is not unjust to men in the least, but men are unjust to themselves.” (10:44) 
                  
                

                His being forms a black cloud that veils him from God, blocking the light of His grace – the grace that is available everywhere and to everyone. And in this manner, these polluted souls enter the hell of Barzakh.

                Bashir And Mubashsher

                Let us now look at the pure souls. For them the two angels are not Nakir and Munkar, but Bashir and Mubashsher. In the words of Mufid, “The two angels who come to the believers are called Bashir and Mubashsher because they are messengers from God bringing the good news of eternal happiness and reward. These are not their names, but their titles, signifying the role that they perform.”20 

                Their appearance is not ugly and fearsome, but beautiful and friendly.21 Every question that they ask and every layer of his life that they expose to him is good news for him. He is able to reply confidently because the truth has saturated his heart and soul. There is nothing sweeter and more satisfying for him than witnessing the imaginal forms of the truths that he had learned and practised in his life as taught to him by God and mentioned in His Book and which the angels now recount before him. In fact, the angels reveal to him the deeper significances of his beliefs, which cannot be grasped by those who have not yet entered that world.

                Their language is vastly different from the languages of mankind, each word transferring to the heart of the listener wisdom that could not be contained even within several volumes in the corporeal world. They unravel truths, which can only be comprehended in that world, as a result of which the deceased gains the deepest realization of the Majesty of God that he has yet experienced. And this greatly increases his eagerness to continue on the long journey ahead.

                The horizons of his thoughts and comprehensions continue to expand, and the new arrival does not tire from listening to the illuminating murmur of the angels and learning from their great and wondrous wisdom.

                Now that they have made him aware of every layer of his being and introduced him to a deeper cognizance of God, they open for the deceased a window to paradise through which the breeze of God’s mercy fills his grave with perfume and light and happiness. The angels enlarge his grave in proportion to his character and goodness until it resembles a garden from the garden of paradise. And in this way the pure souls enter the heaven of Barzakh. 22

                The size of their new abode is different for everyone depending on their insight and cognizance of God. Of course, the expansiveness of their gardens is not in physical terms, just as “the grave” does not refer to the physical resting place; rather, the grave refers to the Barzakhi life of the believer and its expansiveness is in spiritual and imaginal terms.23 

                The newly arrived soul is wonderstruck and elated and does not know what to do or say next. He wonders whether it is possible to inform his friends and his community of how well God has dealt with him.24 However, the angels tell him that this will not be possible. He will need to remain in this place in peace until God brings the dead to life once again. He is automatically drawn towards the window that connects his grave to the eternal paradise beyond, and wants to experience the bounties that lie in wait, but the two angels gently tell him that this also is not possible. He must be patient and wait for all those who yet live to join him in this world and wait for the Day of resurrection. For him the sweetest anticipation is the coming of this Day and he prays with all his heart, “My Lord, bring about the Day of resurrection without delay.”

                Meeting With Friends And Relatives

                As he enters the paradise of Barzakh, the soul encounters his friends and relatives who had preceded him and is drawn to the group whose souls most closely match his own. Immediately on arrival, acquaintances gather around him, welcoming him and eagerly enquiring about mutual friends and he shares the news about each of them. If they find out that their relative or friend is still alive, they are delighted because they hope to be reunited with them after their death. But if he informs them that the person that they are asking about has already died, they are saddened because they realize that he has somehow been prevented from entering paradise. 

                It has been reported from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) that, “Souls occupy forms that resemble human bodies and live in gardens of paradise; they recognize and communicate with one another. And when a new arrival joins them, they leave him alone for a while to recover after his difficult experience. Then they ask him about different individuals; if he says that they were alive when he died, they become hopeful that he may join them, but if he says that they had died, they cry out, “He has fallen, fallen.”25 

                The soul begins to explore the paradise of Barzakh. He meets with different groups of believers, finally attaching himself to the group with which he is most compatible. Imam Ali (‘a) said to a companion, “If the veil fell away from your eyes, you would see them congregated in small clusters.”26 

                He recognizes members of his own group from their outward appearance because in that world, one’s outward aspect is the mirror of one’s inner nature. As soon as he finds this group he experiences a deep affinity and attachment to them, as if he has known them all his life. He feels a greater love for them than he does for his own parents and siblings. It is at this point that he chooses his place in paradise. 

                
                  
                    “He says: All praise is due to God, Who has made good to us His promise, and He has made us inherit the land; so that we may abide in the garden wherever we please” (39:74)
                  
                  27
                

                He feels completely at home here and cannot imagine better company to spend his days with. This feeling is because in Barzakh and the afterlife, the factor that causes attraction or repulsion between people is the similarity in their previous deeds and their inner characteristics, and these two qualities mould their outward features. It is for this reason that the members of these individual groups resemble one another, as if they are children of one father and mother.

                In the same way, the soul that has entered the Barzakhi hell meets and gets to know its inmates. However, in hell there is no welcome, only hate and malevolence everybody tries to intimidate and subjugate everyone else. Here also the new arrival wanders amongst the different groups until he encounters one whose members match his own status. He attaches himself to this group even though every one of them is the enemy of the other.

                The People Of The Middle State

                As we stated previously, the people of the middle state do not experience the questioning of the grave or meet the angels who expose the soul’s true nature to itself. This is because their nature has not yet crystallized into pure good or pure evil and consequently, they are not entered into heaven or hell. They will inhabit a place between the two, and live a limited degree of life in Barzakh. 

                The level of their existence is proportional to the goodness or evil that they possess and can be a time of relative comfort and contentment or one of constant anxiety and dejection. In other words, those souls that are purer will be drawn towards the paradise of Barzakh and will begin to experience comfort and joy as a result. According to a report, Imam al-Baqir (‘a) said about these people that, “A passage will be created between their graves and the paradise that God has created in the west (that is, of the Barzakhi realm). Through this they will experience comfort and peace until the Day of Judgement when they will meet their Lord and account for their good and evil deeds. Thereafter, they will go to heaven or hell. These are the people whose fate depends on God’s decree.”28 

                And those who are more impure will similarly be attracted to the hell of Barzakh and its flames will burn them, “A passage will be created between their graves and the hell that God has created in the east (that is, the hell of the Barzakhi realm). Through this they will feel its scorching heat; smoke and scalding water will enter into their graves.”29 What these passages may mean and how they connect people to either hell or paradise shall remain unknown to all but those who experience it. This situation will persist until the Day of Judgement arrives and their ultimate fate is decided. They too meet and recognize the people who have arrived before them.

                Emanuel Swedenborg, whom we have mentioned before as someone who frequently witnessed the realm of Barzakh in his visions, calls this place the “world of spirits”. He describes it as a valley between a maze of mountains. From this world, guarded doorways lead off to heaven and hell, but these entrances are only visible to those who are being prepared to pass through them.30 

                He says that after some time these groups enter the paradise of Barzakh or are driven towards the hell of Barzakh; but according to our traditions they remain in these valleys until the Day of Judgement, except for a very small group, which are the exception. What we have in the traditions is just that a passage or window is opened between the grave and the Barzakhi paradise or hell. It is possible that Swedenborg saw the same thing but described it as an entry into paradise or hell.

                Swedenborg says that during this period the people of the middle state go through three stages; an outer life, an inner life and a period of preparation. The outer or exterior life may last from a few days to several months after death. At this time the soul lives in a manner similar to its life in Dunya. In our world, an individual normally masks his inner thoughts and intentions from others, and usually his outward actions do not reflect his real inner convictions.

                In the Dunya he was so habituated to outwardly conforming to social norms and etiquettes that he ignored or was even unfamiliar of his inner nature, hardly thinking about what he really stood for. However, in Barzakh this dichotomy between inner and outer states cannot continue. Gradually and unwittingly, the soul is influenced by his true inner nature and is drawn towards other souls whose inner nature matches his own. 

                After a while, his movements, his expressions and even his outward appearance change to reflect his inner reality. What had always remained hidden during his life in the Dunya now becomes manifest. At this second stage, those who possessed an evil nature take on demon-like features and a window from the hell of Barzakh is opened into their abode.31 

                As for those whose inner nature was good, they must pass through a third stage before a window from the paradise of Barzakh is opened into their grave, and this is the stage of preparation. During this time the angels instruct them about the meaning of paradise and proximity to God and the blissful life in heaven, so that they are able to take delight when they have a small window opened into their grave from the paradise of Barzakh. 

                Such instruction is not possible for those who have been connected to the hell of Barzakh, because they would not understand these meanings as much as a camel could not pass through the eye of a needle. For the righteous, the transition from the outer to the inner life will be like awakening from sleep, or like walking into the light from the darkness. For the evil though, it will be exactly the opposite.

                Furthermore, here every type of vice will create a particular effect on the soul and the imaginal body. For example,32 an individual who considered himself superior to everyone else, was immersed in self-love and always acted only in self-interest will find himself intensely dull-witted and in fact, insane. This is because self-love takes a person away from paradise, and the further one is from paradise, the more distant he is from intellect and wisdom.

                There will be some who added deviousness to their self-love and used deceit and guile to raise their station in the eyes of people; these will be in the company of the vilest of creation and such will be their madness that they will even hatch plots to storm into heaven and try to lay it to waste!

                Their insane behaviour will bring down on them severe punishment. It can be said that the lashes of punishment that are visited upon them are either due to their behaviour in Barzakh or their acts during their life in Dunya; in fact, there is no difference, because what he does in Barzakh is an echo of his deeds in Dunya. In any case, the punishment is designed to deter them from acting on their mad impulses.

                Another group is that of religious authorities who used religion to further their own ambitions and arbitrarily forgave the sins of the people and claimed for themselves that position which belongs only to God. Such people, aside from insanity will also be immersed in a darkness that will cause them pain.

                Those who attributed creation to a natural accident, and thus denied God’s role, will gather with like-minded individuals and will exhibit animal-like behaviour. If they encounter anyone who exhibits some power, they will begin to worship him. Swedenborg further states that he has even seen individuals who had been considered learned and wise scholars in the world reduced to this demeaning state.

                It should be emphasized that the souls in Barzakh are much freer to act than they were formerly, because in the Dunya, an individual may not act according to his innermost desires for many reasons. His outward behaviour is not always freely chosen by his inner self. However, in the life of Barzakh these restrictions are absent and everyone’s behaviour is exactly according to their inner desires and inclinations, which were formed in Dunya. Here, admonition and education are not enough to stop the soul from acting out according to its real nature and the only thing that forestalls their satanic impulses is not the fear of punishment but the punishment itself.

                From the foregoing we can conclude that every individual finds his place in Barzakh and lives a life according to his character and disposition. He seeks out like-minded companions for himself and settles in their company. The function of angels such as Ruman and Munkar and Nakir and Bashir and Mubashsher is merely to guide him to a place that is suitable for him and facilitate the path for him. The Qur’an says: 

                
                  
                    “I swear by the night when it draws a veil over everything,” (92:1) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “and the day when it shines in brightness,” (92:2)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “ and the creating of the male and the female; (92:3)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Then as for him who shares his wealth, and is God-wary, (92:5)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “ and believes in the reward of the good (heaven),” (92:6)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “ We will soon prepare for him an easy passage.” (92:7)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And as for him who is niggardly, and considers himself free from need (of God),” (92:8)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “and rejects the reward of the good (heaven),” (92:9)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “We will soon prepare for him a difficult passage.” (92:10) 
                  
                

                Whatever we desired and loved in the Dunya will remain with us in the next world and it is these inclinations that will elevate or lower the station of our souls in Barzakh. And this attachment will be even stronger on the day of Judgement with the manifestation of the ultimate (Qiyamati) face of our deeds.

                It is true that it is God who assigns each individual his particular station in Barzakh; however, it becomes clear from what we have mentioned above that these assignations are not made at whim. For instance, it would never happen that those who possess evil natures are placed in the stations of the righteous or that the righteous are transferred to a place of evil. In the same manner that a fish would die outside the water and land animals would perish when drowned in the water, evil individuals could not survive in the abodes of the righteous, and vice versa. And this is the actual meaning of the reward and punishment that is mentioned in the Divine books.

                Just as the reward for taking a breath is life, and the consequence of not breathing is death, the reward for worshipping God is to live in His proximity while the consequence of turning away from Him is eternal sorrow and remorse.

                The Barzakhi Countenance

                One issue that is often mentioned is the resemblance in Barzakh between the physical features and the inner character of the individual; Swedenborg says that when the people of the middle state first enter Barzakh their features remain unchanged even in their new imaginal body.

                Gradually however, as they manifest their true nature, their features and bodies begin to alter to resemble their inner realities. They transform into forms that are either fearsome or enchanting. This is because in that world no one can conceal their true nature for long and personalities are accurately reflected in facial features. In other words, their inner self is revealed. 

                He further states that the impulses and desires of human beings are of no consequence and do not have an impact on their features unless they have been acted upon in the Dunya. Therefore, only deeds, which arise from intention and deliberation, have any effect on the Barzakhi countenance of individuals. Desires that are not acted upon have no effect.33 This startling observation of Swedenborg is very much in line with Islamic tradition.

                In addition, these scenes are widely reported in narrations and anecdotes. An example is that which the Prophet (S) saw on his night ascension (mi῾raj) when he passed through Barzakh. Amongst his reports from that part of his journey, he is quoted as saying:

                
                  
                  “I passed by a group of people who had lips like those of a camel; their flesh was being cut away from their sides and fed into their mouths. I asked Jibra’il about them. He said that they were those who sought out the faults of others and spread scandal. Then I saw a group in whose mouths fire was being poured and which was coming out of their backs. I asked Jibra’il about them. He said that they were those who had unjustly consumed the inheritance of orphans; they consumed nothing but fire and soon they would enter hellfire. Then I saw a group of people whose bellies were so large that they could not stand up even when they tried to rise. I asked Jibra’il about them. He said that they were those who engaged in usury. Now they are unable to stand, like one driven by Satan into insanity (see Qur’an 2:275), and they have been placed in the ranks of the people of Pharaoh who are brought to the fire every morning and evening. They continually cry out “O Lord! When will the Day of Judgement come about?” Then I saw women who were hung up by their breasts. Jibra’il informed me that they were women who had committed adultery and then allowed their illegitimate offspring to inherit from their husbands.”
                  34
                

                In contrast, the believers are found in various levels of Barzakh with luminous faces and beautiful countenances, enjoying a life of comfort and peace. Those who died in the way of God and sacrificed their lives in His way, appear as if their faces have been created from pure light. They occupy the most elevated levels of Barzakh in its highest realms (almalakut al-a’la). About them God states in the Qur’an, 

                
                  
                    “Do not think of those who were slain in the way of God as dead. No! They are alive, receiving their sustenance beside their Lord.” (3:169)
                  
                

                In this same journey of mi῾raj the Prophet (S) traversed through several levels of the imaginal world on his way towards God’s proximity. He witnessed the stations of some of the righteous and virtuous believers. The Qur’an refers to the seven layers and aspects of this world as the “seven heavens” and the Prophet (S) too, when recounting his journey of mi’raj and his travels through the various layers of Barzakh, employed the same term, “Then we ascended to the fifth heaven (meaning the fifth layer of this world). There I saw an elderly man with piercing eyes with a nobility I had never seen before. He was surrounded by a huge multitude of his followers and I was amazed by their number. I asked Jibra’il about him and he informed that he was Aaron (Harun), the son of ‘Imran. I saluted him with a greeting of peace and he replied my greeting.”35 “Then we ascended to the seventh heaven. There I saw a man with brown hair and beard seated on a throne. I asked Jibra’il, “Who is this who has a favoured position at the doorway of the place of visitation of angels (bayt al-ma’mur) in the seventh heaven and in the proximity of God?” He replied, “This is your father Abraham and this will be your abode and the abode of the God-wary from your nation.”36 

                The Connection Between Barzakh And This Dunya

                It is very difficult to understand and describe the life of Barzakh, because its dimensions and realities are completely different from our experiences in Dunya. As a result, whatever we say about it can only be a simile and approximation of that life. There is great diversity amongst the people of Barzakh and they differ between each other far more than people do in Dunya. Their food, diet, drink and clothing are different from one another and they all live in various stages of comfort or difficulty. In Barzakh, the human being has evolved into a new stage of life; his existence has expanded exponentially and he has come one step closer to the grand meeting with God. However, before that there is a long road yet to travel, and his capacity needs to grow before he can do so.

                As we mentioned before, for everyone in that world – except a very select few – their abode is their own grave which is connected to a layer from the layers of Barzakh; this causes their grave to transform into a new home which may be an expansive or a constricted space, pleasant or loathsome, beautiful or ugly. However, what is the nature of the link between the realm of Barzakh and the space and time of this Dunya, and what do we mean when we talk of a connection between people’s graves in Dunya and their own Barzakh? 

                The meaning of this is beyond the comprehension of our ordinary minds. What we do know is that the Prophet (S) said, “Between my grave and my pulpit is a garden from the gardens of paradise.”37 From the scriptures and the teachings of God’s prophets (‘a) we can deduce that there is a type of correspondence (tanazur) between this world, the realm of Barzakh and the world of the hereafter (Akhira). Everything we see in this world has a corresponding counterpart in Barzakh that represents it. That counterpart does not need to be similar to the thing it represents, however there is a link between the two. Even abstract things like intentions, actions, emotions and moods have representations in Barzakh, which we cannot fathom.

                As an example, the moon, the sun, mountains and skies do not exist in Barzakh and its inhabitants cannot see these objects anymore, because their access to the material world (except in the cases which we will mention later) has been cut off. However, there are things that exist in that realm that if they were to describe them for us, they would use the words moon, sun, mountains and skies. The reason for this is that whatever is in this world is material, and whatever exists in Barzakh is imaginal and consequently cannot be truly described to us. 

                However, they have a correspondence with material objects and can be matched to them. The sun and the moon that exist in the material world are pale and lifeless compared to the brilliance of their representations in the realm of Barzakh; the difference in the radiance of our sun compared to that of Barzakh is like night and day. In that world it illuminates those wonders in God’s creation that the sun of this world is not capable of doing.

                In the same way, the eyes, ears, brain and body of everyone in Barzakh has a type of correspondence to their physical body but is not identical to it; the imaginal body can see and hear and reflect in a manner that cannot be imagined in this world. The Ka῾ba, Bayt al-Maqdas, Mina, ῾Arafat and Karbala and Mount Sinai all have their own correspondences in the realm of Barzakh. Therefore, when we say the abode of everyone is their grave, we are referring to a place that is the correspondence and representation of this grave in Barzakh; and when we say that the souls of the believers are transported to Wadi al-salam in Najaf and the souls of the disbelievers to Barahut in Yemen, we mean they go to the representations of these valleys in Barzakh. This matter is both amazing and hard to believe, yet deep and worthy of contemplation.

                The Gardens Of Barzakh

                The specific gardens of Barzakh that are within the graves of the pious are, as mentioned earlier, proportionate to the nature of the soul of the believers; they have been constructed by their actions and principles and are the result of their deeds. They vary in size, beauty and provisions but if we were to describe one of these gardens in general terms, we would say that it is enormous, with plants and trees which seem to have been painstakingly planted and looked after by expert hands. In the prime locations within this garden, there are palaces that we may imagine have been constructed of gold, emeralds and other precious gems. Each palace contains many halls and rooms, and the craftsmanship of its construction is beyond description. Its magnificence gives delight to both the eye and the spirit. It is pleasing to the eye because of the beauty of its design and colour, and pleasing to the spirit because it is a creation from the higher realms and a manifestation of the beauty of God; a beauty that is appreciated in the depths of the heart and soul in a mysterious manner, saturating the being with love and elation. 

                In the same manner as such opulence causes neglect of God in this world, in that realm it only increases the remembrance and cognizance of God. Every building has countless servants, whose charm and demeanour are exemplary; their entire purpose of existence is to serve their masters, because they have been created for them and due to their deeds. Of course, all these blessings befit the all-Generous Lord, and do not reduce from His limitless treasure in the slightest.

                Although there is no issue of offspring and children here, nevertheless there is marriage and socialization, and love manifests itself in its purest and most beautiful form. It is an expression of that part of human nature that shows the true meaning of his attachment to both God and His creation.

                There is no pain or fatigue in this place; everything is easy and accessible; travel and transfer is instantaneous a simple intention to travel by the individual finds him at his desired location. One might ask, what then is the difference between this garden and the gardens of paradise in the Akhira? It is as we said before; at this stage the universe is still developing and has not yet evolved into the perfect state. What is experienced in Barzakh is but a shadow of life in the Akhira; it is only a semblance of life, not real life itself.

                In any case, the believers will eat and drink within these gardens and visit one another.38 However, their food and drink is quite different from ours; just as the measure of time for them is different. They have reached a stage of being that is higher than ours and their existence is stronger and more vital.

                As for those who were ungrateful for God’s favours, they reside in pits within their graves; they receive food and clothing that befits their corrupt souls and they visit one another in the valley of Barahut. Every grave is a pit resembling the pits of hell, full of despair, misery, torment and fear. The inhabitants of these graves continually pray that the Day of Judgement does not arrive because then they will be transported to a life that will be even worse.39 

                The Landscape Of Barzakh

                There is endless diversity within the life in Barzakh and no two groups, or even two people, have the same experience. Catering for this diversity and allocating the various lands of Barzakh is a complex process; as a result, we can really only gain a general idea of the geographical details of this vast realm.

                The primary division in Barzakh is between the land of the virtuous, the land of the sleepwalkers, and the land of the evildoers; these are three different continents or three distinct realms that are completely unlike each other. It might be asked what relevance land and geography has in Barzakh. Land in Barzakh is to be thought of as an internal feature not an external one; its limits and geographical boundaries are not like those of this world. 

                Locational references there are defined by the inner nature of individuals. People are housed in various abodes depending on the direction that their soul is pointing towards. Those whose hearts are inclined to God are in a different place from those who turned their backs on God, even though they may be buried in one graveyard next to each other. Therefore, the limits and boundaries in Barzakh are actually the different orientations of human souls and nothing else. Visualizing the geography of such a realm is difficult for us because it so different from what we are used to; however, we must not think that everything that our material intellects cannot perceive cannot exist.

                The Land Of The Virtuous

                The land of the virtuous is itself divided into two areas; the Barzakh of the servants that God has brought close (muqarrabun) and the Barzakh of the righteous. The muqarrabun are those that in Dunya led lives that were completely and sincerely devoted to God. They divested themselves of every desire except Him and preferred Him over everything else. They exemplified the directive to, “love your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your strength and all your mind.”40 They had no trace of selfishness, which restricts the ability to receive the ultimate mercy. 

                As a result, their hearts were suffused with the love for God and their souls became prepared to receive His special mercy. They were drawn close to His vicinity and became acquainted with His secrets; they removed every impediment that could prevent them from enjoying His grace. Their Barzakh is generated by an internal discernment, meaning that they receive God’s grace in the depths of their souls in a manner that is not possible for the rest of the inhabitants of Barzakh to perceive. 

                This grace, which swells in their souls, transforms their external life, giving it an indescribable beauty, grandeur and power; in fact, both in Barzakh as well as in Akhira, beauty, grandeur and power always flow from inner to external realities. The muqarrabun may be considered to be the elites among of the people of virtuous of Barzakh. Their wisdom and intellect, and their understanding of God’s secrets mean that nobody else could be compared with them.

                Wherever they go in Barzakh, their grandeur and pre-eminence are evident and their presence is constantly bathed in light and accompanied by splendour. This is because they have connected to God’s own splendour and beauty and light from the depths of their being and this continually nourishes them. However, it should never be imagined that all this grandeur makes them arrogant for even an instant; rather, it is because they have no pride that they are able to manifest such grandeur. Splendour and beauty and majesty belongs to God alone, and it is only when man walks on the hidden path towards Him, and adores Him, and strives to remove every trace of self-love and egoism from himself, that that beauty and majesty adorns his soul.

                But the level of humbleness of the muqarrabun was something that the righteous, despite their goodness could not achieve. The righteous are those who lived pious and faithful lives; they worshipped God and were people of charity and good works and as a result they immediately found their way to the paradise of Barzakh. However, they could not achieve the high levels of inner sincerity, utter humility and constant remembrance of God that the muqarrabun possessed. 

                As a result, the cognizance of God as that of the muqarrabun did not enter their souls. Their love for God did not reach the completeness that it should have and their souls were consequently not prepared enough to fully receive the majesty and beauty of God. In the Dunya they were inclined to goodness and were grateful for God’s blessings, but they worshipped God due to faith and not out of love; they believed in Him but were not in love with Him, because they did not recognize Him properly; and there is a world of difference between faith and love. For this reason, although they enjoy a comfortable and immensely rich life in Barzakh, they are unable to connect to God’s grace through their hearts and souls because the path of love remained unopened by them. Consequently, they do not possess the inner receptiveness of the muqarrabun, or their detailed knowledge of the secrets of creation. They are the middle rank of the inhabitants of Barzakh.

                These two areas, the Barzakh of the muqarrabun and the Barzakh of the righteous, are like two different countries and can be referred to as the land of the muqarrabun and the land of the righteous. The muqarrabun are free to come and go within the land of the righteous and when they come to that land, it resembles the majestic arrival of kings. However, the righteous cannot enter the land of the muqarrabun except in rare instances and with special permission. This is because entry into that land is beyond their capacity. The visits of the muqarrabun to the land of the righteous are always pleasant and memorable because such visits are always accompanied by an increase in the blessings and mercy of God.

                As we mentioned, “land” in Barzakh refers to a place where the imaginal manifestation of an individual’s grave occurs. Depending on the closeness or remoteness of the person from the majesty and power of God, it can be a place of splendour and honour or a place of darkness and misery. What is apparent is that people do not constantly remain at the location of their graves, whether it is a garden and palace of paradise or a pit and torture chamber of hell. They possess homes there from which they visit other places and return when they desire solitude and rest. However, everyone can only travel within the boundaries of their own territory in Barzakh.

                The land of the righteous is divided into different areas according to the type of virtue. However, this does not mean that people living in different areas cannot see one another and enjoy each other’s company. On special occasions the souls of the believers gather in locations that are more beautiful and grander than their own; here they socialize and converse and discuss any new bounty that they have received from God or a greater realization they have gained of Him. 

                When they hear of each other’s experiences, its sweetness brings them closer and strengthens their bonds further. Sometimes, they also get to meet and enjoy the company of the elite and close servants of God. Occasionally, these meetings take place in Wadi al-salam in Najaf, whose Barzakhi manifestation is one of the most magnificent gardens in the imaginal world41, and sometimes near the Dome of the Rock (qubbat al-sakhra) at Bayt al-Maqdas in Palestine.42 

                Perhaps they also meet the righteous from other religions every now and then. If we imagine them, we would see them gathered around each other busy in conversation, “There is no believer in the east or west of the world except that God transfers his soul to Wadi al-salam…it is as if I can see them at this moment sitting together in groups talking with one another.”43 However, we could never imagine what they are saying to each other, because their talk is not the idle chatter of the business of this world, rather it is about affairs that shall remain hidden from us until we die.

                When we speak of the delights enjoyed by the inhabitants of the paradise of Barzakh it is natural for us, who have not yet stepped into that realm, to imagine that they will be similar to the pleasures that we enjoy in this world. This couldn’t be further from the truth because the delights of that world are spontaneously generated externally from within the soul of an individual and not from outside to inside. It is for this reason that we cannot really imagine them except by attempting to make comparisons with what we have experienced in our world. 

                Swedenborg claims that he was permitted in his visions to experience that type of delight. He goes on to say that there is no way to adequately describe these “pleasures of heavenly joy”. All he could say was that each experience was a unified effect of bliss that contained a “harmony of countless affections, all elements so beautifully arranged as to defy description”. He observed that, “the joy and delight seemed to be coming from my heart, spreading very subtly through all my inner fibres … and everything I perceived and felt around me was alive with bliss.” Next to these delights, “the joy of physical pleasures is like crude and irritating dust compared to a pure and gentle breeze.” The most interesting thing is that this pleasure can be transferred to others as well; whenever someone, out of love and affection, would try to convey his pleasure to his friends, “God caused a deeper and fuller pleasure to flow in its place.”44 

                However, despite living this happy life there is one prayer on everyone’s lips, “Our Lord! Bring about the Day of Judgement so that you can grant us that which You have promised.”45 The window that has been opened between their Barzakh and the paradise of the Akhira, and the breeze of Divine mercy and pleasure that blows into their luxurious graves captivates and intoxicates them and fills them with impatience. What they have and the type of life they lead is already beyond our imagination, but what they can sense through the window to paradise is something else again. It is an elevated level of existence that nothing in this world or the realm of Barzakh can compare with.

                The Land Of The Sleepwalkers

                At a lower level than the land of the righteous lies the territory of the people of the middle state. They are the ones who were neither completely righteous nor completely evil. Just as we mentioned before, Swedenborg calls this the land of souls; here we have named it the land of the sleepwalkers, because their level of existence compared to that of the righteous or the evildoers is like that of sleep compared to wakefulness.

                These are people who were not very good or very evil either; some of them were unable to differentiate truth from falsehood in the Dunya because the criteria for righteous conduct was not known to them and no one corrected their mistakes.46 Or their faith was weak and despite their knowledge, they mixed good and sinful conduct; all these people live in this land. 

                Naturally, they do not belong to either the land of the righteous or the land of the evildoers in Barzakh, “They remain in their grave and do not leave it; in return for their good acts in the Dunya, a window is opened between their grave and the paradise of Barzakh, through which a pleasant and comforting breeze flows in.”47 We do not know what this window means and how it connects them to the pleasures of the paradise of Barzakh, but we are told that secure and peaceful, they enter into a relaxed slumber. 

                But if in the Dunya they were more inclined towards evil conduct, then a window is opened between their grave and the hell of Barzakh at Barahut, through which they feel a blistering and harsh wind blow into their lonely home. This state continues until the Day of Judgment arrives, when God makes known the fate of both groups. What is meant by “remaining in their grave” in the narration is that they live in the land of the souls and are unable to find the way into the paradise of Barzakh.

                In this region of Barzakh life passes as in sleep; although their experience is much richer and opulent compared to the life of this world, but compared to the life of the righteous and their knowledge, freedom of movement and joy, they might as well be sleeping. Most of their experience of joy is confined to the material aspects of Barzakh, and has very little to do with its spiritual richness. In fact, they are quite unable to perceive or understand the experiences of the righteous.

                The Window To Paradise

                Swedenborg makes some observations about the type of connection that the righteous in Barzakh have with the paradise of Akhira which can be considered as the same thing as the window that has been opened into their graves from the paradise of Barzakh and which has been mentioned in Islamic traditions. He says that sometimes the righteous enter a peaceful state rather like sleep and during that time they witness paradise. When they wake up they are so full of wonder and amazement at what they saw that they couldn’t put the feeling and beauty of it into words. 

                Everything that exists there sparkles brilliantly as if it was made of gold and silver and precious gems; objects have amazing and stunning forms. However, he saw that the inhabitants of paradise did not take any particular delight in these objects, but were more engrossed in what they represented of Divine flashes of infinite wisdom that human language could not describe. They see delights there that could not be described even briefly, concepts that are outside the reach of our material minds. When they return to consciousness the memory of what they have seen is etched in their soul and fills them with great joy. 

                Sometimes their hearts are suffused with a strange and indescribable elation, which is reserved for the people of paradise, and sometimes they are taken to a state of innocence which they sense in the deepest layers of their soul. In this way they are made to realize the real joy and delight of the paradise of the hereafter and what kind of innocence and purity is required to enter into it.48 

                The Land Of The Evildoers

                At a lower level than the land of the sleepwalkers lies the land of the evildoers. It is the abode of the disbelievers and the arrogant. They are those who only loved themselves and they know no other love, whether for God or for virtue. Their preoccupation with their own desires closed their path to gain any virtue and, because they are themselves devoid of any goodness, jealousy drives them to hate the virtues found in others. 

                They constantly strive to destroy all goodness but because God has confined them to the land of the evildoers and they are unable to do what they want; they are always restless with rage and bitterness. They harbour hate in their hearts for everything and everyone, especially God, Who is the source of all goodness. His mention and remembrance reminds them of their insignificance and they know they are powerless before Him. In Barzakh, power stems from the truth (Haqq), and truth is a reality that flows down from God. Whoever is more unified with this truth is more powerful and whoever is distant from it is weaker. Therefore, power here belongs to the righteous and the muqarrabun, and the arrogant inhabitants of the land of the evildoers are the weakest of all, despite all their bluster and rage.

                The land of the evildoers is divided amongst its inhabitants according to their levels of evil and wickedness. Each area is associated with a particular vice; and there is a punishment, misery and stench that are unique to it. It is as if the inhabitants of this land are organized in different tribes with each immersed in the torment befitting its particular evil habit.

                However, there is one trait here that is common to all, and that is that each person despises everyone else, and each tries to enslave the other and force them to serve him. This is an instinct that arises from their self-love. The only thing that controls the situation from getting out of hand is Divine retribution. The angels are constantly involved in the affairs of this land and whoever crosses the bounds in harassing anybody else is immediately subject to harsh punishment. However, the effect of this chastisement is short-lived and does not deter them for long from acting rebelliously once again; this is because bullying, meanness and cunning has become ingrained in their nature and controls them like the instincts in animals. In fact, they experience two types of punishment, one that they bring onto each other and the second that is visited on them by the angels when restraining them. There is no other way to control their viciousness except through punishment.

                The inhabitants of the land of evildoers gather every night to try to overpower each other; they boast about themselves and humiliate one another. They want everyone to do what they want, and not only do they desire domination over every man, angel and creature in the land, they desire that God too, should act according to their wishes. Of course, since such desires are futile, these meetings and socializing serve nothing except to increase their rage and frustration, and when daybreaks they return beaten and disappointed back to their graves. 

                The location of their meetings is a desolate desert in Yemen, which is known as Barahut. The imaginal representation of this place in Barzakh is a scorching desert; in it dry winds blow which are more searing than the fire of Dunya.49 And its pools are filled with the most repulsive water.50 And the interesting thing is that the souls of the evildoers willingly rush to this place, imagining and hoping that they will be able to wrest some benefit from the other wretched ones in Barzakh, and force them to become their abject servants.

                Although they have themselves become used to their features and forms, if an outsider was to see these souls they would appear to be monstrous. The imaginal world is an amazing place. Every quality and trait, good or evil, assumes an external form. Envy gives rise to one form and altruism to another. Turning towards God illuminates a man’s face while turning away from Him darkens it. Hatred alters a man’s features one way and love in another. Therefore, one should not be surprised that the features of the people in the land of the evildoers more closely resemble savage animals than human beings. In addition, just as siblings look alike in Dunya, the features and habits of those in Barzakh whose evil natures were similar resemble each other as well.

                According to Swedenborg’s visions, the features of the evildoers are generally frightful and resemble the faces of morbid corpses. Some faces are pitch-dark, some are fiery red, while others have faces distorted by large ulcers and sores. Others have no visible face, only some hair or bone in its place. In some others only the teeth show and nothing else.

                Their bodies are equally misshapen and hideous. Their speech embodies rage and hatred and their tone is full of evil intent. In short, they all portray the image of their inner hell.51 Swedenborg also says that the people of this land remain in it willingly, and although they occasionally have access to the land of the righteous, they never travel there. This is because firstly, their own land is shrouded in a semi-darkness in which the light of truth does not enter. 

                The darkness of this land, which is only faintly lit by glowing coals, is a blessing for them because in its dimness they look almost human to each other. It is only when a ray of light from the higher realms illuminates them that their repulsive faces are revealed. Swedenborg believes that the darkness of this land is a gift of God’s mercy to these wretched people.52 

                Secondly, the land of the righteous appears as total darkness to them, because that land is illuminated by God’s light, and this light cannot be received by the inhabitants of the land of the evildoers; they are blind to it, just as they were blind to God’s truths in Dunya. As a consequence, they prefer to stay in their lonely caves.53 

                To gain a better picture of this community, we may imagine a place where every member is completely self-absorbed and is only interested in working with others if they can jointly visit harm on another group. At the same time as they work together, the heart of each is full of hate for his comrades. As soon as their objective is met and they overcome the weaker party, they turn on one another and quarrel to a point where they are ready to kill each other and feast on their bodies. And this is nothing more than the viciousness of their evil nature becoming manifest, 

                
                  
                    “Indeed the quarrelling of the people of the fire is the truth.” (38:64) 
                  
                

                Because they are completely selfish, and because they were never grateful to God during their lives in Dunya, they have never learned appreciation. Although they may speak of justice, but in their hearts they have only scorn for justice, honesty, compassion and virtue. God’s light does not penetrate their hearts because any light is immediately distorted into self-love and thoughts of wrongdoing.

                The Landscape Of Barahut

                Barahut itself is divided into two areas: the land of darkness and the land of fire. Those who live in the land of darkness are the people who were under the influence of evildoers, while the people who live in the land of fire are those who were evil themselves and now their entire being has been transformed to pure evil. In the realm of Barzakh of Barahut, they live in different levels within underground caves and pits whose depths cannot be imagined. 

                Some of these caves are like the dens of wild animals while others are in the form of vertical or spiralling caverns of unknown depths. In some areas there are burnt ruins of houses and cities situated in deep valleys and dry, blistering deserts dotted with springs of hot and putrid water; all of this is a manifestation of the inner corruptness of the souls of those who live here. One might ask how these external realities reflect their inner state. The answer to this was discussed before, both from the traditions as well as the philosophy of Mulla Sadra. 

                In our material world we observe the effect of inner states on the external world too, but it is nothing compared to the same process in the imaginal world. As an example, in Dunya, no matter what they eat, people with a certain illness will find the taste bitter; or for someone whose vision is weak, everything appears dim, and to a depressed person, everything appears cheerless, and for a jealous person, the blessings of others cause resentment. These effects are intensified a hundred-fold in Barzakh and a thousand-fold in Akhira. What then will be the fate of the Godless people whose souls are shut to the most beautiful realities of the universe?

                Swedenborg says that he witnessed that some of the districts of Barahut were full of brothels filled with filth and excrement, with women whose faces only add revulsion to adulterers.

                The streets here are full of violence and hostility. Some areas are hidden by dark forests with unsightly trees, where hellish souls roam like wild beasts. When they are threatened by other souls they flee and hide in their underground caves.54 

                The Social Order In Barzakh

                That most people in Barzakh live together in communities is beyond doubt. However, is there any social order that governs their lives? Is it possible for a group of free people with different inclinations and abilities to live together in one place, without there being any system to govern them? Or will the same system - used to regulate societies in Dunya - apply in Barzakh, which was each with its own rules based on diverse social ideologies?

                As a rule, in every community where on one hand there is freedom, and on the other hand a difference of views and inclinations, some sort of social system must exist. Such a system is even found in the realm of angels. For example, all angels must follow the commands of Jibra’il, the angel who in the Qur’an is described as: 

                
                  
                    “…a noble messenger,” (81:19)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Possessed of power and high rank with the Lord of the Dominion”. (81:20)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “He is obeyed (in the heavens) and faithful in trust” (81:21) 
                  
                

                Usually, most of the angels are under the command of senior angels who in turn, take instructions from angels of a higher rank. For example, during his mi’raj, the Prophet (S) saw an angel who “had a group of seventy thousand angels under his command, each of whom was in charge of a further seventy thousand angels.”55 In short, in the social order of the angels, every angel has a designated and known position, 

                
                  
                    “There is not one of us (angels) but has his own assigned place” (37:164) 
                  
                

                Therefore, in Barzakh too, a social system exists, and this system varies across its different regions. However, before we discuss these differences, we must define the meaning of a social system – a part of which is leadership and rule – in reference to Barzakh. Rulership in the Dunya is exercised in a variety of ways, but it is always based on power and authority. 

                This authority sometimes comes from military prowess, sometimes from a hereditary transfer that is acceptable to the subjects, and sometimes by the vote of the majority. This is actually the sort of social system that prevails in the land of the evildoers in Barzakh. Those who are more powerful and cunning gang together and subjugate weaker souls and make use of them in their personal fights and other corrupt objectives. We will discuss this again when we discuss the hell of the hereafter (Akhira), because that which transpires in Barzakh is nothing compared to what will be seen in the Akhira.

                However, in the land of the muqarrabun, which is the domain of the prophets (‘a) and close servants (awliya), authority is only based on love. There, everyone is the recipient of God’s grace directly, and whoever has the capacity to receive the most grace is more beloved to the rest and obeyed in every matter by them.

                In the land of the righteous the social order is more complex and follows a hierarchy of authority. Whoever possesses more knowledge and virtue naturally occupies a higher rank in authority, because his decisions conform better to the beauty of existence and contain more goodness and virtue.

                As was indicated earlier, the realm of Barzakh has a representation in the realm of Akhira, therefore whatever happens in the paradise or hell of Barzakh is a pale shadow of what will occur in the Akhira and the higher realms; the only difference there will be the availability of the indescribable mercy of the all Merciful, which we will talk about later. 

                Therefore, it may be assumed that the hierarchy that exists in the paradise of the righteous in the Akhira is similar to that found in the paradise of Barzakh. About the hierarchy in the paradise of Akhira, the Prophet (S) has said, “Those who possess the knowledge of the Qur’an shall be administrators in paradise, and those who strived in God’s path shall be governors in paradise and the Prophets shall be leaders in paradise.”56 And this means each prophet will rule over a group of governors and administrators in the paradise of the righteous; therefore, the final authority in the paradise of the righteous is in the hands of the muqarrabun, who themselves are under a single authority in their own paradise.

                It is very likely that a similar system will exist in Barzakh of the righteous also. However, those who run this social system will not be chosen due to their power, charisma or family; rather there will be total freedom of choice which will be based on the perception that that which comes from above is only goodness. In addition, following their guidance will result in greater delight, happiness and development of their souls. The term ‘urafa’ which has been used in the tradition above for those who possess knowledge of the Qur’an is the plural of ‘arif, which is used for a person who is responsible for the administration of a district in a large city. From this meaning we can conclude that the social framework of life in paradise will be based on a well-organized and orderly system.

                These matters are confirmed by Swedenborg’s visions. He says that the population of the paradise of Barzakh is divided into communities of various sizes and although all the people in one community are involved in good activities, they are not similar in their wisdom. Therefore, there necessarily must be a form of government to maintain order. And this government is solely based on mutual love.57 

                Rulership there is not about control and command, but about serving out of love and concern for the welfare of the community. Since the rulers have more wisdom and understanding than the rest, they know how to apply the law according to God’s will to bring about the wellbeing of each individual.58 

                Children In Barzakh

                
                  Children in Barzakh
                  59
                

                Humans who die in childhood have one advantage and one disadvantage when compared to those who die after adulthood. Their advantage is that they are yet sinless and consequently their souls are completely open and prepared to receive everything that the angels want to teach them about God, His Lordship and His expansive mercy. Their soul has not been made defiant by egoism, arrogance and sinful conduct and its receptiveness to knowledge and wisdom is intact. 

                However, their disadvantage lies in the fact that they left this world before they could understand the truths and concepts that would ignite the cognizance of God in their hearts, and before they could pass through the various stages of life during which an individual experiences God’s mercy and grows to love Him. As a result, their initiation in Barzakh into the deeper realities of existence is possible only to a certain extent. Of course, the sinlessness of children is vastly different to the sinlessness that an adult manages to maintain. In the latter case, the soul is open and submissive and consequently receptive to God’s grace and mercy but also at the same time, it has also perfectly realized the truths and concepts that are to be learned in Dunya; this is because sinlessness in adulthood can only be achieved by those who ponder and reflect with knowledge and wisdom.

                As we have seen, after death children cannot immediately enter the paradise of Barzakh. They are initially taken to a beautiful and comfortable location where they stay for a time receiving guidance from angels who are more loving towards them than their own mothers. Thereafter, they are taken to meet the people of paradise. This guidance has two functions. Firstly, it is to impart to the children the knowledge and understanding that is required to live in the paradise of Barzakh; secondly, it is to cleanse their souls of any false ideas and values that they may have received from their parents and society during their brief stay in Dunya. 

                This is because, contrary to the view of most people who believe that the paradise of Barzakh or that of Akhira is a collection of material blessings which can be granted to anyone, paradise is actually identical to an individual’s level of closeness to the Source of goodness and love and knowledge and wisdom and is different for every single person depending on the amount of goodness, love, knowledge and wisdom he has acquired. Material blessings are in fact external manifestations of these matters and expressions of God’s names and attributes through the human soul in the world external to it.

                Depending on their receptiveness and their different levels of purity, after their period of training children enter either the land of the muqarrabun or that of the righteous. According to the visions of Swedenborg, the imaginal bodies of children when they first leave Dunya are identical to their material bodies, but gradually, as they develop mentally and the capacity of their souls is increased through the teaching of the angels, their bodies grow as well. That which nourishes their minds also nourishes their bodies, until they reach adolescence. However, their development stops at this stage and they never grow beyond the prime of youth.60 

                This is such because further development requires one to exercise their free will and act and react in the Dunya, which children did not get an opportunity to do. In addition, Swedenborg believes that because children who die in infancy have no recollection of Dunya, they imagine that they have been born in the imaginal world and display a complete dependency on God.61 

                The foregoing is a simplified idea of the destiny of children in Barzakh; otherwise, its details and the variation amongst individual children is much more complex than can be imagined by our material minds.

                The People Of Barzakh And The Material World

                Is our material world hidden to the people in Barzakh in the same manner as their realm is hidden to us, or can the dead see our world and be aware of events here? This is not an easy question to answer.

                As a rule, the entities of the realm of Barzakh are correspondents of the entities of this world. As we have already mentioned, representations of the sky and the earth, mountains and valleys, rivers and oceans, space and time and distances, all exist in Barzakh just as they do in this world; however, just as man occupies an imaginal body in Barzakh, everything else there is similarly in an imaginal state also. That is, although they exist, they are non-material in nature. Being immaterial actually adds to their colour, radiance and richness and elevates them to a higher level of existence. 

                In truth, what we see in this world is a pale expression of what exists in the imaginal world. As long as the human being occupies a material body, he cannot see objects in the imaginal world, except if his soul is extraordinarily strong, or his soul disconnects from the body and enters an imaginal body. Conversely, when the soul moves into the imaginal world, the material fades before its eyes and it remains unaware of the lives of the living, except if the soul is extraordinarily strong, or for some reason its connection to the material world is not completely severed.

                In addition, the soul’s means to view the material world was through the physical senses of the material body; with the disintegration of the material body and its sensory organs, the soul’s connection with the world of matter is cut off and its means of perceiving it disappears. Therefore, we can say that in normal circumstances the dead are unaware of the goings-on in our world; it is hidden to them, but not as completely as the realm of Barzakh is hidden from the eyes of the living. 

                For the friends of God who are called the awliya, there is no question of a veil between Barzakh and Dunya; they can see whatever they choose and whenever they choose. Their knowledge was far superior to the knowledge of the ordinary man in Dunya, and they could often even see the realm of Barzakh; similarly, in that world also, their knowledge is a level apart from the rest of the dead and they are aware of whatever happens in the Dunya. Of course, the understanding of the dead in Barzakh should not be compared to the understanding of the living; their knowledge encompasses dimensions of space and time that cannot be imagined by those who still live in this world. They no longer need material eyes and ears to see and hear things of this world because their knowledge is now obtained through higher means.

                As for the ordinary people, depending on the level they occupy in Barzakh, on special occasions they can perceive some of the events of this world; this is similar to the glimpses that some of the living have about the next world. These events are usually to do with the souls themselves or their family members who are still alive. For some souls this perception and knowledge may only come once a year, for some, every month, and for others every week or even every day. This interval varies according to “the status of the dead person.”62 

                According to some narrations, this awareness and witnessing normally occurs at midday (zuhr) and, “when the believers see their living relatives doing acts of goodness they become happy and thank God; and when the disbelievers see their living relatives doing acts of goodness they are filled with regret.”63 However, the sinful conduct of relatives is usually hidden from the eyes of the dead, and the souls are not able to see it. Sometimes the connection is so strong that some souls in Barzakh gain permission to influence and guide their relatives on important and decisive matters by coming in their dreams.

                Another method by which the people of Barzakh can connect with this world is when the relatives visit their graves. At such times the dead usually sense the presence of their relatives, and are happy to see them and it increases their love for them, “Visit your deceased, because they are pleased when you do so.”64 And, “I swear by God that they are aware of your presence and are gladdened by it and your visit increases their love for you.”65 They are also affected when their relatives pray for them and seek forgiveness for them, or do a good deed on their behalf and in their memory. 

                If this prayer or good act is done with a sincere intention and reaches fruition, it is like a gift that is presented by the living to the dead, “Those who have died become happy when someone prays for mercy and forgiveness for them, just as the living are happy when they receive gifts.”66 It seems that these matters have a great impact on the quality of their lives in the realm of Barzakh, and sometimes it can transform the narrow and dark confines of their graves into wideness and light67 and earn their appreciation and gratitude. Of course, the effects of the prayers and good acts of the living for the dead are to do with their life in the realm of Barzakh; however, the Day of Judgement is another matter entirely, and one that we will discuss in due course.

                The People Of Barzakh And The World Of Angels

                Entry in to the world of Barzakh is actually entry into the world of the angels too. Although the greatest angels cannot be seen here, nonetheless, there is still a bewildering variety of angels whose numbers are simply beyond count. The angels are wondrous creatures and Barzakh itself is a wondrous place. In this strange place human beings and angels can understand each other’s speech, because here only one language exists and that is an unspoken inner (fitri) language that has been embedded in the imaginal memory of both human beings and angels. This language is a direct expression of the inner nature of individuals that reflects perfectly their perceptions, emotions and intentions. It is for this reason that there is no possibility of lying or duplicity here, and if someone tries to express something contrary to his or her inner feelings and thoughts, it becomes immediately evident to the listener.

                However, what is more amazing is that although the language in Barzakh is instinctive and everyone has the ability to speak and hear, there are many human beings here who are deaf and mute; in fact, many more than that existed in the Dunya. This deafness and dumbness is because the thoughts that run in the minds of this group are so conflicting with reality that they cannot be expressed. As a result, they appear as mutes or that which comes from their minds sounds like the senseless raving of a lunatic. And neither is it possible to make them understand anything because their minds have lost the ability to receive information; for this reason, they are unable to communicate themselves and cannot hear what others say. And since their minds are confused and the hearts dark, they cannot perceive the radiant realities around them, and so they are blind as well. 

                
                  
                    “...And We shall gather them on the Day of Judgment, prone on their faces, blind, dumb and deaf....” (17:97) 
                  
                

                The angels are creatures who are highly intelligent and very sensitive at the same time. Their lives, thoughts and devotions are exclusively dedicated to God. If you were to praise them in their presence they would turn away in annoyance because they consider every goodness and beauty as being due to God; their happiness lies in His remembrance and glorification rather than in their own excellences. To them, paying attention to themselves is limiting while paying attention to God is to turn to unlimited beauty and glory. When they encounter people of evil inclination they are deeply distressed and try to distance themselves from them as soon as possible. However, if they are commanded to spend time with them they assume a manner that fills the evil with foreboding. 

                We mentioned earlier how the evil perceived the appearance of Munkar and Nakir and the angel of death as fearsome indeed. The angels who shall be assigned to hell are likewise, “harsh and severe” (66:6), because their task is to control vicious criminals. As we said, the features of every creature in that world manifest their inner state, and because the angels feel nothing but aversion and distaste for these evildoers, they cannot mask these feelings from their faces. Of course, this is how we analyse them from afar and God knows best.

                There are more angels than the entirety of other creatures and God has not created any creature more numerous than the angels.68 Their types, ranks and functions are likewise more varied than the rest of creation; basically, one can say that no two angels are similar. On the whole, the angels can be divided into two groups: the angels of the dominion (malakut) and the angels of the exalted assembly (mala’ ala’la). Mala’ al-a’la is a Qur’anic term69 and refers to a group of high-ranking angels. 

                In some narrations they are referred to as the angels of the realm of Compelling Power (jabarut). These angels are closest to God and their knowledge, power, beauty, and proximity to God cannot be compared to the angels of malakut. That which this exalted assembly of angels understands and receives from God can never be perceived by the other angels. The angels who attend to the dead in the realm of Barzakh are the angels of malakut, and they exist in countless different forms. Of course, those whose faith has penetrated into the depth of their souls are able to harness this strength and see the angels of jabarut as well. This is because faith serves the heart in the same manner that eyes serve the head; and the stronger and more ingrained this faith is, the further it can see into the depths of God’s kingdom, and can even perceive the throne (‘arsh) of God itself.

                Angels do not marry or have offspring. Each is created separately, and this creation continues endlessly as God creates more angels at every moment; the procedure of this creation is unknown to us however. Angels do not require nourishment and are sustained by a breeze that blows from the ῾arsh70; they possess non-material eyes and ears and tremendous intelligence.71 An angel is defined by the work it does, just as in that world people are defined by the deeds that they have performed. All the angels who perform a specific task belong to the same tribe72 and their features resemble one another, although just like human beings, they can be told apart. Since the work they carry out is always pure goodness, their faces are also beautiful; and since the good acts they carry out are different, their faces are also different from one another.

                The beauty of the angels cannot be described to the people in our world; in fact, Imam Ali (‘a) has said that some angels are such that even if all the jinn and mankind assembled together, they would not be able to describe their grandeur and the beauty of their features.73 

                Of course, as we have mentioned before, features in that world are quite different from those in our world; in that world every feeling, emotion and inner reality is reflected in the face of every human being and angel and radiates from it and gives it shape. No one there can display a face that is different from their inner reality; the more beautiful they are on the inside, the more beautiful their features appear, and the uglier they are on the inside, the uglier their features appear. It is for this reason that, 

                
                  
                    “The guilty will be recognized by their marks...” (55:41)
                  
                

                Because beauty belongs only to God, the beauty of the angels and human beings is a reflection of His beauty, while ugliness is a manifestation of the ugliness of the human souls and other sentient creatures such as the jinn and Shaytan.

                The tribes of the angels vary in size. Some consist of hundreds of thousands of angels while others do not exceed a few hundred. The members of every group worship together and stand in congregation to glorify God, 

                
                  
                    “There is not one of us (angels) but has his own assigned place” (37:164) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “and indeed, we stand in rows for prayers” (37:165) 
                  
                

                Occasionally, legions of angels who number in the millions, will come to the senior angels such as Jibra’il, Mika’il or Israfil and act on their behalf and under their direction, just as flanks of an army obey their commander. Perhaps this is the meaning of the Qur’anic phrase ‘wings or flanks of the angels’: 

                
                  
                    “All praise is due to God, the Creator of the heavens and the earth; Who made the angels messengers having two, three or four flanks…” (35:1) 
                  
                

                To make this discussion more complete, it will be beneficial to refer to parts of the tradition of mi’raj that talk of the meeting of the Prophet (S) with some of the angels:

                
                  “Jibra’il went up to heaven of Dunya and I also ascended with him. An angel named Isma’il was in charge there and his instructions were to stop any eavesdropping, about which God has said in the Qur’an, 
                  
                    “Except such (jinn) who try to snatch (some words), but they are pursued by a flame of piercing brightness” (37:10).
                  
                   Seventy thousand angels stood watch under his command, each with a further seventy thousand angels under him. He asked Jibra’il, “Who is this person with you?” Jibra’il replied, “This is Muhammad.” He asked, “Has Muhammad been appointed to his mission already?” Jibra’il replied, “Yes.” At this time he opened the door
                  74
                   and greeted me with a salutation of peace; I returned his greeting 
                  and prayed for his forgiveness, and he prayed for mine in turn, and said, “Welcome O righteous brother and O righteous messenger!” Thereafter, angels came forward to welcome me until I entered the heaven of this world. Every angel who met me along the way was smiling in delight, and in this manner we reached a huge angel. He was a creature bigger than any I had ever seen before; he had a stern face and a fearsome appearance. He welcomed me like the rest and prayed for me, but he did not smile and I did not observe in him the happiness and delight of the other angels. I asked Jibra’il, “Who is this angel? Truly he is intimidating!” He replied, “You should be intimidated; we are all afraid of him. This is Malik, the angel in charge of hell who has never smiled all his life….”
                

                
                  Then I met an angel that God had created in an extraordinary fashion. Half his body was made of fire and the other half of ice;
                  75
                   neither did the fire melt the ice nor did the ice extinguish the fire. The angel was calling out in a loud voice, “All praise belongs to the One 
                  
                  who has held back the heat of this fire from melting the ice and kept this ice from extinguishing the fire! O God, Who has kept a balance between fire and ice! Make the hearts of Your believers compassionate towards one another.” I asked Jibra’il, “Who is this?” He replied, “It is a type of angel that God has assigned to all corners of the heavens and around the earth. He is the greatest well-wisher for the believers; from the day he was created he prays for them by continually invoking God with the same words that you hear.” Then I saw two angels who were supplicating together; one was saying. “O God! Increase the wealth of every one who spends in charity”, while the other was saying, “O God, take away the wealth of every miser…”
                

                
                  Then we passed by a group of angels whose form and features defy description.
                  76
                   Every part of their bodies was engaged in the praise and glorification of God, each with a different melody. Their voices were raised in praise and in weeping out of awe of God. I asked Jibra’il about them. He said, “They have been created just like this. None of them have ever spoken to the angel next to them, and they have never raised their heads out of fear and awe of God and have never looked down either.” I greeted them with a salutation of peace. Without looking at me they replied with a slight nod. Jibra’il said to them, “This is Muhammad, the messenger of mercy; he is a Prophet of God whom He has sent to guide His servants. He is the last of the Prophets and the best of them. Will you not speak with him?” Because they heard this from Jibra’il, they came towards me and greeted me warmly and prayed for goodness for me and my nation…
                

                
                  Then we ascended to the second heaven…it was full of angels who were overcome with complete humility and awe before God and their faces were beyond description. Every one of them was engaged in glorifying and praising God, each in a unique manner and voice… In the third heaven also there were angels who were cloaked in humility and awe just as in the first and second heavens. Once more Jibra᾽il introduced me as he had earlier and they likewise greeted me in the same manner as the other angels had…
                

                
                  Then we ascended to the fourth heaven. Just as in the other heavens, this too was also full of humble angels who prayed for goodness for me and my nation.” And this was his experience in the fifth, sixth and seventh heavens also.
                  77
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          Chapter 3: The Blowing Of The Trumpet

          
            
              
                The Demise Of The World

                All the messengers of God have informed us that one Day this present world (Dunya) will come to an end, and the entire world of creation will enter a new phase which is called the hereafter (Akhira). Dunya encompasses the realms of the living as well as the dead; therefore, the life of those living on the earth as well as those living in Barzakh will both come to an end on that Day and everything that has been granted life will die.

                The end of the world will come about violently and terrifyingly such that every sentient being including the souls of human beings, the jinn and the angels will be stunned, 

                
                  
                    “On the day that the trumpet will be blown everyone in the heavens and the earth shall be petrified...” (27:87) 
                  
                

                It will create an enormous cataclysm causing the earth to go through unprecedented convulsions, 

                
                  
                    “...the earthquake of the final hour is a tremendous thing.” (22:1)
                  
                

                The supports of the earth will shake,1 

                
                  
                    “The sun will be extinguished,” (81:1)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “The stars will fade” (81:2)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And the seas will burst into flame”. (81:6)
                  
                

                The skies will be rent asunder and the ground will be pounded to an extent that it will become featureless.2 Mountains will crumble away.3 The sun will darken and the moon will shine no more, the stars will fall and the heavens will be in disarray.4 

                Of course, nothing can remain alive in the face of such events and every creature will enter the realm of the dead. However, the situation is no better in that realm either. That which laid the world to waste has not spared the world of Barzakh and the world of the angels. There also, the tumult of the end of the world has brought death to all.

                The Blowing Of The Trumpet

                The death of the world shall be heralded by a fearsome blast of sound, which is in fact itself the cause of the end of the world. The blast shall be generated by Israfil - one of the greatest angels of God - and it will be of a nature unknown or previously never experienced. The Qur’an refers to the action of Israfil as the “blowing of the trumpet” (nafakhat al-sur), 

                
                  
                    “And when the trumpet is blown with a single blast,” (69:13)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And the earth and the mountains are carried away and crushed with a single crushing;” (69:14)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “On that day the Great Event shall come to pass;” (69:15)
                  
                

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “And the heaven shall cleave asunder, and become weak…” (69:16)
                  
                   
                

                And also, 

                
                  
                    “The trumpet shall be blown, and all those that are in the heavens and all those that are in the earth shall die, except whom God pleases…” (39:68) 
                  
                

                In this verse, the phrase ‘dwellers of the heavens’ refers to angels and the phrase ‘dwellers of earth’ refers to mankind and jinn, both in the material world and in Barzakh. Obviously, this is no ordinary loud sound, because it will affect the corporeal world as well as the world of souls, and beyond that, it shall encompass the angelic realm as well. Even Israfil - who initiated the event at the command of God - will die as a result of the blast. No creature shall remain sentient in the entire cosmos, except a handful that will remain alive by God’s will. Death shall encompass all; every perception shall be silenced and the world will be taken over by a total stillness and darkness. It shall be as if life never existed at all; indeed God is needless of everything.

                A Protracted Death As A Prelude To Eternal Life

                What does this complete death, this total stillness and absence of perception serve? All this is to facilitate the evolution of the universe into a new phase of existence. During this interval all dimensions of the universe – from the earth to the heavens, from the realm of Barzakh to the deepest realms of the angels – cannot be inhabited by life. The universe is in the all-capable hands of God, Who with infinite love and care prepares, in the absence of all living beings, the ground for their return to a richer life and a more expansive world, so that they can continue on their journey towards Him.

                As for how long this lifeless silence, devoid of humans or angels will last, no one shall exist to measure or appreciate its duration. It is for this reason that when everyone returns to life again, they think that no more than a few hours or days have passed. In truth what has actually occurred during their stasis is an evolution that has lasted longer than the age of creation. Billions of years will pass before the world assumes its final form, ready to be inhabited by man and other creatures for eternity. And during this process, God in His mercy has placed all His creatures in a deep slumber to protect them from the tumultuous and violent changes as the universe transforms and rejuvenates itself.

                It can be imagined that at the blast of Israfil’s trumpet everyone dies immediately5, or alternatively, the blast sets into motion the gradual death of different layers of existence. This process, and the time scale associated with it, is astonishing. A lengthy narration reported from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) can shed some light on it:

                “After God causes the inhabitants of the earth to die, He will wait for a duration several times as long as the entire lifetime of humanity and then he will cause the death of the inhabitants of the heavens of this world (the angels and the souls in the first layer of Barzakh). Then, after a pause several times longer than the lifetime of humanity and the duration between the death of the inhabitants of the world and that of the inhabitants of the first heaven, He will cause the death of inhabitants of the second heaven (the souls in the second layer of Barzakh). Then after a pause several times longer than the previous two durations He will cause the death of the inhabitants of the third heaven (the third layer of Barzakh). And this will continue in the same manner for all the heavens until the seventh heaven. After a pause several times longer in duration than the time since creation, He will cause the death of Mika’il. After a pause several times longer again, he will cause Jibra’il to die. In the same manner, he will then cause Israfil to die. Finally, He will cause the angel of death to die, after a duration several times longer than the time from the beginning of creation to the death of Israfil.”6 These timescales are far beyond our limited capacity to imagine and also give an indication of the exalted ranks of the four grand angels, Mika’il, Jibra’il, Israfil and ‘Izra’il.

                In any case, after every living creature dies, then after a duration several times longer than what has been mentioned above7, the form of the afterworld will appear in the corporeal world and the material realm will be able to provide eternal homes for the mature souls of mankind and angels. At this time God will bring Israfil back to life to once again blow his trumpet. This time however, the blast of Israfil’s trumpet will not bring about death; rather it will revive the dead and make them alive once more.

                The Fate Of The Universe Between The Two ‘Blowings’ Of Israfil’s Trumpet

                During the long period between the two blasts of the trumpet several developments occur. First of all the earth and the solar system are transformed both in their structure and properties, 

                
                  
                    “On the day when the earth shall be changed into a different earth, as will the heavens....” (14:48) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “The earth will be stretched and expanded” (84:3)
                  
                

                and the mountains and valleys will all disappear,

                
                  
                    “And they ask you about the mountains. Say: My Lord will carry them away from the roots.” (20:105)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Then He shall leave the earth a plain, smooth level. (20:106) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    You shall not see therein any crookedness or unevenness.” (20:107) 
                  
                

                The skies will look quite different and probably take on a different hue, 

                
                  
                    “And when the heaven is rent asunder, and then reddens like red ointment.” (55:37)
                  
                  8
                

                The different dimensions of the universe are either replaced by new systems or their properties altered to facilitate the extraordinary life of the world of Akhira. This new world will also contain water, earth and fire, gold, silver and rubies, etc., but the enhanced properties and potentials of these substances cannot be understood until we personally experience them in that world.

                The second major change will be that every atom in the universe will gain the ability to perceive, understand and communicate. The earth will recount the events that it silently witnessed throughout the long and eventful history of mankind, because God has given it a higher level of life, 

                
                  
                    “That Day it will relate its chronicles,” (99:3)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Now that God has inspired it.” (99:4)
                  
                

                People will dispute with the stone and wooden idols that they had carved and then worshipped, but the idols will display aversion to the idolaters, 

                
                  
                    “If you invoke them, they do not hear your call, and even if they could hear they could not grant you (your request); and on the Day of Resurrection, they will disown your association of them with God….”
                  
                  
                    (35:14)
                  
                

                Even man’s own limbs are now able to converse with him, and this is referred to as the resurrection of inanimate beings (ma’ad al-jamadat).

                Thirdly, the transformation is not confined just to the earth and heavens but encompasses the deepest layers of the system of creation. The seven layers of Barzakh, which are called the seven heavens, are replaced with new layers. Three major layers are formed under each of which lie smaller layers. The first layer is paradise, the second is hell and the third is called mahshar, the place of gathering. It is here that the inhabitants of the first two layers will initially be gathered before they go to their eternal abode, paradise or hell.

                Fourthly, the hand of God that is hidden today behind the system of causes and effects will become apparent and obvious, and the system of causes and effects will fade from sight behind it. On that day everyone will see and realize that everything is from God and can only be sought from Him. Both His Sovereignty and Authority will be clearly apparent to all, 

                
                  
                    “ ……Whose is the Kingdom today? To Allah, the One, the Mighty!” (40:16)
                  
                

                He is the

                
                  
                    “Master of the day of Judgement”. (1:4)
                  
                

                Of course, this does not mean that the system of cause and effect is annulled; rather it fades behind the glorious manifestation of the One who initiated and sustains existence. And there will be many other wonders experienced during mankind’s journey towards the meeting with God, which we will discuss in due course.

                The Second Blowing And Resurrection

                The second blast or blowing of the trumpet will also be executed by Israfil. However, this is no longer the same Israfil who blew into the trumpet that caused the death of creation, rather he is the Israfil who has been resurrected by God in the realm of the afterlife. With his enhanced form he grasps the trumpet of life, and as he blows into it, by God’s command the breeze of life enters every atom in creation and enlivens every dead being: angels, jinn, man and animal.

                Now the setting is prepared. All dimensions of Akhira have been formed; the place and station of every angel has been determined. As each of them returns to life he finds himself at his station, which is more wondrous and beautiful than previously. What is now seen of the mercy and might of God cannot be compared to what was witnessed before. A new grace flows from God tinging the cosmos with a new hue. Creation has been renewed and a more beautiful and wondrous universe than that which the angels had ever witnessed before reflects the glory of God.

                The Return Of Man

                The return to consciousness for human beings is a surreal experience. They find themselves in the same place where they had been buried and where their body had decomposed, but now their material body has been resurrected and transformed. It does not resemble the Barzakhi body; rather it appears initially more like the body that they had in the world, except that it is composed of a different material. In amazement, he realizes that now he has two bodies, the imaginal (Barzakhi) body and a material body; he learns that he can make use of either one or both at the same time, thus simultaneously appreciating the blessings of the material (mulk) as well as angelic realms (malakut).

                For long moments after waking from his lengthy sleep the feeling of bewilderment and wonder persists, 

                
                  
                    “They say: Are we indeed restored to our former state in our grave?” (79:10) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Even after we were crumbled bones?” (79:11) 
                  
                

                How has he become flesh and bone again? When this new body was fashioned he had still been asleep and unaware, and he cannot understand where it has appeared from. The body seems different in some way yet even its fingerprints are the same as before, 

                
                  
                    “Does man think that We shall not reassemble his bones?” (75:3) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “In fact, We are able to restore his very finger tips!” (75:4)
                  
                

                And,

                
                  
                    “And on the Day that He shall gather them together, it will seem as if they had not tarried (in Barzakh) except for an hour of the day, and they will recognize one another...” (10:45)
                  
                

                They cannot understand how they have once again assumed human form and they can once more appreciate the bounties of the earth, yet at the same time witness the throne of God. Their existence has been enhanced out of all proportion as they arrive in the vicinity of God. They do not realize that this was due to the rain of Qiyama that poured down, revitalizing and reshaping every cell of their lifeless former bodies, “When God wills to bring creation back to life He makes a rain fall for forty days that causes bones to knit together and become clothed in flesh.”9 

                They do not yet understand that the earth of Dunya, which nurtured and matured seeds planted within it and in which strong trees grew, has now been transformed to the earth of Akhira, within which the cells of human beings are nurtured and grow to maturity, transforming them at the same time into more enhanced forms. Consider the verse, 

                
                  
                    “And We have sent down blessed rain from the skies through which we make grow gardens and crops for harvest.” (50:9) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And lofty palm trees with fruit in clusters,” (50:10)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “a sustenance for My servants. And (through rain) We give life back to dead land, and thus will be the Resurrection also.” (50:11) 
                  
                

                The dead will come back to life in the same way, “When the rain will fall from the skies at God’s command, it will persist for forty days until the waters will rise to twelve cubits. Then God will command the human bodies to begin to grow and they will do so, just as plants do, until their bodies are completely formed.”10 

                The earth of Qiyama is so potent that only a few cells of the original are required to perfectly resurrect human bodies, with all their previous features and characteristics. Every human cell contains essential information which is never lost, as is alluded to in a tradition, “The earth consumes every part of the human body except the deepest part of his spinal column which is a grain smaller than a mustard seed, and from this he will be revived.”11 

                The Clay Of Human Beings And The Reviving Rain Of The Hereafter

                How are the cellular remnants of human beings distinguished from other material in the earth and how are their dispersed cells brought together? To answer this, we must remember that the new earth of the hereafter is different from earth of the Dunya of old and has undergone millions of years of fundamental change. Now, its soil and rain follow the rules of Qiyama. 

                Amongst the wonders of that Day is that, “the bodies of beings who possess a soul will be scattered as dust within the ground like gold amongst common rocks. When the resurrection occurs, it will rain so heavily that it will disturb the ground. Then, just as gold is sifted from the soil, human dust will break free from the earth around them and assemble.”12 This means that cells that once possessed life shall eternally maintain their identity and when conditions are favourable, they will easily separate from the other elements around them.

                Thereafter, according to the rules that God has ordained for that Day, “the dispersed cells of every human being will move to the location where his soul is placed and reassemble there.”13 The rain will continue for a long time until this process is complete. “When God wills to resurrect the human beings, he will cause it to rain for forty days during which time their bones will gather and flesh will form over them.”14 For a clearer explanation of this process, let us look at the reply given by Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) to a man who denied God and the hereafter:

                An unbeliever asked Imam as-Sadiq (‘a): “How can individuals be resurrected when their bodies have decayed or been consumed by wild animals and insects, or become part of the soil and made into bricks for building walls?” The Imam (‘a) replied: “The One Who created them from nothing and fashioned them without a previous mould is capable of bringing them back to existence, just as He did the first time.” The man asked for further details. The Imam (‘a) said, “The souls exist in their own specific locations. The souls of the righteous are in a place of light and spaciousness, while the souls of the corrupt are in a place of darkness and narrowness. At the same time the body disintegrates into the earth from which it originated. Everything that was consumed and excreted by animals and insects is preserved in the ground in the knowledge of God, Who is aware of the size and weight of every cell in the depths of the earth. The cells of sentient beings are like gold nuggets, which are distinct from the rocks and soil that surrounds them, or like lumps of butter that become separate from milk. Thereafter, the cells of each being will come together and with God’s permission, proceed towards the place where their soul is located. With the permission of the Fashioner, all the bodies will reassume their former features, and the souls will once again occupy them. In this way the individual is once again complete and self-aware.”15 

                Thus, as bodies congregate with their souls, they come out of the ground having resumed their former appearance, just as seeds assume the form of the parent plant. Then when Israfil blows into the trumpet of life, the souls awaken and the individual discovers himself in his new and resurrected body, which he finds to be identical in appearance to his former one. Of course, this is not quite the same body, because it has been formed with new cells.

                
                  	1. Gospel of Matthew, 24:29.

                  	2. Refer to Surah al-Inshiqaq, 84:1-3.

                  	3. Refer to Surah al-Muzzammil, 73:14.

                  	4. Gospel of Mark, 13:24,25.

                  	5. As mentioned in some narrations.

                  	6. Majlisi, Biharal-Anwar, 6/326, quoting Imam al-Sadiq (‘a).

                  	7. Majlisi, Biharal-Anwar, 6/326, quoting Imam al-Sadiq (‘a).

                  	8. It is not certain whether this redness that appears when the heavens are going through tumultuous change will persist later or not.

                  	9. Majlisi, Bihar al Anwar, 7/33, reporting from Imam al-Sadiq (‘a). 

                  	10. Al-Tabarani, al-Hadith al-Tiwal, p. 96.

                  	11. Muttaqi Hindi, Kanz al-’Ummal, trad. 38964, reporting from the Prophet (S) through Abu Sa’id al-Khudri. This theme occurs in many reliable narrations in both Sunni and Shi’a collections.

                  	12. Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, 7/38, reporting from Imam al-Sadiq (‘a).

                  	13. Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, 7/38, reporting from Imam al-Sadiq (‘a).

                  	14. Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, 7/33, reporting from Imam al-Sadiq (‘a). 

                  	15. Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, 7/37-38, reporting from Imam al-Sadiq (‘a).

                

              

            

          

        

        
          Chapter 4: The Day Of Judgement

          
            
              
                Awakening

                In most cases human bodies will develop and mature within the ground where they were buried, because most of their cellular remnants are in that area. Then will come a time when the ground splits all around and the dead begin to emerge swiftly, 

                
                  
                    “On the Day when the ground will cleave asunder and mankind shall rush out – that is an easy gathering for Us.”
                  
                  
                    (50:44)
                  
                

                In other words, the earth discharges its contents, 

                
                  
                    “And when the earth is spread out,” (84:3)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And casts out what it contains and becomes empty.” (84:4) 
                  
                

                Human beings will emerge one by one from the earth and remain waiting next to their graves. It will take some time for the stupor of their long sleep to dispel. They will be wiping away the mud and grime from their faces as they look around in amazement, unsure about what exactly has happened. They do not know how they have awakened in a new body after just a short nap! There are no signs of the darkness or illumination, narrowness or expansiveness of their life in Barzakh. As far as they can see, they are back in their former human form; they have come out of the ground and are sitting next to their grave. Their multitudes resemble moths that flutter in a vast and desolate desert, 

                
                  
                    “The Day on which mankind will be as scattered moths.”
                  
                  
                    (101:4)
                  
                

                The Structure Of The Human Body In The Akhira

                The genetic information contained in the scattered cells of an individual play an essential role in the reassembly of his limbs and flesh to create his new body in the Akhira. However, it is not the only factor that determines the nature of the Akhira body. In this resurrection the imaginal body also plays a fundamental role, because an individual’s features, personality and characteristics are modelled on his Barzakhi body. And if you recall, that body in turn was largely affected by the actions, disposition and inclinations of the individual - when he lived in the Dunya - which had etched themselves in his soul and mingled with his being. As a consequence, these factors act like genes to give rise to the various physical and spiritual qualities of his new and eternal body.

                When people see each other in the assembly of mahshar, they notice how the spiritual genetic variances have caused some faces to become illuminated and dignified, and others dark and gloomy:

                
                  
                    “And on the Day of Judgement you will see that those who lied concerning God will have their faces blackened…” (39:60) 
                  
                

                And it will appear that: 

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “… their faces are covered with patches from the depths of the dark night...” (10:27) 
                  
                

                Some will be blind and terror will drain their colour, 

                
                  
                    “On the Day when the (second) trumpet shall be blown, We shall gather the criminals on that day blue (or blind) with terror” (20:102)
                  
                

                Some will be deaf and unable to hear most sounds. Those who sold their religion in the world and used it only expediently to earn their livelihood will have no flesh on their faces and they will appear with hideous and skull-like faces. In a tradition we read that, “Those who recite the Qur’an so that they can thereby earn their livelihood from the people will appear on the Day of Judgement with faces that have been stripped of flesh and resemble skulls.”1 Some will be resurrected so tiny that if they tried to walk with the multitudes of people they would be crushed underfoot, “The arrogant will become the size of ants and they will be kicked about by the people until God finishes taking the accounts (hisab).”2 

                In summary, everyone’s features and forms will alter in strange manners, although people will still be recognizable from their faces. It has been narrated from the Prophet (S) that he said the following about the sinners from his nation:

                [“Ten groups from my nation will be resurrected apart. God will separate them from the ranks of the Muslims and their features will be transformed. One group will resemble apes and another will resemble pigs; some will undergo a reversal so that their faces and feet will change places and they will be dragged everywhere in this manner; others will be blind, and will be stumbling about in confusion; some will be deaf and dumb and will not understand anything; some will be chewing on their own bloated tongues and blood and pus will ooze from their mouths in a manner that it will fill people with disgust; others will have had their arms and legs cut off, and others will be hanging from branches of fire. A group will be emitting a foul odour much worse than that of rotting corpses, and a group will be clothed in pitch and tar which will be stuck on their bodies.”]

                [“As for those who appear as apes, they were the gossipers and slanderers. And those that appear as pigs used to consume from unlawful sources. Those who are being dragged upside-down earned their livelihood from interest and usury and those who are blind were unjust in their judgements, and oppressed the people. Those who are deaf and dumb were proud and self-centred. As for those who are chewing on their own tongues, they are the scholars and orators who did not themselves act on what they told others to do. Those that have had their limbs cut off used to harass their neighbours and those that are hanging on gallows of fire are the spies and talebearers who slandered innocent people to rulers. Those who emit a foul stench are the ones who gave in to their base and unlawful sexual desires and also those who did not pay the purifying tax (zakat). As for those who are clothed in burning tar (qatiran), they used to be conceited and boastful (in dress and conduct).”]3 

                Self-Realization On The Day Of Judgement

                Why should people linger in this state and why do they have to undertake such a lengthy journey towards paradise or hell? Has man not evolved sufficiently by undergoing the tests of the Dunya and the maturation process in Barzakh that he can now be led directly to his eternal abode, whichever it is?

                The answer to this question is clear. Between the material world, in which we are physically living at present and the world of the Names and Attributes of God, which can only be perceived in paradise, there are two other realms. One is the imaginal world or the world of analogies (‘alam al-mithal) and the other is the spiritual world or the world of souls (‘alam al-nafs). These two realms are also called Barzakh and Qiyama respectively. 

                Unless he passes through these two worlds, a human being cannot attain the level where he can perceive the realities of the Divine names and attributes. In other words, just as it is not possible to reach the world of Akhira without gaining capacity from traversing the world of Barzakh, reaching the realm of the names and attributes and perceiving the true beauty of God is not possible without the self-realization and insights gained in traversing through the world of Qiyama. Perhaps this is the meaning of the narration of the Prophet (S) about the Day of Judgement, “When a believer comes out of his grave, his actions will appear before him in a beautiful form. He will enquire, “Who are you? By God, you appear to be a virtuous person.” It will reply, “I am the embodiment of your good actions.” It will then illuminate his path and guide him to paradise. And when a disbeliever comes out of his grave, his actions will appear before him in an abominable form. He will ask, “Who are you? By God, I find you repulsive.” It will reply, “I am the embodiment of your actions,” then it will carry him to the fire of hell.”4 

                The world of souls does not have any discernible boundaries. As we move above the world of matter there exist greater and more potent worlds; in contrast as one descends from higher realms, the worlds get smaller and weaker, “Just like the image in a mirror which is a mere reflection of the features and colour of the face, and gives no clue about the true nature of the person. It cannot give an indication of the intelligence, generosity, courage or other qualities of the person standing in front of it. And certainly, it cannot reflect his inner soul, which in any case has no shape or structure. 

                For this reason, the realities of the imaginal world (Barzakh) cannot be reduced and interpreted in the language of matter; in fact, what the Dunya displays of the world of Barzakh is confined to the capacity and limitations of material concepts. In the same way the realities of the afterworld (Qiyama) and the realities of the world of souls (῾alam al-nafs) cannot be reflected in the mirror of the Barzakh, and whatever Barzakh displays of Qiyama is only to the extent of its own capacity and limitations.”5 

                To enter the imaginal world it is necessary to pass through this material world; we have to shed our primitive material bodies to enter into a more expansive world. In the same way, in order to enter the world of souls or Qiyama, we have to die in the world of Barzakh and shed our relatively primitive imaginal bodies in order to perceive that immense world. And in this last world we have to travel within our own souls to find our true purpose. The many stations of Qiyama including the resurrection and dispersion (hashr wa nashr), the accounting (hisab), the book (kitab), the witnessing (shahada), the balance (mizan) and the bridge (Sirat) all exist to better acquaint us with ourselves, so that soul may begin to reflect those Divine names and attributes that it has the capacity to – whether these are His attributes of beauty (jamal) or His attributes of majesty (jalal).

                And this is the world of the meeting with God (liqa Allah). It is a world in which our souls reflect God’s attributes like a mirror. In fact, the meeting with God begins from the moment we wake up in the afterworld. The Prophet stated, “Mankind is asleep, and when they die, they wake up.”6 When we enter Barzakh it seems that we have woken up from a deep sleep. Compared to Barzakh this world is no more than a slumber. In the same way, the world of Barzakh when compared to that of Qiyama is just like sleep compared to wakefulness. When we enter into the world of Qiyama from Barzakh it will seem to us that we have finally woken up. It is for this reason that the imaginal world is called the minor Qiyama (Qiyamat as-sughra) and the world of souls is called the major Qiyama (Qiyamat al-kubra).

                Some believe that just as the soul detaches from our material bodies at death so as to be able to witness the wonders of the imaginal world, similarly the soul must also detach from the imaginal body so that it can witness the wonders of Qiyama. In other words, the soul must become absolutely immaterial (mujarrad) so that it can get to know itself intimately; it is only then that it can meet God and witness the wonders of that realm. 

                However, this view does not appear to be correct, because in the world of Qiyama, the material body, the imaginal body and the soul unify into one efficient entity. The difference between the Akhira and Dunya is that in Qiyama, the human being has control over all three realms: material, imaginal and spiritual. His material dimension does not inhibit his imaginal capacity, and his imaginal dimension does not inhibit his spiritual capacity. The human being in fact needs to be all three simultaneously in order to comprehensively perceive the Divine names and attributes.

                Not all human beings can properly exercise their newfound ability when they first enter Qiyama. Some time is required for them to get acquainted with this new world, just as when they first arrived in Barzakh. It is for this reason that it takes them a while to realize what must have happened, 

                
                  
                    “They shall say: Woe be to us! Who has roused us from our sleeping place? This is what the Merciful Lord promised and the messengers spoke the truth.” (36:52) 
                  
                

                Can it be that their withered bodies are whole again? How did the ground split asunder and expel them out from their graves? It seems incredible to them, but they soon realize that it is quite real.

                In this surreal scene the joy and hope of the virtuous and the sorrow and despair of the corrupt is beyond description. The believers will raise the slogan, “There is no God but Allah and on Him do we rely!”7 And they have brought this conviction from their life in Dunya. As for the disbelievers, they will be filled with hesitation and confusion, and this will be due to what they were accustomed to in Dunya. However, at this point both groups will still be together scattered amongst a congregation of billions of human beings. People will find their friends and acquaintances around them and approach one another, and greet each other warmly. Even distant acquaintances will seek out familiar faces to renew ties: 

                
                  
                    “And on the Day that He shall gather them together, it will seem as if they had not tarried (in Barzakh) except for an hour of the day, and they will recognize one another....” (10:45)
                  
                

                However, no-one will have any idea about what to do next or what will happen next. Fear and anxiety will also be visible on the faces of the waiting crowds. Everyone will be seeking out someone who may know something or could provide information about what is to happen now. They will seek out those people who were knowledgeable about Akhira in the Dunya and were familiar with its ways, as mentioned in these verses: 

                
                  
                    “In whispers they will consult one another, saying: It can’t have been more than ten (days)?” (20:103)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “But We know better about what they speak, and the best in conduct amongst them will inform them: You have not tarried more than one interval.” (20:104)
                  
                

                And,

                
                  
                    “And on the Day of Judgement the guilty will swear that they did not tarry but an hour (between the two blowings); they were always deluded thus.” (30:55) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “But those who were granted knowledge and faith will say, “Indeed you tarried as per God’s decree until the Day of Resurrection and this is the Day of Resurrection but you used not to know!” (30:56) 
                  
                

                This confusion and waiting will not last very long. However, while they wait, there is more fear than hope except for those whom the angels of mercy come to assist and comfort. These are the same angels who had come to them in the grave and promised to accompany them every step of the way on the Day of Judgement, 

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “Verily those who profess, “God is our Lord” and then stay steadfast – the angels will descend on them saying, “Do not fear and do not grieve, but receive good news of paradise, which you were promised.” (41:30)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “We are your protectors in the world and in the hereafter….” (41:31)
                  
                

                As for the rest of the people the predominant emotion is fear, because everyone sees that they are in God’s grasp and are anxious and fearful about the accounting for their deeds and having to explain how they had utilized the Divine blessings that they had received during their life. What is certain is that mankind has to now prepare itself for this new stage in the journey towards God. This is a journey that began the day they gained life in their mothers’ wombs and continued when they were born into the world, and entered a new phase when they died and reached the world of Barzakh and now, on the Day of Judgement as they stand witnessing the undeniable sovereignty of God, they have reached the most important and hardest part of their travels.

                The Day Of Gathering (Hashr) And Assembly (Jam’)

                
                  The Day of Gathering (
                  
                    Hashr
                  
                  ) and Assembly (
                  
                    Jam’
                  
                  )
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                This is the gathering and assemblage that had always been promised. Hashr refers to the gathering together of the people and jam’ means assembling them in an orderly fashion. God will gather the dead from every corner of the earth and then assemble them in one place. Young and old, men and women, people of the former times and those from later generations, each will be gathered, 

                
                  
                    “And We will gather them and not leave any one of them behind.” (18:47) 
                  
                

                Countless multitudes, freshly resurrected, will throng together and be herded towards their specific sections. Gradually the congestion will increase and it will be difficult to find room to even stand, “The fortunate ones will be those who find a place to stand or even to draw breath.”9 The crush of the masses, the uncertainty about the future and the overpowering and steadily increasing heat will leave everyone thirsty and agitated.

                It will seem as if the sun is drawing ever closer to the earth and the heat will become intense. Of course, this is not the sun that we know of in our solar system, because with the blowing of the trumpet our own sun will die and its light and heat will be extinguished.

                This gathering and assembly will not be for the human race only. The jinn, who used to distract human beings in devilish forms, will also be brought forth and they will be spread out within their ranks, 

                
                  
                    “By your Lord! We shall certainly gather them and the satans….” (19:68)
                  
                

                And also, 

                
                  
                    “And on the Day that we gather them all together, and say: “O assembly of Jinns! You misled many men.” And their friends from amongst mankind shall say: “O Lord! We benefitted from each other, but now we have reached the appointed hour which You had appointed for us …” (6:128)
                  
                

                The System And Administrators Of The Day Of Gathering

                The apparent chaos as millions of people stream out of their graves and assemble - unsure about their fate - does not mean that preparations have not been made to efficiently administer the affairs. In fact, as groups are revived from their graves, there will be someone waiting to meet them, direct them to their predetermined positions and guide them on the path they must take. Obviously, these huge multitudes of people will not all go in one direction and will not pass through just one door on their way to the meeting with God. Each must traverse a path that he has the capacity for, and which he has willingly selected through his words and deeds and choices during his life in Dunya.

                It is here that the powerful and imposing administrators of the day of gathering make an appearance. They separate the crowd into different groups. The administrators are angels, whom the Qur’an refers to as “callers” (da’i) because they prompt individuals by accessing the depths of their beings and get them to follow them unresistingly towards their positions in the waiting assembly.

                The callers are intimately aware of the individual’s personality and their total control over him is such that he is powerless to resist their summons. They identify every individual human being no matter where their remains lie and draw them with an unbelievable speed to their allocated positions, 

                
                  
                    “On that Day they shall follow caller unerringly, and all voices shall be hushed before the all-Merciful so you will not hear anything except muted whispers.” (20:108)
                  
                

                And mankind will be swiftly drawn to their positions, 

                
                  
                    “The Day when they will come forth from their graves in haste as if they were rushing to a goal.” (70:43)
                  
                

                No matter how much we try, we cannot quite imagine the reverberation across the plains of mahshar as the callers summon every resurrected being to assemble. Everyone will be hasten to their own destination and be oblivious to the plight of others. This destination will be terrifying and disheartening for some but pleasant and comforting for others. As the disbelievers and evildoers are drawn to their destinations, they will begin to realize the hardships that lie in store for them: 

                
                  
                    “The Day when the caller calls them to a painful thing.” (54:6) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “With eyes downcast, they will stream forth from their graves like locusts dispersing,” (54:7)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Racing towards the caller. The disbelievers will say: This is a difficult day.” (54:8)
                  
                

                And so they will helplessly hasten towards the caller in fear and dread. The speed with which they are drawn forward will pull their heads back and the knowledge of their fate will cause their eyes to remain unblinking and their hearts to fill with dread, 

                
                  
                    “And do not think that God is unaware of what the unjust do; He only gives them a respite to a Day on which eyes will be fixed open (in terror).” (14:42)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “(They will) hasten forward with their heads upraised, their gaze unblinking and their hearts vacant!” (14:43)
                  
                

                This sifting and isolating of groups is to allow people with the same qualities to be banded together. The route that each must take, and the duration that they remain at each station, is different for every group. As these groups are formed, blood relationships no longer hold meaning and kinship will now be defined by closeness or remoteness in terms of the dispositions and deeds of human beings.

                
                  
                    “And when the (second) trumpet is blown, there shall no longer be ties of kinship amongst them that day, nor shall they ask after one another.” (23:101)
                  
                

                Individuals who possess similar levels of spiritual purity will be gathered together, even though they will be completely unrelated to one another by familial ties. And those who are at different levels of spiritual purity will be separated from one another, even though they may have been the closest of relatives. And their alienation increases as they go their separate ways, and they no longer care to enquire about each other.

                The Beginning Of The Journey

                It is only after the various groupings are complete that the journey towards God begins anew. As we have mentioned, each group will go its own way. This is not a journey measured in distances; rather, it is a journey into the depths of the soul and psyche, although it is possible that at some stages there may be physical movement also. It is a journey whose course we cannot influence or control. We can only go in the direction that we had determined while in this world. We will be transported along a path that we had previously charted out for ourselves. This journey may be very long for some, and very brief for others.10 

                However, there will be stages and stations that must be crossed by everyone. Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) has mentioned in regards to the longest stoppage at one of these stations, “Beware! Evaluate your deeds before they are evaluated for you, because Qiyama has fifty stations, each of which will be of one-thousand of your years in duration. Then he recited the verse: “A Day whose extent is fifty thousand years.”11 

                The Meaning Of Location In Akhira

                In his explanation of movement in Barzakh, Swedenborg says that proximity and remoteness is defined as being similar and dissimilar in one’s inner states. When one says that an individual has become close to someone or something, what we mean is that the inner states of the two have approximated one another, and the converse is true also. Therefore, geographical considerations have no meaning in that realm except as external expressions of inner realities. In order to meet someone, there, all that is required is an intense inner desire to see them, and in no time at all individuals are in each other’s presence; the distance between them is of no consequence. The expanse between paradise and hell operates in the same manner, and all that separates the inhabitants of the two is the great difference in their desires. It is for this reason that when the inner inclinations of people are similar, they assemble around one another and the moment their desires are different, their meeting comes to an end.12 

                We experience a similar phenomenon in this world also, albeit with some differences. For instance, we could be engrossed in the remembrance of God or listening to a speech when our mind suddenly wanders and we find our thoughts somewhere else. Now imagine what that would mean if we did not have a physical body and were just composed of our soul and mind. The moment we thought of a person or thing, we would be in its presence.

                However, in Qiyama, the issue of location is much more complex than this, because in that world both the physical as well as the imaginal body are active. The soul uses both these faculties at the same time. This feature poses a major problem in our understanding of the meaning of location in the realm of Akhira. When we speak of travel and movement in that world, we must keep in mind that we do not mean physical movement in the sense of this world, nor do we mean a purely spiritual movement in the manner of the wayfaring of mystics; rather, it is a synergy of the two.

                A Journey Of Fifty Stations

                As we have mentioned, this journey consists of fifty stations and every traveller must pass through all of them. For those who have brought a lot of baggage from their life in Dunya it can take fifty thousand years. And God refers to this long journey as a single Day, 

                
                  
                    “The Angels and the Spirit ascend to Him in a Day whose extent is fifty thousand years.” (70:4)
                  
                

                Yet for others this journey will take no more than an hour. One reason for this is that this journey can take place either in pitch darkness or in bright light, and it is obvious that travelling on a lighted path is quicker and easier. Additionally, if certain truths have not been absorbed into the soul in Dunya, then an individual may spend a long time at each of these stations even a thousand years so that perhaps these truths may enter his soul and permeate his being. This process is necessary because in order to be admitted to heaven and reside in the proximity of God, every soul must possess a certain wisdom and appreciation of realities.

                Travelling in darkness towards the final destination coupled with the lengthy stops at the fifty stations can take the full fifty thousand years, every step of which is filled with fear and anxiety, despair and desperation, and pain and remorse. However, travelling in illuminated surroundings, with light earned in Dunya will be much easier. The pace of the traveller will depend on the brightness of his light and the competency of his soul in satisfying the requirements of each station. 

                During this journey, people will be constantly moving according to the brightness of the light they possess in that sector. The brighter their light, the faster they travel in that section, and the closer they get to God. It is quite possible that for some the journey will be easier than praying two units of prayer, or may take no more than an hour. In this regard the Prophet (S) said, “I swear by the One who holds my life in His hands, for the believer that Day will be easier than performing one obligatory prayer in the Dunya.”13 But for others, it may take hundreds or even thousands of years.14 It is also possible that some may never reach their destination.

                The First Station

                It is reported from Imam Ali (‘a) that, “There are fifty stations on the Day of Judgement, each of which takes one thousand years to pass through. The first station is encountered soon after the individual is resurrected from his grave. He will be detained at this stage for a thousand years – naked, hungry and thirsty.”15 At this station everyone’s position will be assigned by the angels (da’i) who called them forth. As we have mentioned, people’s wait at these stations will be of varying durations, just as their spiritual stations are different. Nakedness, hunger, thirst and a thousand years are for those whose souls cannot be purified except in this manner and within this time frame. Those who do not possess impurities at this stage will not remain hungry or thirsty or naked, nor will they have to wait long. On the other hand, there are also those whose impurities cannot be erased even after a thousand years. These are the most wretched of all, because they will have to proceed to the second station with their souls still corrupt and unpurified.

                The First Station And Nakedness

                Human beings will arise from their graves naked because their newly formed bodies are as yet unclothed. ‘Aisha, the wife of the Prophet (S), reported from him that he said: “People will be gathered on the Day of Judgement naked and barefoot.” She then asked, “Will men and women be able to look at one another?” He replied, “The Day will be too grievous for them to bother staring at each other.”16 However, it appears that the shamefulness of nudity will not be visited on everyone; a group will be clothed in a garment of radiant light as soon as they are resurrected. According to some narrations, the first person to be clothed in this manner will be Abraham (‘a), “The first to be clothed on the Day of Judgement shall be Abraham (‘a)”17 However this is not a favour unique to him and the rest of the Prophets (‘a) and close servants of God (awliya); rather, “The nudity of the believers shall be covered while the nudity of the unbelievers shall be exposed.” The clothes will be of “a radiant light beneath which the bodies of the believers shall become hidden.”18 

                Hunger And Thirst

                The souls of human beings are once more resident in physical bodies, and these material bodies will require food and drink, a need that will persist for eternity, whether in paradise or hellfire. The question arises as to where the food and water for all these masses of people will come from on the plain of mahshar, and what will they eat and drink to satisfy their hunger. There will be no vegetation in sight and no goods for sale. No gardens or orchards will be available from which food could be harvested. 

                However, to their astonishment, people will soon realize that the very soil of Qiyama ground is edible and tastes like delicious bread that is perfectly able to nourish their bodies. Indeed, the all-Merciful Creator never forgets His creatures. Ample food which is ready to eat and plentiful rivers with wholesome water have been made ready for them even before the resurrected come out of their graves, “People will be resurrected on a plain which resembles bread made from pure wheat. Many rivers will flow through it. They will eat and drink from these until their period of accounting is over.”19 This was God’s practice in Dunya also, where ready nourishment was prepared in the breast of the mother even before her child was born; and before he developed teeth, the earth was already spread out for him with fruits and grain and edible animals.

                However, not everyone has the same ability to eat. Some will have to endure severe hunger and thirst in proportion to the vileness of their deeds. In this regard, Imam Ali (‘a) said that, “The first station is encountered when the individual is resurrected from his grave. He will be detained at this stage for a thousand years naked, hungry and thirsty. However, whoever comes forth from his grave having faith (iman) in God and in His paradise and hell, and in the resurrection, in the accounting and the Day of Judgement, and had acknowledged His Prophet (S) and what he brought of God’s message, will be free of hunger and thirst. Indeed, God has stated: “You shall come in different groups”, that is, from your graves to the station. Every group will arrive with its Imam.”20 

                The Putrid Perspiration Of Sin

                The first station is a difficult and exhausting one because it is here that God, the all-Merciful, has decided to cleanse the impurities of those who are able to become pure, and thereafter draw them higher to Himself.

                For this reason, He makes people sweat out the evil of their sins through every pore of their beings and thus purify themselves. However, this healing through perspiration is much like recovery from a severe and debilitating illness and causes great pain and discomfort to the wrongdoers; the pain is so severe that, “the sweat chokes their mouth and causes the ground beneath them to shudder.” It appears that the sweat pours out from them so forcefully that they are convulsed with pain and rendered unable to speak. In another tradition we read that, “On the Day of Judgement, people will perspire so profusely that their sweat will penetrate seventy cubits into the ground and create deep pools that will cover their mouths and reach their ears.21 

                Naturally, this hardship and perspiration will not be the same for everyone, because it is due to a spiritual fever and serves to remove the sicknesses of the soul. Those whose souls are already sound do not experience this, but those who are sick go through this gruelling sweating in proportion to the pollution of their soul, “Everyone will perspire to the extent of his sins.”22 

                In a narration we read that, “On the Day of Judgement the sun will come so close to human beings that it will seem to be only a mile above them. As a result, people will perspire in proportion to their misdeeds. Some will perspire so heavily that their sweat will pool at their feet, for others it will reach their knees, while for some it will cover their mouths.” 23 

                This fever will become so severe for some that they will pray to God to be released from it, even if it means going towards hell, “On the Day of Judgement extreme perspiration will overcome the disbeliever to the extent that he will plead: My Lord, release me, release me, even if it is to the hellfire.”24 Or, “When their perspiration engulfs them, the disbelievers will say: If only God would make a judgement about our fate, even if it is to go to the hellfire.”25 

                However, in His infinite mercy God does not answer their plea swiftly because these creatures have not yet understood two things; first, that they do not have a clear idea of what hell is actually like, because if they did, they would never have asked Him to cast them into it. Secondly, they do not recognize the blessing of this spiritual fever, which is designed to cleanse the worst of the pollution from their souls. And God is too merciful and forbearing to accept the ignorant supplication of His feeble and simple servants.

                The Meeting With God

                The stressful experience at the first station and the severe perspiration that cleanses the pollution of sin prepare the individual for the moment of the grand meeting, 

                
                  
                    “O Man! You are continually striving towards your Lord with a great exertion and then you will meet Him.” (84:6)
                  
                

                Now at the end of the first stage and station, there is a momentous event in this strenuous yet wondrous journey; the Lord of the universe becomes apparent to His creatures. They have crossed a long and difficult road to reach this point and now possess the capacity and readiness for this crucial meeting. Now this mixture of a drop of water and a handful of clay has matured to a point that he can witness the ultimate unveiling of God. The promised moment has arrived and humanity has reached at the appointed time and at the prearranged place in the presence of the Almighty.

                The entire mankind is now ready for this meeting. Their Lord has brought them here. He has endowed them with the necessary qualities and maturity to enable them to reach this far so that they can meet Him. However, do not imagine that this a meeting like those between physical bodies; or that the coming forth of God in the plains of mahshar is like the appearance of a physical person at a particular location. 

                In fact, this meeting is actually the elevation of the perception of the human being on the one hand and the revelation of God’s presence on the other and this is what is meant by the coming of God. This meeting refers to cognizance of the infinite might, power, knowledge and life of God; in other words, a realization of truths that we were only superficially made aware of in Dunya.

                Even here there is a difference between those who have come to this meeting through God’s attributes of Beauty (sifat al-jamaliyya) and were drawn towards Him thereafter, and those who have had their veils removed through His attributes of Majesty (sifat al-jalaliyya) and have turned towards Him thereafter. For the first group, the meeting is with the Beloved; it fills them with delight, hope and happiness. For the second group, the meeting is that of strangers; all their life they had only shown God hostility and now they remain helpless and defeated in His presence.

                The Qur’an describes the ‘coming of God’ at this time as resplendent and awe-inspiring, 

                
                  
                    “Nay! When the earth has been levelled – pounded and crushed.” (89:21) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “And your Lord comes, accompanied by angels arrayed in rows.” (89:22) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And hell is brought near on that Day. On that Day man will become mindful, but what good will his remembrance be?” (89:23)
                  
                

                And, 

                
                  
                    “On the Day when Spirit and the angels will stand in rows; no-one will speak except he who is allowed to by the Merciful Lord and he will say what is right.” (78:38)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “That is the Day of reality, so whoever wants, let him turn back to his Lord” (78:39) 
                  
                

                With the coming of God, the light of Reality permeates everywhere, and the hidden and manifest qualities of everyone become visible. Books of deeds are opened and the accounts are examined; 

                
                  
                    “And the land shall be illuminated by God’s light, and the book (of deeds) shall be opened, and the prophets and the witnesses shall be brought forward, and a just decision will be pronounced for everyone. And they will not be wronged at all.” (39:69) 
                  
                

                Now mankind will traverse the next stations in the presence of God.

                Not All The Fifty Stations Are Known

                Although we have mentioned that human beings will have to cross fifty stations and stages, it does not mean that we are aware of the nature of all of them in detail. Those who know of the unseen have only given us information about some stages and have not mentioned the rest. For this reason, in the pages that follow we cannot say precisely where each station is located along the journey or list each and every one of them. What will be possible is to describe some of the stations about which we have information.

                The Next Station: The Opening Of Books

                We have previously discussed how Ruman inserts their Book of deeds into the breast of every human being during their first night in the grave. At the time he declares that this book shall remain closed within them until the Day of Judgement when God will resurrect the dead.

                Now that Day has arrived and God is ready for the accounting; it is time for the books of deeds to be opened for examination. At this time the books that had been embedded into the human beings are opened, in the sense that an individual’s deeds and conduct assume their Qiyamati forms. In fact, every act that we do assumes simultaneously a form in the material (Dunya), imaginal (Barzakh) and spiritual (Qiyama) worlds. 

                The material form is the one that is visible to all in this world, but the imaginal and spiritual forms remain behind the curtain of Barzakh and Qiyama, and only become visible when each of these curtains is drawn aside.26 For example, backbiting or lying or slander has a form in this world, in Barzakh and in Qiyama. Similarly, performing the ritual prayers, supplicating and reciting from the Qur’an have their forms in all three worlds. Imam al-Baqir (‘a) said to Sa’d al-Khaffaf, “O Sa’d! Learn the Qur’an, because on the Day of Judgement it will come forth in a form more beautiful than any that the entire creation has ever beheld. On that day mankind will be arrayed in a hundred and twenty thousand rows, eighty thousand of which will comprise the nation of Muhammad (S) and forty thousand will be from the rest of the nations.”27 

                As an individual’s book is opened, the Qiyamati forms of his deeds immediately become manifest, revealing things that were hidden until now and could not even be imagined, 

                
                  
                    “And the evil of what they did will appear to them, and they will be encompassed by what they used to mock!” (45:33) 
                  
                

                The Station Where Actions Being Displayed Before God (῾Ard)

                The opening of books has another aspect also and that is that the curtain in front of people’s eyes fall away; they see clearly that their actions are in the sight of God as if they are being displayed and arrayed before Him. For this reason, the station where the books of deeds are opened can also be called the station where the deeds are displayed. Consequently, this is one of the most difficult stations on the Day of Qiyama, 

                
                  
                    “On this Day you will be exposed and no secret of yours shall remain hidden.” (69:18)
                  
                

                At this station heads will hang down in embarrassment and breasts will be constricted in shame; 

                
                  
                    “If you could only but see when the guilty will hang their heads before their Lord, (saying): Our Lord! We have seen and we have heard, so send us back (to the world) and we will do good; we are now certain.” (32:12) 
                  
                

                It has been reported that whenever Imam al-Hasan (‘a) would think of this station, he would sigh deeply and fall unconscious.28 

                This station will take a long time to pass through. There will be people who will initially try to justify their deeds by disputing and arguing and some will try to outright deny their acts; but this will not get them very far, so then they will try to make excuses for their deeds. It has been reported from the Prophet (S) that: “On the Day of Judgement, when mankind will be presented, they will go through three phases. Initially they will argue and then they will make excuses. The third phase is when the scroll of deeds will be finally returned to their owners, for some in the right hand and for others, in their left.”29 At this station God allows people to speak so that they can say whatever they wish in their defence, 

                
                  
                    “On the Day when every person will come disputing in their own defence, and every soul shall be recompensed (justly) for what it did, and they will not be wronged.” (16:111)
                  
                

                It is only after this lengthy wrangling and defence that their scroll of deeds will be presented to everyone. That is, only after everyone is completely satisfied that what they have received is correct and anything else is false, 

                
                  
                    “On the Day when He will call to them saying: “Where are ‘my partners’ whom you used to assert?” (28:74)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And We will bring forth from every nation a witness and We shall say: “Produce your proof.” Then they shall know that the Truth is with God (alone) and the lies which they had invented shall fail them.” (28:75) 
                  
                

                Some examples of the arguments that will be presented by people are mentioned in the Qur’an, and we recount them below.

                Arguing With God

                
                  
                    “On the Day when We gather them all together – then We will say to those who ascribed partners in worship (with Us): “Remain in your place, you and your ‘partners’ (whom you worshipped)!” Then We will lift the veil between them, and their ‘partners’ will say, “It was not us that you worshipped.” (10:28)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And God is sufficient as a witness between us and you that we were unaware of your worship (of us).” (10:29)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Every soul shall be put on trial there for what it sent forth previously; and they will be returned to God, their rightful Lord. And their false gods will abandon them.” (10:30) 
                  
                

                Here, the lifting of the veil between the idolaters and their false idols refers to the lifting of the barrier that prevented dialogue between them in the Dunya. Now, in this new world, they can communicate with each other. 

                
                  
                    “When those who ascribed partners with God see the ‘partners’, they will say, “Our Lord! Here are the partners we invoked besides You.” But they will throw their words back at them saying, “Indeed, you are liars!” (16:86)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And they will offer their submission to God that Day; and all their idols will abandon them.” (16:87)
                  
                

                And,

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “And on the Day when He shall gather them all, and that which they worship besides God, and ask, “Was it you who misled these servants of Mine, or did they stray from the path themselves?” (25:17)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “They will say, “Glory be to You! It was not befitting for us that we should take any guardians besides You; however, You gave them and their fathers respite until they forgot the remembrance, and were ruined.” (25:18)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “So they will reject your lies and you cannot avert (punishment) nor get help. And whosoever among you commits injustice (worships idols), We will make him taste a grievous chastisement.” (25:19) 
                  
                

                Everyone Tries To Place The Burden Of Their Sins On Someone Else

                
                  
                    “And those who disbelieve say, “We will never believe in this Qur’an or the scriptures sent before it.” But if you could see when the wrongdoers are made to stand before their Lord, how they will blame one another! Those who were weak shall say to those who were arrogant (in authority), “Had it not been for you, we would have been believers.” (34:31)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “The arrogant will reply to the weak, “Did we keep you from the guidance once it had come to you? No! You were the transgressors.” (34:32) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “But the weak will respond to the arrogant, “Rather it was your plotting night and day when you ordered us to disbelieve in God and to set up equals to Him.” But they are secretly filled with regret when they see the punishment; We shall place iron collars around the necks of those who disbelieved – shall they not receive punishment except for what they did?” (34:33) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “His companion (shaytan) shall say, “Our Lord! I did not make him transgress; rather, he himself was far astray.” (50:27)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “God will say, “Do not dispute before Me. I had already warned you from before.” (50:28)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “My word will not change, and I am not in the least unjust to My servants.” (50:29) 
                  
                

                Followers Will Plead For Help From Their Masters

                
                  
                    “And they will all assemble before God. The weak will say to the arrogant (their authorities), “Indeed, we were your followers, so can you avert from us some of God’s chastisement?” They will say, “If we had received Divine guidance we would have certainly guided you. It makes no difference now whether we rail against the punishment or bear it with patience – we have no place to escape to.” (14:21)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And when the matter has been decided, shaytan shall say, “Indeed, God made you a true promise. I also made a promise, but I betrayed you. However, I never had power over you; 
                  
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    I merely invited you and you responded. So do not blame me, blame yourselves. I cannot come to your aid, just as you cannot come to mine….” (14:22) 
                  
                

                The Sinners Will Disown Each Other

                
                  
                    “On the Day of Judgement some of you will disown others and some of you will curse others; but your abode will be hellfire and no one will assist you.” (29:25)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And whoever turns away from the remembrance of the all-Merciful God, We appoint from him a shaytan, who will become his constant companion.” (43:36) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And they (the satans) constantly divert them from God’s path, yet they (people) imagine that they are being guided aright!” (43:37)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Until he comes before Us, then he says to his companion, “I wish you were as distant from me as the east is from the west – how evil a companion you are!” (43:38) 
                  
                

                False Oaths In God’s Presence

                Those to whom lying had become second nature cannot stop themselves from doing so even in God’s presence: 

                
                  
                    “The Day we gather them all together we shall say to the polytheists, “So where are the associates whom you asserted?” (6:22)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “They will have no excuses left but to say, “By Allah! Our Lord, we were never polytheists.” (6:23)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “See how they lie against their own interests! But that which they forge will disappear from their sight.” (6:24) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “On the Day when God will resurrect them all, they will swear to Him as they swear to you and they will imagine that they have some standing. Indeed, they are liars!” (58:18) 
                  
                

                The Next Station: The Testimony Of The Witnesses

                Some individuals are accustomed to denial of responsibility and weaving lies; and they even try to use these traits here to justify their conduct. However, in order to make them acknowledge and confront the truth when their books are opened for review and the Qiyamati face of their deeds is exposed, well informed witnesses (shuhada) are brought forward.

                Of course, God is aware of the inner reality of all deeds, so the testimonies of the witnesses in the court of God are not for His information; rather, they are to make individuals aware of the real meaning of their deeds. Therefore, like every other station on the Day of Judgement, this station also serves to cleanse the soul and thus allow it to reach a higher level of existence; 

                
                  
                    “And the book (of deeds) shall be opened, and the prophets and the witnesses shall be brought forward, and a just decision will be pronounced for everyone. And they will not be wronged at all” (39:69)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And everyone shall be paid in full for his deeds; and He is most knowing of whatever they do.” (39:70) 
                  
                

                Let us reflect on these verses concerning the situation at this juncture, 

                
                  
                    “Who is more unjust than the one who invents a lie against God? They will be presented before their Lord and the witnesses will testify, “These are the ones who lied against their Lord. No doubt God’s mercy is far from the unjust.” (11:18)
                  
                

                And,

                
                  
                    “On the Day when God will say, “O Jesus son of Mary! Did you say to the people: Take me and my mother as two deities besides Allah?” He will say, “Glory be to You! It was not befitting for me to say that to which I had no right. If I had said such a thing then You would have known it. You know what is in my inner self, but I do not know what is in Yours. Indeed, You are the ultimate Knower of secrets.” (5:116) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    I only told them what You commanded me (to say): Worship God, my Lord and your Lord. And I was a witness over them as long as I was among them. But when You took me, You were the Watcher over them. Indeed, You are a witness over all things.” (5:117) 
                  
                

                When the witnesses come forth and testimonies are presented, all excuses become redundant and nothing remains for the deniers except admission and regret, 

                
                  
                    “What will their state be when We bring forth a witness from every nation and We bring you (O Muhammad) as a witness against them?” (4:41) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “On that Day the disbelievers and those who disobeyed the messenger will wish that the earth would swallow them. And they will not be able to conceal any event from God.” (4:420) 
                  
                

                These testimonies will not be just verbal; rather, in addition the deeds of people and entire nations will be made a benchmark for others, according to their own capacities. In this regard, Jesus (‘a) said to the Jewish scholars, “On the Day of Judgement, the people of Nineveh shall rise to condemn you, because when they heard the admonition of Jonas (‘a) they repented, while today a man greater than Jonas (‘a) stands before you, but you pay him no heed. And the Queen of Sheba will also come forward that Day and condemn you because she travelled a great distance to the land of Solomon (‘a) to hear his words, while today a greater personality than Solomon (‘a) stands before you but you ignore his words.”30 

                The Next Station: The Distribution Of Books

                It is only after this presentation and argumentation and the testimony of the witnesses that the books that were opened to reveal the records of people’s actions shall now be returned and reattached to their owners. Just as we indicated earlier, these books, which are already merged with the soul of every individual, also have a copy in the higher realm. This copy is its spiritual or Qiyamati form. 

                In the hereafter, goodness and evil are not mixed with each other; so the books of deeds of the righteous are stored in one place and those of the wrongdoers are stored in another, 

                
                  
                    “Indeed, the books of the evildoers are stored in Sijjin.” (83:7) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And what do you think Sijjin is?” (83:8)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “It is a written register.” (83:9) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Woe on that Day to the deniers” (83:10)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Those who denied the Day of Judgement” (83:11)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Indeed, the books of the righteous are placed in ‘Illiyin.” (83:18)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And what do you think ‘Illiyin is?” (83:19) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “It is written register” (83:20)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “That is witnessed by the close servants (muqarrabun) of God.” (83:21) 
                  
                

                These books, some of which are stored in sijjin and others in ‘illiyyin, are nevertheless accurate copies of the same books that have been embedded into the souls of their owners. To be more exact, they are not the same books but are their images that exist in Qiyama and the spiritual realm; they are its opened visages displayed in these locations.

                The books had remained closed for a long time, but now the time has come to attach the copy of it to its owner. At this time the individual is able to clearly see the Qiyamati form of his deeds, which have now been fully revealed: 

                
                  
                    “And We have fastened every man’s actions to his neck, and on the Day of Judgement We shall produce for him an account which he will find wide open.” (17:13) 
                  
                

                The meaning of the book being wide open is that the spiritual forms which were confined to sijjin or ‘illiyyin are now attached to the individual, and they coincide with the book that he already has embedded within him. Or alternatively, the records of an individual’s deeds that are stored in sijjin or ‘illiyyin are transported and attached to their owners, and give deeper layers of meaning to the information to the book of deeds that is already embedded in his soul. And this is what is referred to as the distribution of records or “tatayur al-kutub”. 

                These records fly towards their owners, not like the flying of birds but rather like the attachment of a root to the branch. It can also be said that the individual himself is drawn towards his record:

                
                  
                    “Every nation will be called to its record (and told), ‘Today you will be recompensed for what you used to do.” (45:28)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “This is Our book; it speaks about you with truth. We were constantly recording everything that you did.” (45:29) 
                  
                

                That is, a copy of everything that was recorded in the lower realm was simultaneously made in the higher realm also. This then is the Book of every human being with God in the higher realm, which will now be presented to him or her. For this reason, He does not say, “This is your book”, rather, he says, “This is Our book which speaks about you with truth”. It is a copy of your records that We hold. Whatever was recorded of your deeds, its corollary was also recorded here in a manner congruous to this world, and is now presented to you, or you are brought to it.

                Receiving The Book In The Right Or Left Hand

                Right and left are the two aspects mentioned in the discussion about receiving the books of deeds, but we do not quite know what this means in the world of souls and Qiyama. What is known is that the scrolls of records that exist in ‘illiyyin will be received from the right while those from sijjin will be placed on the backs or the left. As we have mentioned, the handling of these records to individuals means the attachment of their Qiyamati forms to their souls. 

                This act is necessary for a new and unprecedented evolution of the human being. In truth, it is here that man finally reaches the maturity that is required in the world of Qiyama, 

                
                  
                    “O Man! You are continually striving towards your Lord with a great exertion and then you will meet Him.” (84:6)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Then as for he who is given his record in his right hand,” (84:7)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “He will soon be judged with an easy accounting” (84:8)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And he will return to his people joyful.” (84:9)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “But as for he who is given his record on his back,” (84:10)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “He shall soon cry out for his destruction” (84:11)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And be entered into a blazing fire.” (84:12)
                  
                

                Here, there are two points worthy of consideration, which have been alluded to in the verse above. First, it appears that people do not have the capacity to receive their Qiyamati records before their maturity and readiness to meet God; they gain that capacity only after their meeting with Him, and only subsequently can their accounting happen. A second point, and one that has been mentioned in Surah al-Isra’, is that only those who receive their records in the right hand are able to appreciate its status and understand (or read) its contents, which are the Qiyamati forms of their deeds. As for those whose records have come from sijjin and are received in the left hand, they will be bewildered and unable to read its contents, 

                
                  
                    “On the Day when We shall summon everyone with their Imam. Then those who are given their book in the right hand will read their records, and the least injustice will not be done to them.” (17:71) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “But whoever was blind in this world, shall be blind in the hereafter and most astray from the Path.” (17:72) 
                  
                

                In fact, the last verse rephrases the receiving of the records in the left hand by saying that those individuals are spiritually blind. Perhaps this is why Ibn ‘Arabi mentions in his tafsir that “right” denotes the aspect of intellect and understanding, and “left” denotes the aspect of caprice and desire which brings about ignorance and confusion.31 

                The Station Of Accounting

                After the presentation before God and the testimonies of the witness and the distribution of the books of deeds, the moment of accounting arrives. Interestingly, just as in this world where humanity all enjoy a personal connection to God at the same time, in Qiyama also the entire creation is judged simultaneously yet personal attention is given to all. No one act of God stops Him from other acts; listening to one supplicant does not stop Him from hearing another.32 The second point is that the Qur’anic verses suggest that after the Qiyamati forms of deeds have attached themselves to an individual (or he has become aware of them when he was handed his book), the accounting does not start immediately. 

                It seems that people are left on their own for some time so that they become better acquainted with themselves and realize their true station. It is only then that they are summoned for accounting. This is the meaning of the phrase “soon” in the verses of Surah al-Inshiqaq: 

                
                  
                    “Then as for he who is given his record in his right hand,” (84:7)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “he will soon be judged with an easy accounting” (84:8)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “and he will return to his people joyful.” (84:9)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “But as for he who is given his record on his back,” (84:10)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “he shall soon cry out for his destruction” (84:11)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “and be entered into a blazing fire.” (84:12)
                  
                

                In addition to indicating that there is an interval between receiving the book of deeds and coming to the station of accounting (hisab), the verse also indicates that people will come to it individually. Everyone will give account separately and depending on the outcome: “…will return to his people joyful” or “…cry out for his destruction”. 

                However, this does not mean that an individual has to proceed to a particular place in order to account for his deeds before God as we do in this world when we present ourselves to attend a meeting; rather it means that everyone finds himself alone in front of God and he does not see anyone else during his accounting – as if he has left everyone else and moved away, 

                
                  
                    “Leave Me alone with the one I have created;” (74:11)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “I gave him resources in abundance” (74:12)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And sons by his side”, (74:13)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And I made his life comfortable...” (74:14) 
                  
                

                But what is the actual meaning of accounting (hisab)? In truth, it means that at this station, the personality of an individual assumes its final form. That which is possible to overlook and forgive is forgiven and that which is acceptable from his good acts is accepted; additions and erasures are made, and in this way his final form is shaped. During hisab that which is most precious and necessary is God’s pardon. The experience at every subsequent station depends greatly on what happens at this station. It was for this station that Abraham (‘a) pleaded for God’s forgiveness, asking, 

                
                  
                    “Our Lord! Forgive me and my parents and the believers on the Day that the Accounting will take place.” (14:41)
                  
                

                A believer will leave this station full of joy and satisfaction because the Qiyamati forms of his good deeds will have multiplied manifold and attached themselves to him, while his wrongdoing will have been eliminated and departed from him. In fact, his existence will have grown considerably at this station. He becomes so much bigger and beautiful that he would look at himself with wonderment and want others to admire his beauty, 

                
                  
                    “So as for he who receives his record of deeds in his right hand, he will say, ‘Take and read my book!” (69:19)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Indeed, I knew that I would have to meet my reckoning (and used to prepare for it).”
                  
                  
                    (69:20)
                  
                

                For the righteous believer this is an easy station to cross, because during the accounting God is lenient and does not bring up every single misconduct. Due to the person’s essentially good nature, many issues are passed over and forgiven without mention.

                However, for the wrongdoers this station is extremely difficult because his evil does not separate from him and consequently his every deed is subject to critical scrutiny and account. In other words, he undergoes a terrible reckoning (su’ al-hisab). Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) was asked about the meaning of “su’ al-hisab” and he said, “It means the minute scrutiny and detailed examination of every single deed. Their evil acts are counted against them while their good acts are not accepted from them.”33 In other words, detailed examination will reveal that the good deeds were not good after all, and they will not count in his favour; as for the wrong deeds, since it is clear that they were all evil, they shall not be forgiven and will all count against him.

                The Expiation (Takfir) And Annulment (Ihbat) Of Deeds

                Despite the fact that the destiny of the individual is nearly decided at this advanced stage in his journey into the depths of Qiyama, the station of accounting has a great influence in shaping his ultimate personality. Here, the good souls are able to erase any bad acts that they have committed by the blessing of their Lord. 

                
                  
                    “Indeed, good deeds take away evil deeds; this is a reminder for the mindful.” (11:114) 
                  
                

                This process is called takfir, which means to cover up, to expiate or to do away with, 

                
                  
                    “And (as for) those who believe and do good, We shall most certainly do away with their evil deeds and We will most certainly rewards them according to the best of what they did.” (29:7) 
                  
                

                This is because the soul has formed a virtuous disposition by continually doing good deeds and avoiding evil ones. As a consequence, the small blemishes of sin are washed away from it because good and evil cannot subsist together in that realm. God says, 

                
                  
                    “If you shun the great sins from which you are forbidden, We will do away with your small sins and cause you to enter an honourable place.” (4:31)
                  
                

                On the other hand, evil individuals cannot hold on to any good acts that they may have committed because of the corrupt nature of their soul; any goodness is annihilated by the rule of God that evil and goodness cannot exist beside each other. This is called ihbat, which means annulment, 

                
                  
                    “The parable of those who disbelieve in their Lord: their actions are like ashes on which the wind blows hard on a stormy day; they shall not have power over anything out of what they have earned; this is a great error.” (14:18) 
                  
                

                And, 

                
                  
                    “We shall attend to their deeds and turn them into scattered dust.” (25:23) 
                  
                

                The Station Of The Balance (Mizan): The Weighing Scales Of Justice

                When the accounting of human beings is over and every human being has assumed his final persona and character it is time to assess his true worth and value. This is done through the weighing of his deeds. It must be kept in mind that the weighing of deeds is different from the accounting. The latter is for counting the amount of good and evil deeds; the scales of mizan, however, are to determine the extent of goodness or evil of the deeds.

                Mizan means an instrument for measuring things. Obviously, different things require different measurement devices. For example, weights require scales and a counterweight, time requires a watch, lengths require a ruler, thoughts require logic, poems require meter and rhyme, etc. In short, the weighing scale of everything has a criterion against which the quantity or quality of the thing is evaluated. 

                The mizan on the Day of Judgement similarly has a criterion against which the value of the deeds (a’mal), morals (akhlaq) and beliefs (aqa’id) of an individual will be evaluated; and this scale will measure in units of truth (Haqq), 

                
                  
                    “And the weight (of deeds) that Day shall be the truth (Haqq); then as for those whose scales are heavy, they are the successful ones” (7:8)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And as for those whose scales are light, they are the ones who have damaged their souls due to their transgressions.” (7:9)
                  
                

                In other words, the closer and more aligned the deeds of an individual are with Haqq, the heavier the scales of his deeds shall be; and consequently, his station shall be more elevated and noble as well.

                The wondrous feature of the mizan is that it is able to register the amount of sincerity and truth contained within an individual’s deeds. According to some narrations, these scales are the Prophets (‘a) and their successors, whose deeds, morals and teachings serve as the measure of sincerity and truth of the deeds of people.34 Others believe that since the word scales (mawazin) has been used in the verse in plural, therefore there exists a separate weight for every deed. 

                The verse mentions that whoever’s scales are heavy is successful and whoever’s scales are light is the loser. Mawazin here could mean both scales as well as the weighed deeds themselves. According to the first meaning it may be that more than one mizan exists, or that there is one for every type of deed. Therefore, everyone will have several mizans set up to measure the units of Haqq (truth) contained in each action; for example, the Haqq in salat, Haqq in the fast, Haqq in zakat, Haqq in chastity, and so on. It may be that salat is weighed on a scale using one criterion and zakat using another and chastity on yet another scale; just as the qualities of an object may require one instrument to measure its dimensions, another to measure its weight and a third to measure its temperature.

                From the foregoing, we also conclude that the balance will only be set up for those who have deeds that can be weighed. Those who have no good acts, or whose good deeds have been annulled and invalidated, have nothing that needs to be weighed, 

                
                  
                    “They are the ones who deny the signs of their Lord and His meeting, so their deeds become null; and therefore We will not set up a balance for them on the Day of Judgement.” (18:105) 
                  
                

                The Station Of The Path (Sirat)

                After the good and evil actions of human beings are accounted (hisab) and then the worth of the deeds of the righteous are weighed at the balance (mizan), they now proceed to their final destination, which is paradise in the proximity of God. Here each will reside in a particular level according to the worth of his deeds.

                However, the weight of deeds for most people is not enough for them to acquire the proper preparedness for entry into paradise and utilizing its blessings. They do not yet possess the capability to perceive its deeper secrets. If matters were to end here, most people would not be able to find the way to paradise and proceed towards the ultimate cognizance of their Lord. It is here that God, out of His limitless grace, has prepared a path that will compensate for the shortcomings that still remain and will provide salvation for those who hope for salvation. This path is called the Sirat.

                Entry into paradise requires every human virtue to reach perfection and every trace of pollution to be eradicated. Virtues are those qualities that God had enjoined and pollution comes from those things that God had forbidden. And people must reach this perfection by passing across the Sirat. In truth that Sirat is no other than the inner aspect of the straight path (Sirat al-mustaqim) that has been outlined for us in this Dunya and which is an accumulation of all virtues. 

                If an individual has perfected these virtues in his soul during his life in Dunya, and kept away corruptness from his soul, he will easily pass across the Sirat and will not hesitate along it. However, if his soul has not gained these virtues in Dunya, and it is not yet purified fully, his crossing will be a long and arduous one. He will remain at the station of each virtue for as long as it takes for that virtue to enter his soul and become perfect; and he will be stopped at the station of each vice until that vice is completely eliminated from his soul.

                These stations, all of which are difficult to cross, exist along the Sirat and present a severe ordeal for souls. This is in the case where souls possess the ability to receive virtues and eliminate vices in the first place; otherwise, they will never cross the Sirat safely, and will be transferred to hellfire along the way. And this is the meaning of verse, 

                
                  
                    “And indeed, We know best those who deserve most to be burned therein.” (19:70)
                  
                

                That is, those souls whose pollution cannot be purified except in the burnishing fires of hell.

                According to what has been mentioned above, the speed at which people will cross over the Sirat will vary considerably. Those who lived in the paradise of Barzakh in that imaginal world were free from every pollution and adorned with all virtues and consequently they will have no impediment on the Sirat and will cross it at the speed of lightning. Those who were in the hell of Barzakh had souls that could not be purified or accept any virtues and they will not be able to cross the Sirat and for them there is another path that leads them directly to the hellfire. 

                In fact, for them there is no point in travelling on the path that perfects virtues and eliminates impurities, 

                
                  
                    “Indeed, those who disbelieve and do wrong – God will never forgive them, nor guide them to a path;” (4:168) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Except the path of hell, to abide therein forever.” (4:169) 
                  
                

                About them the angels receive the command, 

                
                  
                    “Gather the wrongdoers and their companions and the idols that they worshipped” (37:22)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Instead of God, and lead them to the path of hellfire.” (37:23) 
                  
                

                And the Sirat to hellfire is different from the Sirat that stretches over hell and leads to paradise.

                As for the people of the middle rank, they will spend varying amounts of time on the Sirat depending on the purity of their souls and their ability to accept virtue and expel evil. It is for this group that we find the following description of the Sirat in a narration, “It is a path that is thinner than a hair and sharper than a sword; some will cross over it at the speed of lightning, while others at the speed of a galloping horse. And others will cross it at walking pace, while others will do so crawling. And there will be some who will cross while hanging suspended from it with the flames of hell scorching them.”35 

                Just as the speed on the Sirat varies between individuals, so does the level of difficulty or ease of the crossing. It has been reported from the Prophet (S) that, “People will cross over a bridge that stretches over hell, but the path will be strewn with iron thorns and quills that will impede them from the right and the left. Angels shall be standing on both sides of the path, saying, ‘O Lord! Let them pass safely.” And from amongst the people there will be those who pass by like lightning, and others who pass like the wind, and yet others who pass through as if riding on horses; some will run, and some will walk and some will walk on all fours and some will crawl on their bellies.”36 

                Obviously, these words are not to be understood literally; rather, they are metaphors which indicate the mental and spiritual hurdles that people will encounter on the path to paradise and due to which they will be exposed to the danger of falling from the path or experience lengthy delays on it. It is interesting to note that this narration indicates that God has instructed angels to assist people along the Sirat and this assistance is spiritual in nature. In other narrations we read the Prophet (S) himself will stand on the Sirat and pray for the safety of those who are crossing it.37 

                In any case, this narrow and backbreaking path will contain several wondrous and awe-inspiring stations.38 Those who require their virtues to be perfected or any residual pollution to be removed must pass through them. Imam Ali (‘a) said to his companions, “Be aware that in front of you is a difficult pass with daunting and formidable stations; you have no choice but to enter the pass and stop at the stations.”39 On this arduous path, “those who are lightly-burdened will be in a better condition than those who are heavily laden.”40 

                The word “aqaba” or twisting pass that has been used here denotes a narrow and winding path that is usually found on a mountain precipice, one that someone can easily fall down from. On the Sirat though, the path is not strewn with obstacles made of earth and rocks and hills and valleys; rather they are externally created out of the twisted maze originating from the human’s psyche and from the nature of his beliefs and actions.

                Failure at any of these stations results in a fall from the path and the person tumbles into the hellfire. And to come out of the desolate depths of hell once you have fallen into it is even harder than crossing the Sirat towards paradise and the vicinity of God.

                Each of the hurdles on the path symbolizes a particular virtue or vice which the individual must either perfect or eliminate from his soul.

                In his exposition about the obstacles that are located on this path, Saduq says, 

                “Each of these obstacles has a name that conforms to an obligatory or a forbidden act. Whenever an individual arrives at a station that is related to an obligation, and if he has a shortcoming in that regard, he is detained and asked about God’s right for that obligatory act. If he is able to come out of the station due to his righteous acts, or if he receives God’s mercy, he is allowed to proceed. In this way he travels from one station to the next, and is detained whenever he has a shortcoming related to a station and questioned about his shortcoming. In the end if he manages to cross safely past all these stations, he is taken to paradise where he will live for eternity. He will have earned good fortune that will never diminish, and he will abide in the proximity of God in the vicinity of the Prophets (‘a) and God’s proofs on earth (nabiyyin) and the veracious (siddiqin) and the witnesses (shuhada) and the righteous (salihin). However, if one is detained for questioning at a station and has no good deeds by which to satisfy the requirements for passage and is unable also to receive God’s mercy either, his feet will slip at that pass and he will fall into hell…All these stations are dotted along the Sirat. One of these is the station of Divinely-appointed authority (wilaya) and all of mankind41 shall have to stop at it, and be questioned about their allegiance to the Commander of the faithful, Ali ibn Abi Talib and the Imams who came after him – may God’s peace be on them all. And, everyone who has accorded to them their rights shall receive salvation and be allowed to cross; and everyone who denied them their rights shall be barred and will fall. 

                And it is to this moment that God refers when He said, 

                
                  
                    “Stop them, for they must be questioned.” (37:24) 
                  
                

                And amongst the most important stations is the watchtower (mirsad), about which God says, 

                
                  
                    “And your Lord shall be waiting at mirsad”
                  
                  
                    (89:14)
                  
                

                because He has sworn by His Might and Honour not to let any transgressor to cross by Him. And the name of one of these stations is womb (rahim),42 another is trust (amana), and yet another is prayer (salat). And there are stations named after every obligatory act, and every command and prohibition, at each of which people will be detained for questioning.”

                Mufid explains further, 

                “There are multiple stations named after the obligatory acts at which individuals will be stopped and interrogated about that particular act. However, this does not mean that the individuals must actually travel across real mountain passes; rather, the stations refers to the acts themselves which have been likened to the mountain passes. In actual fact, the difficulties that individuals go through to compensate for the shortfalls have been described as climbing and traversing steep paths, because these provide a severe and exhausting trial. God says, 

                
                  
                    “But he has not yet attempted the uphill path (‘aqaba).” (90:11) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And what do you think that uphill path is?” (90:12) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “It is the freeing of a slave,” (90:13) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And feeding on a day of severe hunger” (90:14) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “To the orphan who is kin,” (90:15)
                  
                

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “Or a needy person in misery.” (90:16) 
                  
                

                In this verse God has likened the responsibilities that he has assigned to mankind to uphill mountain tracks, because these responsibilities are very difficult to fulfil, just as it is difficult to negotiate steep mountains. Imam Ali (‘a) says, “Ahead of you there is a steep path that is difficult to traverse, and stations that are daunting; you have no choice but to travel on that path and stop at the stations. So you will either achieve salvation by God’s mercy, or be overtaken by a terrible fate from which there is no escape.” And what he means is that man must act now in order to free himself from the difficulties of having to climb the uphill paths located on the Sirat. And it is not what simple minds conjecture – that on the Day of Judgement there will be steep mountains which mankind must cross over mounted or on foot, and that these physical mountains are representative of salat, zakat, fasting, haj or other acts of worship; and consequently, if there was a shortcoming in his worship of God then the ascent of these mountains becomes difficult. In fact, the goal of Qiyama is the examination of man’s actions and to receive reward or punishment accordingly and this does not require steep paths over physical mountains over which people must climb, with ease or difficulty. Furthermore, we have not received any concise description of the particulars of the Sirat upon which we can base a reliable account.”

                Actually, whatever happens on the Sirat is designed to complete any shortfall in the net result of man’s worship and his efforts at self-purification that he was supposed to achieve in the Dunya. And since the philosophy and purpose of worship and self-purification in the Dunya is to gain cognizance (ma’rifa) of God, it can be said that the Sirat is the path in Akhira that completes the journey towards the ma’rifa of God which was begun in the Dunya. Ibn ‘Umar reports that he asked Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) about the Sirat and he replied, “The Sirat is a path towards the cognizance of God, most High.”43 

                Therefore, it can be said that the Sirat of the hereafter serves the same purpose as the Sirat al-mustaqim of this world and perfects it. Fayd Kashani, the famous exegete and traditionist of the 11th/18th century says in this regard, “The Sirat al-mustaqim is a projection of the guidance that a person in this world finds in his heart and through the obedience of the Imam. In its essence it is thinner than a hair and sharper than a sword edge; darkness prevents people from locating it, and consequently no-one finds his way to it except if God grants him a light by which he separates from the rest of the people. And each walks on the path according to the amount of light he possesses. It has been reported from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) that, “Both the straight path (Sirat al-mustaqim) that leads to all virtues and the bridge (Sirat) situated between paradise and hell are defined in the form of the human being.” The meaning of this tradition is that the path and the one who travels across it are one and the same.

                In fact, when an individual travels on the Sirat, every step he takes is according to the light of the unique cognizance he possesses. On the other hand, one can also say that his cognizance stems from the path he takes, in the meaning that his ma῾rifa of God is formed from the result of his actions, which are themselves dependent on the cognizance he possessed previously. And in this way he crosses stages until he reaches God, and to God is the final destination.”44 

                This interpretation that the Sirat is for cleansing and purifying the soul and completing the process that man left unfinished during his earthly life – is frequently mentioned in the traditions. It has been narrated from the Prophet (S) that, “As people will gain salvation from the hellfire, they will be detained on a bridge that stretches between paradise and hell; there, the corruption that still persists from their deeds in the world will be removed from them, and only once they are purified and cleansed will they be granted permission to enter paradise. I swear by the One in whose hands my life is! Each of them will know his own location in paradise more clearly than he knew the address of his home in the Dunya.”45 

                The Path To Paradise And The Path To Hell

                From the explanation above it becomes clear that not everyone will travel on the Sirat that leads to paradise; as we have said, this road is only for those who have virtues that are incomplete or need perfecting. Therefore, it can be surmised that there will be two paths on that Day; one path that leads directly to hell and those who travel on it are stripped of all hope, and another that leads to paradise. This latter path is suspended over hell, and paradise can only be reached by successfully getting across it.

                In the first case though, the angels are directed to, 

                
                  
                    “Gather the wrongdoers and their companions and what they used to worship” (37:22) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Besides God and lead them on the path to hell.” (37:23)
                  
                

                It is evident that this path is distinct from the one that passes over hell and leads to paradise.

                As for the second path, it has been reported from the Prophet (S) that he said, “Hell encompasses the Dunya while paradise lies beyond it. For this reason, the only way to paradise is the path that crosses over hell.”46 Only those who have a chance of salvation will be allowed on this path, although many of them will be unable to cross all the way to its end, and will fall into hell along the way.

                The Darkness Of The Path And The Light Possessed By The Travellers

                The Sirat is a path shrouded in darkness and those who travel across it need light to illuminate their way. It is just like an unlit road in the wilderness at night, which cannot be safely crossed without light. According to traditions, it is “a dark path on which everyone can only see what is illuminated by his own light.”47 But this darkness and light has no relationship with night and day or the rising and setting of the sun; rather, the darkness is the inner reality of the Dunya in which man lived and which had completely captivated his eyes, heart and soul. It is a darkness that can only be dispelled by the inner light that people had gained in the Dunya. Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) said, “On the Day of Judgement, God shall gather all the generations of mankind on one plain. Thereafter, an intense darkness will descend on them in a manner that they will cry out to their Lord to take it away. At this time a group will advance with light shining in front of them, illuminating the whole land of Qiyama.”48 

                This light is the illumination placed by God in the hearts of His servants in Dunya, which connected them to Him and, like a bright beacon, constantly moved them to remember and adore Him. It is interesting that there are some people on the Sirat who are totally covered in darkness, and when they see their companions striding forward briskly with hopeful faces, they say to them, “Walk a little slower so that we can benefit from your light also.” But in this place, their request is as futile as the desire for a dead person to return to his former life. And those who have light look at them in bemusement, while the angels inform them that, “You need to return to the Dunya and bring your light from there.” 

                Here, the light that illuminates the way must come forth from the inside of an individual, and so the light of one person cannot assist anyone else. And this inner light can only be earned in the Dunya and not here. Everything that is of worth in this place has been brought from Dunya and God out of His grace, expands it for them. And those desperate souls who now realize that they possess nothing of use here and who find themselves helpless in the cover of total darkness, find it hard to accept the awful truth of their predicament.

                The Day Of Separation (Yawm Al-Fasl)

                The nature of the darkness and the dilemma of those who have no light is so severe that those who have light are moved to try to assist them, but gradually a barrier forms between the two groups; one side of it is filled with illumination and God’s mercy, while the other is engulfed in darkness and chastisement. The wrongdoers call out in terror and desperation to their righteous companions for help crying, “But were we not always together? Were we not friends and neighbours of one another? Did we not live together? Wasn’t our God and Prophet the same? Why then do you abandon us now, and withhold assistance?” As for those who possess light, they can no longer do anything to assist their former companions because they have entered into a new realm. 

                They reply that it is true that we were together once, but unfortunately you kept deluding yourselves, and you traded your faith for doubt, and your long fantasies led you astray until the time for your death arrived, and the deceitful Satan successfully misled you. And now, you have been left with the disbelievers to live with your souls covered in darkness, because light is not available at any price, 

                
                  
                    “On the Day when you will see the believing men and the believing women with their lights running before them on their right; (they will be told) Your good tidings today are of gardens from beneath which rivers flow, and wherein you will live forever – this indeed, is a great success.” (57:12)
                  
                

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “On the Day when the hypocrite men and the hypocrite women will say to the believers, “Wait for us so that we may borrow from your light!” It will be announced, “Go back to 
                  
                  
                    seek light.” And a wall will come down between them; it will have a door. Inside it will be mercy, while outside will rage punishment.” (57:13)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “They will cry out, “Were we not with you?” They will reply, “Yes indeed, but you used to give in to temptations, and looked forward to our misfortune, and constantly doubted, and vain desires deluded you until the command of God came and the arch-deceiver deceived you about God.” (57:14)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “So today no ransom can free you or those who disbelieved. The fire shall be your abode, it is the most fitting place for you. What an evil refuge it is.” (57:15) 
                  
                

                From the foregoing, which is mentioned in Surah al-Hadid, it becomes evident that in mahshar and even on the bridge of Sirat, people will still be with their communities and able to communicate with their friends and acquaintances, although this proximity will not ultimately be of benefit to the wrongdoers.

                We spoke of a wall, one that separates the world of illumination from that of darkness on the Sirat. Of course, this is not a wall of bricks and mortar; rather, it is more similar to the barrier of Barzakh that separated the world of the living from the world of the dead in the Dunya. Barzakh divided the world into two dimensions and placed everyone in their own unique positions. In those two dimensions of the Dunya, life, time, perception, and the human journey towards perfection were different for everyone. 

                Now on the Day of Judgement, the world of Akhira is also divided into two dimensions. One is full of light and the other is in pitch darkness. The dimension that has light points towards God and is illuminated by His mercy and leads towards paradise. The dimension that is in darkness is distant from God and His mercy and its pathways lead to hellfire, “Within it is mercy because it is in the vicinity of paradise and outside it punishment rages because it is in the vicinity of hellfire.”49 

                In fact, these two dimensions represent the two aspects of the life in Dunya whose reality now manifests itself; human beings made use of both the hidden aspect of Dunya, which was directed towards God and consisted of faith in Him, and its apparent aspect that faced away from God and was devoid of His mercy; 

                
                  
                    “... inside it will be mercy, while outside will rage punishment.” (57:13)
                  
                

                Indeed, the world of Akhira is a place where the people will realize the true meaning of their deeds because, 

                
                  
                    “...on the Day of Judgement God will inform them of what they did...” (58:7) 
                  
                

                However, this wall also has a door, 

                
                  
                    “...and a wall will come down between them; it will have a door….” (57:13)
                  
                

                Once again, this is not the kind of door that is found in the walls in Dunya, rather, it denotes a window or portal through which the inhabitants of the two dimensions can see each other and be informed of one another’s situation.

                In the realm of Dunya there was a wall between the living and the dead who lived in Barzakh that prevented the living from seeing those in Barzakh, although the converse was possible – and the inhabitants of Barzakh could occasionally receive information about the living. However, in the hereafter, this wall allows communication from both sides. In Dunya the living could enter the realm of Barzakh at death, and here also, it is conceivable that those living in darkness – after passing through severe difficulties and being cleansed of their inner arrogance – may well be allowed to enter the realm of illumination. Conversely, those who are in the realm of light may falter in their difficult uphill journey towards perfection and fall into the darkness. It is for this reason that they constantly ask, 

                
                  
                    “…O Lord! Perfect for us our light and forgive us our sins; Indeed, You are able to do all things.” (66:8) 
                  
                

                Strong And Weak Lights And The Pace Of Progress

                In the illuminated dimension, the amount of light possessed by people varies according to the level of their deeds, faith and purity. According to a tradition from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a), “On the Day of Judgement light will be distributed amongst mankind according to the levels of their faith.”50 

                The light radiated by some individuals will be so intense that their path will be illuminated endlessly in front of them, but others will possess a light so weak that they will just about see beyond their toes. It has been narrated from the Prophet (S) that, “Each will be given a light to the extent of his deeds…some will receive a light that will radiate in front of them like a mountain, while others will receive even more. Some will receive a light the size of a palm-tree that will be placed on their right-hand side while others will receive less…and it will vary in this manner, until the one who possesses the least amount of light that will just illuminate the toes of his feet. And the light will go on and off. When he will have light he will walk forward, and when it is extinguished, he will wait…At that time they will be told to advance at a pace according to their measure of light; so the speed of some will be like lightning, others like the blink of an eye, others like the wind and some will be running, swiftly or slowly…The rate of everyone’s progress will be proportionate to the worth of their deeds. In time even the one whose light only illuminates his toes will cross over, but his progress will be tortuous as he crosses inch by inch with the fire burning at him from below.”51 

                It has also been reported that, “The light of the believer will illuminate for him a distance between Sana’a and Aden, and for others it will be lesser to the point that their light will illuminate no more than the space ahead of the feet.”52 In any case, the journey towards God’s mercy and entry into paradise is only possible with the aid of this light, and those who are in darkness can only stumble towards God’s wrath.

                Travelling on the Sirat in darkness is a long and dangerous journey, fraught with fear and anxiety at every turn. However, the ease of the journey in the dimension that is illuminated with the aid of the light that was earned during the life in Dunya depends on the amount and strength of the light that one possesses. Those whose light is greater move more quickly along the Sirat and approach paradise swiftly. 

                In the dimension of darkness though, the closer people get to God, the more their pain increases as a result of the adverse reaction of their corruptness to the pure environment they are trying to approach. During this journey, they come to places and stations where people who used to collaborate in wrongdoing, evil and treachery attempt to avoid one another to the extent that, 

                
                  
                    “That Day man shall flee from his brother” (80:34)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And his mother and his father” (80:35)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And his spouse and his children” (80:36) 
                  
                

                and he will curse his friends and accomplices.

                His heart will be overwhelmed with regret when he sees the consequences of his deeds. He will weep for a long time in shame and remorse, in a manner that cannot even be conceived by measures of this Dunya. However, this remorse will not bring a change in his character and those tears will do nothing to cleanse his being. A time will come when he will even shed tears of blood, but this will not purify his character either.53 Soon these people realize that here things are not as simple as they were in Dunya, and a character that has been disfigured cannot be easily reformed. That too, in utter darkness and in a situation that drains all hopes.

                However, in the realm of light, getting closer brings about a greater eagerness and happiness and hope. Here no one runs away from anybody, and no one curses anyone. Rather, everyone is kind to one another, seeking God’s forgiveness and mercy for all, “They converse with each other and pray for the forgiveness of everyone. These are the Prophets (‘a) and their sincere followers, who used to encourage each other to goodness in their life in Dunya.”54 They ask God to perfect everyone’s light and to forgive them out of His unending mercy and make them reach their goal. And God does not disgrace or abandon them: 

                
                  
                    “On the Day when God will not disgrace the Prophet and those who believed with him. Their light will run before them and on their right sides. They will say, “O Lord! Perfect our light for us, and forgive us! Indeed, You have power of everything.” (66:8)
                  
                

                Intercession (Shafa’a) – An Increase In Kindness And Mercy

                The sinners have not been abandoned entirely and as much of God’s limitless mercy as their souls and beings will permit to enter is still available to them from different sources. This mercy becomes available after their entry onto the Sirat in the form of intercession or shafa’a.

                It has already been mentioned that there are two Sirats; one is the path to hell that is reserved for those who do not have anything that can be perfected for them and have not brought with themselves the character and deeds that would allow them to be receptive of God’s mercy. They will go directly to hell and intercession will have no effect on them. The other path is the one that leads to paradise. This is the well-known Sirat, which exists to perfect people’s merits and expel their impurities. Intercession is of use to those who are already on the Sirat but for whom the journey is intensely difficult and exhausting, or those who have fallen off it into hell.

                The word shafa’a is derived from the root sh-fa-’a, meaning something that is paired or coupled with something else. It refers to the attachment to a thing or person in order to gain assistance to reach one’s desire and goal; a desire and goal that cannot be otherwise achieved. In Qiyama too, shafa’a will mean making available a means of salvation to individuals who would not succeed otherwise. The means in this instance will be the souls of great personalities who will take the hand of weaker souls and free them from perdition. Help will be available only to those seekers of intercession who qualify for it; the great personalities cannot solicit God’s mercy without cause.

                Some imagine that intercession is a matter of personal choice and that the great personalities can decide to intercede for whomever they want, and ignore those whom they do not want to assist. This view is correct from one aspect, but incorrect from another. It is incorrect because as we have seen, everything on the Day of Judgement is regulated by an orderly system that does not alter at the whim of individuals. Personal likes and dislikes have no effect on the Day. It is for this reason that God states in the Qur’an, 

                
                  
                    “Beware of a Day when a person shall not suffice for another; nor shall intercession on his behalf be accepted, nor shall compensation be received from him, nor shall he be helped by others.” (2:48) 
                  
                

                and 

                
                  
                    “Remind them (by the Qur’an) lest an individual is destroyed due to his conduct. He shall have no guardian or intercessor except God. And even if he offered every compensation it shall not be accepted from him...” (6:70)
                  
                

                and

                
                  
                    “When the trumpet is blown, then on that Day there will remain no kinship between them, nor will they enquire about each other.” (23:101)
                  
                

                The Bible mentions that Jesus (‘a) said to the Jews, “Your conduct will show whether you have really repented or not. And do not tell yourselves that because Abraham (‘a) is your grandfather, you shall remain safe from God’s wrath, because God can create children for Abraham (‘a) from the rocks in this very desert!”55 

                However, from another aspect the view is correct because the love and hatred of these great personalities mirrors that of God. Their friendship is only for God’s friends and their enmity extends only to His enemies. Therefore, it is correct that they intercede for those whom they like, however these individuals are already people whom God desires to receive intercession. Therefore, 

                
                  
                    “... they only intercede for those whom God approves, and they stand in awe of Him.” (21:28) 
                  
                

                It is for this reason that God grants them permission to assist and intercede on behalf of those who are stuck on the path: 

                
                  
                    “The Day when no intercession will be of benefit except from the one whom the Merciful Lord has given permission, and with whose word He is pleased.” (20:109) 
                  
                

                These great souls are those whose entire beings are suffused with the love of God and who are filled with knowledge and inner conviction; they only desire what God desires, and do not do anything except that which is righteous, 

                
                  
                    “And those whom they invoke besides Him have no power of intercession; only those (can intercede) who bear witness to the Truth and know (the qualities of the ones whom they want to intercede for).” (43:86) 
                  
                

                Those Who Will Qualify For Intercession

                Who will truly receive intercession and how will the process take place? Firstly, it must be appreciated that intercession will require some connection and relationship between the soul of the intercessor and the soul of the one seeking it. The stronger this relationship, the sooner the intercession is made, and the quicker salvation is achieved; and the weaker the connection between the two, the longer the process will take, because establishing a link between a pure soul and an impure one is a difficult task. 

                It is for this reason that intercession comes to some individuals quickly, and they do not reach the fires of hell. For others though, it is very slow to take effect, and it is only achieved after they spend an extended period in hell. However, what is absolutely necessary for intercession is the presence of some connection, and one whose soul cannot establish any bond with the great souls is cut off from intercession. It has been reported from the Prophet (S) that, “On the Day of Judgement I will intercede for anyone who has even an atom’s weight of faith in their heart.”56 And if even this tiny amount of faith is absent, it is a sign that there was never even a remote bond between his soul and that of the Prophet (S).

                In a famous tradition from the Prophet (S) it has been reported that, “Indeed, my intercession is for those from my nation who have committed the major sins; however, for the righteous there is no culpability.”57 The righteous referred to here are those who did not commit the major sins and the meaning of the tradition is that staying away from the major sins causes the consequences of the minor ones to be erased, just as the Qur’an states, 

                
                  
                    “If you avoid the major sins which are forbidden, We will do away with your minor sins and admit you (into Paradise) with honour.” (4:31) 
                  
                

                It has also been reported from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) that, “On the Day of Judgement, we will intercede for the sinners amongst our Shi’a; as for the righteous amongst them, they will receive salvation from God Himself.”58 

                A point that is worthy of consideration here is that in the foregoing traditions the Prophet (S) states that he will intercede for his nation and the Imam (‘a) states that he will intercede for his Shi’a. As we had mentioned earlier this is only possible because of the relationship between their souls; a general affinity in the case of Prophet (S) and his nation, and a special affinity between the Imams (‘a) and their Shi’a. In the same way, every Prophet (‘a) and Imam will intercede for his own nation and followers. It has been narrated from the Prophet (S) that, “The Prophets will intercede for anyone who had sincerely testified that there is no god but Allah, and they will bring them out of hell.”59 

                In addition to the Prophets and Imams, who are the veracious (siddiqun), intercession will also be accepted from the believers who had not indulged in major sins or who had repented for their sins. They will be able to intercede for people whose souls were connected to theirs. According to a tradition from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a), “The faithful (mu’minun) are of two types: those who were true to the covenant they made with God and conducted themselves accordingly, and are referred to in the verse, 

                
                  
                    “Amongst the believers there are those who were true to their promise to God”
                  
                  
                    (33:23).
                  
                

                They are the ones who will not experience the trials of Barzakh and the Akhira; they will not require intercession and will intercede for others. The other type of believer is like a stalk of wheat in the wind, sometimes bending one way and sometimes the other. They will be exposed to the terrors of the Barzakh and the Akhira. They will receive intercession, but they will be unable to intercede for others.”60 It has also been reported from the Prophet (S) that, “Some believers will intercede for a large number of people, as many as the people of the tribes of Rabi’a and Mudar; the least number that a believer will intercede for will be thirty individuals.”61 

                Everyone Will Need The Intercession Of Prophet Muhammad (S)

                All instances of intercession will be futile without the intervention of the Prophet (S); he is the main intercessor who possesses the greatest connection with God. As mentioned in the Qur’an, God is the actual source of intercession and it is only by His permission that others may intercede, 

                
                  
                    “Say: to God alone belongs (the right to grant) intercession in entirety; His is the dominion of the heavens and earth, and to Him will you all be returned.” (39:44) 
                  
                

                Therefore, whoever desires to intercede for someone or receive intercession makes use of this Divine gift. God has granted this gift to his closest servant, in the sense that every intercession must pass by his intercession, because his soul is the closest to God. As a result, for intercession to occur, both those giving and receiving intercession need his intercession and this is the praised rank (maqaman mahmuda) that God will grant his beloved Prophet (S) on the Day of Judgement; 

                
                  
                    “And stay awake in prayer in the small hours of the night as an additional worship for you, soon your Lord will resurrect you to a praised rank.” (17:79) 
                  
                

                And so it has been reported that, “There is no one from the former or later generations except that he is in need of the intercession of Muhammad (S) on the Day of Judgement.”62 

                The Last Spring Of Mercy: The Pool Of The Prophets (‘A)

                Those who pass across the Sirat have managed to complete that which was deficient and shed that which was corrupt in their souls. However these purified souls still require one finishing touch so that they can enter into paradise. They need to eliminate the last traces of impurity and evil from the depths of the souls and establish in their hearts that state of tranquillity and serenity that is necessary for life in paradise. 

                This last cleansing can only be achieved through the purifying souls of the Prophets (‘a) connecting with the souls of the believers and transferring this tranquillity and serenity into their hearts. It is like an invigorating draught that the Prophets (‘a) pour into the hearts of their followers from the essence of their own lofty souls. For this reason, this station has been called the pool of the Prophets (‘a) and in the case of the Prophet (S) of Islam; it is called the pool of Kawthar. 

                Before any believer can enter into heaven, he must drink at this pool so that the last vestiges of ignorance and insincerity, rancour and spite, vanity and greed and in short, every trace of evil and vice that would disrupt peaceful coexistence is eliminated. Now his entire being is suffused with love for God and goodwill to others. In the words of the Qur’an, 

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “And we shall remove from their hearts every trace of ill feeling; beneath them rivers will flow, and they will say: All praise is for God, Who has guided us to this, and we would never have been guided if it had not been for God’s guidance.” (7:43) 
                  
                

                This verse describes events just before entry into paradise at the time when the believers will come to the end of their journey. It has been narrated from the Prophet (S) that he said, “I swear by the One in whose hand is my life! In Qiyama there exists a special water; know that the friends of God will all come to (drink that water at) the pool of the Prophets.”63 

                And he said, “On that Day every Prophet will be standing at a pool and will have a special staff by which he will signal whoever he recognizes from his nation to come forward and drink. Every nation will have a unique mark on their faces by which their Prophet will identify them.”64 He also said, “Every Prophet shall have a pool and I hope that I will have the most entrants into paradise.”65 And, “My pool will span a vast distance, and its cups shall be as numerous as the stars in the sky. Whoever drinks from it will not be thirsty until he enters paradise.”66 

                A’raf: Issuing Permission To Enter Paradise

                At this point the people of paradise and the people of hell are completely separated by a heavy veil that has come down between them. Those who have been assigned to hell have come to its doors while the people of paradise are ready to enter into paradise. As described in the Qur’an, at this final station, the close servants of God are arrayed at a location that is above the barrier that separates the two groups. They stand at the top of this wall (a’raf) and can observe both groups simultaneously. They exchange some final words with them and issue the permission for the people of paradise to be allowed to enter it. 

                The significance of this final station is much more complex than we can comprehend, so here we will suffice ourselves by quoting the description mentioned in the Qur’an; 

                
                  
                    “And we shall remove from their hearts every trace of ill-feeling; beneath them rivers will flow, and they will say: All praise is for God, Who has guided us to this, and we would never have been guided if it had not been for God’s guidance. Certainly, the messengers of God had come to us with the Truth. And it will be announced to them, “This is the Paradise that you have inherited due to your deeds!” (7:43)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And the dwellers of paradise will call out to the inmates of hell, “We have already found what our Lord had promised us to be true, have you also found what your Lord had promised to be true?” They shall say, “Yes.” Then an announcer shall proclaim between them, “May the mercy of God be far from the wrongdoers, (7:44)
                  
                

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “Who hindered people from the path of God, seeking to make it crooked, and who disbelieved in the hereafter.” (7:45)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And between them shall be a partition; and on its elevations there are men who recognize everyone by their marks. They call out to the dwellers of paradise, “Peace be upon you!” They have not yet entered it but are filled with hope. (7:46)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And when their eyes are turned on the inmates of hell, they say, “O Lord! Do not let us be in the company of the wrongdoers.” (7:47)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And the people on the elevations will call out to the people whom they recognize by their marks, “What use to you were your hoarded wealth and your arrogance?” (7:48)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Are these (others) the ones about who you swore that God would never show His mercy? (They will then say to the people of paradise) Now enter the Paradise without fear and sorrow.” (7:49)
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          Chapter 5: Eternity

          
            
              
                The Embodiment Of Thoughts, Words And Deeds

                In paradise and hell every experience that is encountered is governed by the inner state of the individual; as long as the inner state does not change, the outer environment and the quality of man’s life does not improve either. Paradise and hell are like magical realms in which everything that stems from the mind, soul and being of an individual finds an external existence that is real and tangible. This is called the embodiment of deeds (tajassum al-a’mal). 

                Such a world may be difficult for us to imagine, but we must keep in mind that as we mentioned earlier, Akhira is the culmination of the hierarchy of existence; a world which has developed from primitive beginnings and developed to an unimaginable level of perfection, just as a tiny oak develops into a strong oak tree, “Objects in the realm of the dominion of God (malakut) are like mustard seeds planted in a field. The mustard seed is the tiniest of seeds, yet it matures into a bush that is bigger than others. It becomes as big as a tree and birds nest in its branches.”1 

                The advice given to Qays ibn Malik by the Prophet (S) is an affirmation of this embodiment, “Know that you have no choice, O Qays, except to be buried with a companion who is alive, while you are dead. If the companion is of noble character, then he will honour you, but if he is of evil character, then he will overpower you. He will only be resurrected with you and you will only come forth with him. You will not be examined except through him. Therefore do not allow your companion to be anything but good, so that you may form a close bond with him, because if he is evil, you will not fear anything more than him… And he is nothing other than the embodiment of your actions.”2 

                It has been mentioned in many verses of the Qur’an that whatever is received in that world is the product of one’s own hands; it is the acquisition of a character and form that one has shaped himself in the Dunya, 

                
                  
                    “This is due to what your own hands have sent forth and God is not unjust to His servants” (3:182) 
                  
                

                And 

                
                  
                    “Indeed, We have warned you of an imminent punishment, a Day when man will see that which he has sent forth with his own hands and the disbeliever will cry, “O how I wish that I was dust!” (78:40)
                  
                

                They will find the act itself present, not just a report of it, 

                
                  
                    “The day when every soul shall find present whatever good it has done and whatever evil it has done” (3:30) 
                  
                

                It has also been mentioned repeatedly that when people will return to God, He will inform them of the meaning of their deeds, 

                
                  
                    “In the end your return is to your Lord and He will inform you about what you used to do. Indeed, he is well aware of what is hidden in the hearts” (39:7) 
                  
                

                Therefore, whatever we do in this world and whatever we harbour in our hearts will acquire a different meaning in the hereafter and God will inform us about it. Here, “informing” means showing us its reality in that world, where it will either place us in paradise or in hellfire.

                Hell

                It is impossible to describe the torments of hell and the wretchedness of its inmates. “The inmates of hell don’t make a sound except to scream and wail, they experience no pleasure, and they know no hope and no relief from sorrow. All doors of escape are closed to them, and they have no saviour from amongst the angels and no consoler from amongst men. God does not pay attention to them and removes their memory from the hearts of others, so that no one ever thinks of them.”3 “It is a place devoid of mercy; no supplication is answered therein, and no grief is dispelled.”4 

                This relentless torment in this world full of pain and misery springs from the corruption in the hearts of men and the satans who consider themselves above God; and as long as this egoism persists and their existence poses a threat to others, their pain and misery will not cease. The reason hell is devoid of mercy is because of the inmates’ remoteness from God, and every tribulation that ensues is because of this remoteness. Hell is a place where corruptness and impurity is accumulated together and then set on fire, and then time is given to see if their owners are thus purified, 

                
                  
                    “...and the disbelievers will be gathered together in hell, so that God may separate the impure from the pure” (8:36)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “He will heap the impure one upon another and consign them all to hellfire. Indeed they are the losers” (8:37) 
                  
                

                This verse is explained in a beautiful parable by Jesus (‘a); “That which occurs in the dominion of God is the simile of the person who sowed good seed in his field. One night while he was asleep, his enemy came and sowed weeds amongst his wheat seeds and left. When the wheat sprouted and formed heads, the weeds also appeared. His servants asked, “Do you want us to pull out the weeds?” He replied, “No, do not do that because while you pull out the weeds, you might uproot the wheat at the same time. Wait until the time when both are ready for harvest. At that time, I will tell the harvesters to collect the weeds in bundles and burn them; thereafter, they can bring the wheat in for storage.”5 

                Hell is a place of torment that actually stems from God’s mercy. With the extraordinary power that human beings acquire in the hereafter, if the inmates of hell were not contained in a fiery prison, not a single moment of peace would remain for anyone. One of the blessings that the dwellers of heaven are constantly thankful for is that those who have still not shed the corruptness of their souls despite all the stations and stages of purification are locked away. If they were left free, they would not hesitate to inconvenience every other creature. 

                Therefore, heaping all the corrupt souls together and imprisoning them in hell is nothing but an extension of God’s mercy on the rest of His servants. “Once again, the dominion of heaven can be explained with the following parable; fishermen cast a net into the water and catch all kinds of fish. Then they pull it to the shore and separate the good fish from the bad. They place the good fish in baskets and throw away the bad. At the end of the time this is what will happen also. The angels will come and separate the righteous individuals from the corrupt; they will throw the corrupt into hell where they will lay weeping and gnashing their teeth.”6 

                It is apparent that if any of the inmates of hell abandons his obstinacy and egoism and his existence is no longer a threat to the wellbeing of others, then he will leave hell and enter a life of bliss. The punishments of hell are all designed to dissuade the inmates of hell from their arrogance. It has been narrated from the Prophet (S) that, “On the Day of Judgement anyone who has testified to the creed “there is no god but Allah” and whose heart contains an atom’s weight of virtue will be removed from hell.”7 As for those whose hearts did not even have an atom’s weight of goodness, they would never be able to abandon their arrogance and consequently must remain in hell for eternity.

                It has been reported from an exegete of the Qur’an of the first century by the name of Ḍahak that, “I received a narration of the Prophet (S) in which I had doubt; to resolve this I set off for Medina. In the mosque of the Prophet (S) I saw that the people were seated in two groups; at the head of each sat an old man relating the traditions of the Prophet (S). I enquired about these two men and was informed that one of them was Abu Sa’id al-Khudri and the other was Abu Hurayra. I came to Abu Sa’id and said that I had received a report from the Prophet (S) which seemed doubtful to me, and for this reason I had come to Medina to seek its verification. He asked, “What is this report?” I said, “That the Prophet (S) said that, “A group will be brought out of hell after they will have been turned to coal.” 

                Abu Sa’id pointed to his ear and said, “May both my ears turn deaf if I lie! I have heard the Messenger of God (S) say that mankind will be in different groups on the Day of Judgement; some will enter paradise without accounting, and these will be the Prophets (‘a). Others will have to give an account of their deeds, and if their good deeds outnumber their evil ones, then they too will be taken to paradise; and if their good and evil deeds are equal, God shall be merciful to them and forgive them and they will be taken to paradise; and I or other qualified people shall intercede for some. And if the situation is different from these two, then they will be taken to hell, where they will be punished to the extent of their evil, and then they will be brought to their paradise…they will be brought to a spring which is named the “spring of life” (‘ayn al-hayat) and be instructed to wash themselves in this spring. As they enter the spring all the remaining corruption and arrogance will wash away from their bodies; however, on their forehead there shall remain a sign saying, “These are the servants of God whom He has released from the fire of hell.” When the dwellers of paradise see them, they shall say, “These are the people who have been released from their hells”. God then removes these signs as well, so that they are not embarrassed or discomfited by its presence.8 

                After this brief introduction, we now present a general discussion about hell as it has been described for us.

                The Landscape Of Hell

                Hell is a land of plains and deserts, mountains and valleys, precipices and chasms, streams, rivers and seas; its weather is dry and harsh, its waters are hot and foul and its winds are searing and cause the skin to blister. Its skies are cloaked in clouds of black smoke, which cast shadows and darkness everywhere: 

                
                  
                    “And the people of the left hand, how wretched they are!” (56:41) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “In (a land of) of scorching winds and boiling water,” (56:42)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And a shade of black smoke” (56:43) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “That is neither cool nor refreshing.” (56:44) 
                  
                

                And,

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “(They will be instructed) Proceed to that which you used to deny.” (77:29)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Proceed to the shadow of three columns of smoke,” (77:30)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “That neither gives shade nor relief from the fire of hell.” (77:31)  
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Indeed, it throws out sparks as big as forts!” (77:32) 
                  
                

                This place will be surrounded by fire from above and below and from the right and the left, like being enclosed in a fiery comet whose heat melts everything in its path, 

                
                  
                    “They shall have layers of fire above them and layers of fire below them.” (39:16) 
                  
                

                More precisely, it is like a land of erupting volcanoes whose burning lava spreads over a vast area, 

                
                  
                    “We have prepared for the wrongdoers a fire that will surround them like towering walls.” (18:29)
                  
                

                For this reason, this land has earned the adjectives of hellfire and Jahannam. Its waters are scalding, its winds are searing, its ground is burning and its inhabitants are roasted from inside and out.

                Jesus (‘a) cautioned, “If your eye sins, pluck it out for it is better for you to enter the dominion of God with one eye than to see the fire of hell with both eyes. It is a place where the flesh-eating maggots shall never die and the punishment of the fire shall never ease.”9 

                The fire that rages across this land has no light and covers everything in a dark pall of smoke, 

                “God kindled this fire for a thousand years until it was white, and then another thousand years until it became crimson, then another thousand years until it turned black, a blackness whose flames do not emit light.”10 And this is why hell is covered in dense black smoke.

                The valleys and plains of this land are each hotter than the other. Here, “There exists a valley called “Lamlam” and the other valleys of hell seek refuge in God from it”11; “Within it exists a pit and if anyone was to stumble into it he would fall for seventy years.”12; “There is a mountain in it called Sa’ud13, next to which is a valley called Saqar, at the bottom of which there is a pit called Habhab; whenever the door of that pit is opened the inmates of hell scream due to its heat. The homes of the tyrants are located in that pit.”14 As for Saqar itself, it is the place where the abodes of the arrogant have been constructed: 

                
                  
                    “And what do you think Saqar is?” (74:27) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “It does not spare anyone nor leave anything unburnt.” (74:28) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “It roasts the skins of mortals.” (74:29) 
                  
                

                Occasionally, Saqar complains to God of its own stifling heat and asks Him for permission to draw breath, and when it draws breath, the entire Jahannam is engulfed in roaring flames.”15 “Within it is a valley called Wayl in which flows a river of pus. If someone falls into it, it would be forty years before he reaches its bottom.”16 

                In this land there are beaches similar to the coastlines of oceans, with pits filled with insects and snakes as big as camels, and scorpions as big as mules.”17 Due to the severe heat, the inmates of hell will seek relief by coming to these beaches, but the snakes and scorpions will attack them so savagely that burning in the fire will seem more bearable to them. They will prefer to run back towards the heat of the fire.”18 

                The winds that blow across this land are infested with a variety of sicknesses; “They contain seventy types of illnesses, each of which is drawn from the depths of hell.”19 The Qur’an comments, 

                
                  
                    “... death will come at him from every direction but he does not die……” (14:17) 
                  
                

                The Levels Of Hell

                In our discussion about the hell of Barzakh we mentioned that Barahut is divided into two parts: lands covered in darkness and lands full of fire. Those who inhabit the lands in darkness are those who were under impure influences while the lands of fire are inhabited by those who were the actual impure influences themselves, and their entire beings are transformed into impurity.

                In the hell of the hereafter, there is a similar division; those who had become the embodiment of impurity will be the fuel that kindles the flames of hell, while those who allowed themselves to be influenced by them will burn in that fire. About the first group God says: 

                
                  
                    “Indeed, you and that which you worship besides God shall be the fuel of hell; to it you shall all come.” (21:98) 
                  
                

                And 

                
                  
                    “Indeed those who disbelieve, neither their wealth nor their offspring shall avail them anything with God; they shall be the fuel of hellfire.” (3:10) 
                  
                

                About the second group God says, 

                
                  
                    “O believers! Protect yourselves and your families from a fire whose fuel is men and stones, over which are appointed stern and severe angels; they do not disobey God in what He commands them and do (precisely) what they are commanded.” (66:6) 
                  
                

                The address to the believers suggests that it is they who could get caught up and burnt in the fire, which is fuelled by others.

                Additionally, depending on the type of corruptness of individuals, there are seven levels in hell, each of which has its own doorway, through which the inmates of that level shall enter. According to the Qur’an, 

                
                  
                    “It has seven gates, and for each there is a specific group (of sinners).” (15:44) 
                  
                

                These divisions are made according to the type and amount of evil within the population of hell. Those who are more vicious will be in the lower levels of hell while those who are less vicious will occupy levels above them. And so, “the doorways of hell are arrayed in levels, one above the other.”20 “The distance between each level will be equal to a journey of seventy years.”21 

                The inner states of the people of hell will determine the intensity of the punishment that they must endure in order to awaken and abandon their egoism. About the meaning of “specific group” (juz’un ma’lum) in the verse, it has been reported that the Prophet (S) said, “There will be a group of those who associated other deities with God, and another group of those who entertained doubts about God, and a group of those who were heedless of God.”22 

                In describing these levels it has been narrated that,23 “The uppermost level is Jahim, and when its inhabitants stand on its rocks their brains boil over due to its heat. The next level is Laza, which, 

                
                  
                    “…is a fierce fire (laza)” (70:15)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Blistering away the skin” (70:16)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “It invites those who turned their back and averted their face (from the truth)” (70:17)
                  
                

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “And who collected wealth and hoarded it” (70:18) 
                  
                

                The phrase, “it invites” (tad’u) in this verse is noteworthy and suggests that the inmates of every one of these levels are naturally drawn there. This attraction is experienced by those who willingly renounced God and turned away from Him. One may ask how someone would go towards a place of such torment of his own volition. The answer is simple; it is exactly like when we abandon the remembrance of God which is the true source of contentment for the heart and purification of the soul, and eagerly chase after possessions and wealth which only leads to discontentment, worry and stress. 

                This attraction results from man forgetting the remembrance of God or mistaking the true objective of his life. Swedenborg says, “If the pursuit of wealth is for a noble cause, then in the hereafter this sentiment is transformed into happiness and delight. However, it is for the sake of wealth itself then it transforms into filth. The interesting thing is that just as in this world, that type of person was drawn to gold and jewels and money, in the next world he will be enchanted by this filth.”24 

                This idea has been mentioned in the Qur’an in a beautiful allegory, 

                
                  
                    “Let not those who hoard that which God has granted them of His bounty imagine that it is good for them; rather, it is worse for them. Soon that which they were miserly with shall form a collar around their necks on the Day of Judgement…” (3:180) 
                  
                

                The third level is Saqar, which, 

                
                  
                    “Does not spare anyone nor leave anything unburnt.” (74:28) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “It roasts the skins of mortals.” (74:29)
                  
                

                The fourth level is “Hutama” which, 

                
                  
                    “throws out sparks as big as forts”
                  
                  
                    (77:32).
                  
                

                Whoever approaches it is charred as black as coal. However, the soul does not die and every time his skin becomes scorched, it is returned to its former state.” Here also the phrase, “whoever approaches it” is worthy of consideration, because it implies that people will choose to do so willingly. 

                One might say that the Qur’an contains many verses that indicate that the inmates of hell will ask God for salvation from hell, and will be remorseful for their actions, and will be suffused with an indescribable sorrow and anguish. Why then would they willingly choose to remain in hell? Actually, human beings do the same thing in Dunya also. They want to be free of the trials and afflictions of this world and achieve the happiness and contentment of the pious and righteous; often they pray to God to relieve them of the troubles of Dunya, however, they are so enmeshed in it that they cannot separate themselves from its clutches. Most people realize that the source of all their difficulties is their excessive attention to the trivial matters of Dunya, yet they are not prepared to concern themselves with anything else for even a few moments.

                Hutama, which means a fire that consumes the mind, has been mentioned in another chapter in the Qur’an also: 

                
                  
                    “Woe to every slanderer and back-biter!” (104:1)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Who constantly collects wealth and counts on it.” (104:2)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “He imagines that his wealth will make him immortal.” (104:3)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Never! He will be thrown into the consuming fire (hutama).” (104:4)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And what do you think hutama is?” (104:5)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “It is a fire kindled by God,” (104:6)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Which consumes the minds (hearts).” (104:7)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Indeed, it will envelop them entirely,” (104:8)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “in extended columns.” (104:9)
                  
                

                The fifth level is Hawiya, in which there is an angel called Malik in charge. The inmates of hell will plead with him to come to their aid. But he will bring them a vessel of molten metal full of noxious liquid from their own bodies. The liquid will be as hot as molten copper, and when they try to drink from it, its tremendous heat will cause the flesh from the faces to peel away and fall into it. And this is what God has mentioned, 

                
                  
                    “And if (due to their extreme thirst) they will call out for relief they will be given a drink like molten copper, that will scald their faces. A terrible drink, and a wretched dwelling place.” (18:29)
                  
                

                The sixth level is called “Sa’ir”. Within it are three hundred pavilions of fire, each of which contains three hundred buildings of fire. Each building has three hundred rooms of fire and each room has three hundred varieties of chastisement. They contain fiery snakes and scorpions, and shackles and chains of fire.” It is for this place that God says, 

                
                  
                    “Indeed, We have prepared for the disbelievers chains and shackles and a burning fire.” (76:4) 
                  
                

                The seventh level is Jahannam25. It contains a burning pit called Falaq, whose fiery heat stokes the fires of hell every time it is opened. It is the location of the worst punishment in hell.

                The various levels of punishment in hell have been described metaphorically in a tradition in this manner: “Some will be in the fire up to their ankles, others up to their thighs, some up to their backs and others up to their collarbones.”26 

                And in another tradition we read, “The least punishment experienced in hell will be by the one who is made to wear a pair of sandals made of fire; due to its heat his brain will boil over, and this will be accompanied by other punishments. Others will be immersed in the fire up to their thighs, others up to their backs and yet others up to their chests, as well as receiving other punishments. And some will be plunged entirely into the fire.”27 

                The Emotional State Of The Inmates Of Hell

                Gloom And Remorse

                The inmates of hell are filled with gloom, sorrow, pain and remorse. However, this remorse can no longer lead to their reform. They intensely regret that they did not change themselves when they had the chance to do so; but now that that opportunity has passed, they can only wail and lament. They do not know when the impurity that permeates their beings will be cleansed so that they can enjoy God’s mercy again and when they can be free of the evil and hate-filled company of their companions in hell.

                They constantly remember the wasted opportunities during their days in Dunya and the paradise that they could have had but lost, 

                
                  
                    “The Day when the wrongdoer shall bite his hand (in regret), saying, “Ah! How I wish I had taken a path with the Messenger!” (25:27)
                  
                

                They will say, 

                
                  
                    “Ah! How great is our regret over our neglect concerning it!” while they will carry their burdens on their backs. Indeed, evil are the burdens they bear.” (6:31) 
                  
                

                They will also say, 

                
                  
                    “If only we could be returned (to Dunya), we would not belie the signs of our Lord, and we would be amongst the believers.” (6:27)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “But what they used to conceal before has now become manifest before them. And even if they were returned, they would revert back to that which was forbidden – they are indeed liars.” (6:28) 
                  
                

                They wish, 

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “If only I had another chance, I would be amongst those who do good.” (39:58) 
                  
                

                And, 

                
                  
                    “How great is my regret about my neglect in regards to God and that I was amongst the mockers!” (39:56) 
                  
                

                And,

                
                  
                    “They will call out from the depths of hell, “Our Lord! Remove us so that we may do good, not acting as before.” But did We not grant you enough life for whoever wanted to reflect to think about the admonition, and a Warner came to you also? So taste (the punishment) because there shall be no helper for the wrongdoers!” (35:37)
                  
                

                They will plead, 

                
                  
                    “...Our Lord! Our wretchedness overcame us and we went astray.” (23:106)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Our Lord! Remove us from this hell and then if were to resume (our evil ways) then we are indeed wrongdoers.” (23:107)
                  
                

                
                  
                     “He will say, “Remain in it and do not talk to Me.” (23:108)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Indeed, there was a group of My servants who would call to Me saying, “Our Lord! We have believed in You, so forgive us and be merciful to us, You are the most Merciful.” (23:109)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “But you mocked them, until they made you forget Me, while you laughed at them.” (23:110) 
                  
                

                God’s aloofness and dismissal of their constant pleading is because they need to truly change from within before they can achieve salvation; simply supplicating and making promises of reform is not enough. The hereafter is not a place where lies achieve anything, and the true inner nature is always manifested as an external reality.

                This remorse and sense of isolation and profound loss brings with it an indescribable sorrow and anguish, 

                
                  
                    “(The torment) is not eased for them, and they are plunged into despair.” (43:75) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And We did not wrong them, but it was they who were the wrongdoers.” (43:76) 
                  
                

                It has been reported from the Prophet (S) that, “They will seek refuge in God from the pit of their misery.” He was asked, “What is the pit of misery?” He replied, “It is a valley of hell from which hell itself seeks refuge in God a hundred times daily.”28 

                And it has also been narrated that, “The weeping of the inmates of hell will become constant and they will weep to an extent that their tears will dry up and then they will weep tears of blood.”29 Their breaths are filled with sobs and groans, 

                
                  
                    “As for the wretched, they shall be in the fire; for them therein is sighing and wailing.” (11:106) 
                  
                

                Mutual Enmity And Belligerence

                As we mentioned when discussing Barzakh, there is one trait that is common amongst all the inmates of hell and that is they loathe one another and each desires to gain mastery over the other, seeking to get him to serve his needs. This is a matter that results from their deep-rooted egoism. The only thing that keeps them in check from preying on each other is their fear of retribution and punishment. Angels constantly monitor the internal affairs of hell, and anyone who is tormenting someone beyond limits is severely punished. 

                
                  
                    “…. boiling water will be poured down over their heads,” (22:19)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Whereby their skin and their interiors will melt away;” (22:20)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And in addition, there will be iron hooks prepared for them.” (22:21) 
                  
                

                However, the effect of this severe chastisement is short-lived and it does not stop them from their belligerence for long. This is because oppression, cunning and bullying is ingrained in their nature and functions like the instinct in animals. As a result they now undergo two types of punishment; one that they bring on to each other and another, more severe punishment that is visited on them by the angels in order to restrain them from their mischief.

                Their enmity for each other rages in their hearts but their fear of each other forces them to a solitary and lonely existence. Each one tries to pass off the burden of his sins to someone else and blames them for his fate, 

                
                  
                    “Every time a nation enters (hellfire) it curses its predecessors until they have all assembled together. The followers will say about their leaders, “Our Lord! It is these that misled us, so give them a double torment of the fire.” He will say, “Every one of you shall have double but you do not understand.” (7:38)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And the leaders will say to the followers, “You were no better than us, so taste the punishment for what you earned.” (7:39) 
                  
                

                When the leaders of the disbelievers are brought to hell and their followers are brought in behind them, the former will be told, 

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “This is a group of your followers being herded to join you. (The leaders) will say, “No welcome for them! Indeed they will burn in the fire.” (38:59)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “(Their followers) will say, “It is you who have no welcome! It is you who brought this upon us, what a wretched destination.” (38:60)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “They shall say, “Our Lord! Double the punishment of fire for whoever has brought this upon us.” (38:61) 
                  
                

                And,

                
                  
                    “And the disbelievers will say, “Our Lord! Show us those who misguided us from the jinn and mankind, we shall crush them under our feet so that they become among the lowest.” (41:29) 
                  
                

                Indeed, 

                
                  
                    “The quarrelling of the people of the fire is most surely true.” (38:64) 
                  
                

                Desire For Death Or Escape

                Their only desire in hell is to die and that too is denied to them. They say to the angel in charge of hell, 

                
                  
                    “O Malik! Let your Lord take away our life.” He shall reply, “Indeed, you shall remain.” (43:77) 
                  
                

                Although any attempt to escape from the valleys and townships where they are housed is immediately met with severe chastisement, and despite their certainty that they can never cross out of the boundaries of hell, their suffering and misery occasionally compels them to try to escape, but, 

                
                  
                    “Whenever they seek to get away from it due to their anguish, they are returned to it, (and it is said to them), “Taste the punishment of burning!” (22:22)
                  
                

                Their return is accompanied by a more severe punishment than before and as mentioned in the verse, they are returned to a burning and consuming fire (hariq).

                The Life Of The Dwellers Of Hell

                The people of hell have disfigured, ugly faces and large, unsightly bodies. It has been reported from the Prophet (S) that, “No one dies except that he is resurrected as a thirty-year-old, whether he died as a miscarried foetus or at an old age. Then, if he is from the people of paradise, he will be resurrected with a body like that of Adam (‘a) and features like that of Yusuf (‘a) and a heart like that of Job (‘a); but if he is of the people of hell, then he will grow in size until he resembles a large shapeless mountain.”30 

                The large ghoulish creatures are unclothed, except for that which they fashion for themselves out of burning pitch, 

                
                  
                    “Their garments will be of pitch (qatiran) and their faces will be enveloped by fire.” (14:50) 
                  
                

                Pitch is an odorous and combustible material that they rub on their skin to protect them against the heat, but it itself is a source of greater heat and putrefaction for them.

                The dwellers of hell live in scattered groups across the towns and valleys that we have already mentioned. Their houses resemble burnt out buildings and collapsed castles, which in fact are embodiments of their innate goodness, which they burned away and ruined by their own actions. The Qur’an states that, 

                
                  
                    “On the Day when the disbelievers are exposed to the fire, (it will be said to them), “You squandered every goodness that you possessed during your life in the world, and sought your pleasure therein.” (46:20) 
                  
                

                Some towns are heavily guarded because the conditions of life there are so extreme that its inhabitants try to escape to other parts of hell. It has been reported from Imam Ali (‘a) that, “There is a city in hell called Hasina (protected). Will you not ask me what the city contains? It houses a group of those who broke their covenant with me (al-nakithun)”31 

                The houses and townships of hell are full of harmful insects and animals. It has been reported from Imam al-Baqir (‘a) that, “There is a valley in hell called Ghasaq. The valley contains 330 castles, each with 330 rooms and each room has within it 330 scorpions.”32 It has been reported from Jesus (‘a) that he described hell thus, “A place where the flesh-eating maggots never die and the fire is never quenched.”33 

                The type of food and nutrition that the inmates of hell receive depends on the level that they are assigned to and which valley they reside in. In some places there is nothing to eat except thorns, 

                
                  
                    “No food for them except bitter thorns (dari’).” (88:6) 
                  
                

                Ḍari’ refers to dry thorns that are bitter, foul-smelling and poisonous; they have no nutritious value but only fill the stomach, 

                
                  
                    “Which neither nourishes nor satisfies hunger.” (88:7)
                  
                

                It has been reported from the Prophet (S) that, “Ḍari’ is a substance in hell that resembles thorns; it is more bitter than poison and more foul-smelling than a dead corpse and more blistering than fire.”34 It is called dari’ because the one who eats it is forced to do so with pain and wailing (tadarru’) due to its unpleasantness and bitterness35; however, he has no choice but to eat it due to his intense hunger, which only increases by eating it.

                In some places in hell there is no food to be found at all and its inhabitants are forced to eat their own or each other’s filth and excrement and pus and blood; just as in the world they used each other’s mischief and depravity to achieve their vile goals. This filth is referred to in the Qur’an as Ghislin or sometimes as Ghassaq, which is putrid pus, 

                
                  
                    “So, there is no friend for him here today.” (69:35) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Nor any food except for the noxious discharge of wounds (ghislin),” (69:36) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Which none but the wrongdoers eat.” (69:37) 
                  
                

                And,

                “This is scalding water and foul pus, so let them taste it.” (38:57)

                
                  
                    And other (torments) of the same type!” (38:58) 
                  
                

                “Same type” here is an indication that all the food available in that area is of a similar kind.

                However, the worst of all is Zaqqum. It is the fruit of: 

                
                  
                    “a tree that grows from the depths of hell.” (37:64)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Its shoots are like the heads of demons,” (37:65) 
                  
                

                invoking terror and revulsion. 

                
                  
                    “Indeed, the tree of Zaqqum” (44:43)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Shall be the food of the vicious sinner!” (44:44) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “It shall boil within the bellies like molten copper,” (44:45)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Just like the boiling of scalding water.” (44:46) 
                  
                

                Due to their intense hunger, the inmates of hell stuff their bellies full of the fruit of Zaqqum, and it begins to ferment and simmer within their stomachs like boiling water. As a result they become intensely thirsty and wander about in search of a spring of water. They can only find hot springs, but they gulp down copious amounts as if they were drinking cool water, 

                
                  
                    “Then indeed you, O erring ones, O deniers!” (56:51)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “You shall surely eat from a tree of Zaqqum” (56:52)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And fill your bellies with it” (56:53)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And drink on top of it boiling water” (56:54)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And you shall drink like thirsty camels!” (56:55) 
                  
                

                These foul springs of scalding water are far from the tree of Zaqqum and after they have found and drunk from the springs, the inmates of hell return to their homes in the valleys of hell, 

                
                  
                    “Is the welcome received by the people of paradise better or the tree of Zaqqum?” (37:62)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Indeed, we have made it a torment for the wrongdoers.” (37:63)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Indeed, it is a tree growing from the depths of hell.” (37:64)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Its shoots are like the heads of demons.” (37:65)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And indeed they shall eat from it and fill their bellies with it.” (37:66)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Then indeed they will have afterwards a drink of boiling water.” (37:67)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And thereafter indeed, their return will be to the hell fire.” (37:68) 
                  
                

                They constantly move between their dwellings in hell and the boiling springs, 

                
                  
                    “This is the hell which the sinners deny.” (55:43) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “They will continually circle between it and the hot, boiling water.” (55:44) 
                  
                

                The environment, the food and drink, and this way of life suit the nature of the inmates of hell; they cannot eat anything else and cannot live anywhere but here. That is not to say that they derive any pleasure from their circumstances, rather it is the only life they can tolerate. When we discussed the dimension of hell in Barzakh, we quoted Swedenborg as saying that as soon as the inmates of the hell of Barzakh come out from it they begin to suffocate and the place becomes so unbearable for them that they quickly return to their Barzakhi hell. 

                The same thing applies to the hell of the hereafter also. It has been reported by Ibn Abbas that, “The inmates of hell pray for relief from the extreme heat and they are exposed to a cool wind, but its iciness nearly breaks their bones, so they ask for the heat to be restored again.”36 And it has also been reported that, “The inmates of hell ask its supervisor to transport them to the borders of hell. When they are taken there, the intense coldness causes them to swoon and they immediately hurry back to their homes in hell.”37 And this is the same thing that has been reported by Ibn Abbas that, “There is an icy coldness in hell called Zamharir which plucks flesh away from bones, causing people to seek refuge in the fires of hell.”38 

                The Everlasting Paradise

                When an individual enters paradise, he has reached the true objective of his existence and becomes free of every fear and sorrow. In the words of the Qur’an, 

                
                  
                    “...and whoever is drawn away from hell and admitted into paradise has triumphed...” (3:185) 
                  
                

                Paradise heralds the beginning of the life of a perfected human being. It is the end of transience and the beginning of permanence; an opportunity to grow without the danger of slipping or going astray ever again. Life here is not monotonous although it progresses in one direction. There are no concerns or sorrows or fears or anxieties; rather everyone is filled with excitement, longing and love. 

                Whatever a person wants is made available to him but there is no sign of lethargy and inactivity. Of course, it is difficult for us to imagine such a life, while we have set our goals and ideals in acquiring life’s necessities and amassing wealth, fame and fleeting power. Nevertheless, I will attempt here to depict the picture that has been outlined for us. To begin to analyse life in paradise it will be useful to start by mentioning a somewhat elaborate narration so that we can get an idea of the concepts that we will discuss later.

                In his work al-Ikhtisas, Mufid39 records a tradition from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) who has narrated from the Prophet (S) that when the believers will reach the doors of paradise, “an announcer will call out in a voice loud enough for every person in the hereafter to hear, that “so-and-so, the son of so-and-so has triumphed and will henceforth never face any misfortune.” He will then be admitted to a garden called “Ridwan” which will contain trees casting expansive shade and flowing water and orchards full of fruit. Next to the fruit trees there will be two rivers flowing. He will wash himself in one of them and his face will begin to glow with pleasure and he will drink from the other and all illness and pain will depart from him forever, and this is what God mentions, 

                
                  
                    “And their Lord shall give them a purifying drink.” (76:21).
                  
                

                
                  
                  “Thereafter, the angels will come to welcome him and say, “Now you have been purified so enter with everyone else.” They will enter into a wide boulevard lined with trees whose trunks will be of pearls and whose branches will be covered in jewels.”
                

                
                  “Now, angels will come forward to greet them with mounts and jewelled robes and heavenly foods. They will say, “O friend of God! Ride on whatever you like, wear whatever you like and eat of whatever you like.” He will choose a robe and mount on a steed of light while his clothes and jewels will be made of light and he will proceed in the land of light. He will be accompanied by angels of light and attendants composed of light to an extent that the angels will be dazzled by his appearance and will say to one another, “Stand aside, the guests of the all-Forgiving, all-Forbearing have come.”
                

                
                  “Then his eyes will fall on the first of the palaces that have been constructed for him; a palace of silver whose walls are edged with pearls and rubies. His wives who live in that palace will come towards him and say, “Welcome! Alight and stay with us.” When he makes a decision to go to his palace, the angels say to him, “O friend of God! Continue on your tour because you have other palaces besides this one.” He continues onwards until he arrives at a palace made of gold whose walls are edged with pearls and rubies. His wives who live in that palace will come towards him and say, “Welcome, O friend of God! Alight and stay with us.” When he decides to go to his palace, the angels say to him, “O friend of God! Continue on your tour because you have other palaces besides these two.”
                

                
                  “Then he will come to a palace made of red ruby whose walls are edged in pearls and rubies. When he decides to enter that palace, the angels once again advise him, “O friend of God! Continue on your tour because you have other palaces besides these.” He will continue in this manner until he has seen a thousand palaces in total. He sees their entire contents from outside and completes the survey of his holdings in less than a blink of the eye. When he reaches the last palace his head droops. The angels ask him, “What is the matter, O friend of God?” He replies, “I swear by God! My eyes are nearly blinded with all this light.” They say, “O friend of God! Know that in paradise there is no blindness and no deafness.”
                

                
                  “Then he comes to a palace whose interior is visible from outside and whose exterior can be seen from inside. It is constructed of slabs of silver, gold, rubies and pearls. Its mortar is 
                  made of musk and its walls glitter with a radiant light such that a person can see his own reflection in them.”
                

                
                  “And in paradise there is a river on whose two banks are seated maidens. God reveals to them, “Let My servant hear you praise Me, Glorify Me and eulogize Me.” So their voices ring out with a melody and sweetness the like of which no one has ever heard before, causing the people of heaven to become spellbound.”
                

                
                  “Rivers with sweet and limpid waters flow all across the land of paradise. Some are rivers of ever-fresh milk, which has not come from the udders of animals; there are rivers of pure honey, which has not come from the bellies of bees; and there are rivers of wine of unsurpassed taste, which have not come from grapes crushed by any hand. And as soon as they desire food white birds come to them and raise their wings and the dwellers of heaven eat from them what they want, while they sit or recline. And when they desire any fruit the branches of that fruit tree extend towards them and they eat whichever fruit they like.”
                

                
                  
                    “And the angels approach them from every door saying, “Peace be on you for your steadfastness. And how excellent is the final abode!”
                  
                  
                    (13:24).
                  
                

                
                  They live in this way until when suddenly a voice is heard from below the Throne of God saying, “O inhabitants of paradise! How do you find the place you have returned to?” They reply, “We have returned to the best of places and our reward is the most generous of rewards. However, now that we have heard this voice, we have a keen desire to gaze at Your Magnificence, and that would be the best reward for us and one that You have promised us Yourself, and You never go back on Your word.” So God issues a command and seventy thousand veils are lifted away. The inhabitants of paradise climb onto their mounts, and dressed in luxurious and jewelled garments, ride in the shade of the trees until they reach the abode of peace (dar as-salam) which is the abode of God the abode of light and glory and felicity.”
                

                
                  “And there, when they hear the voice of God, they exclaim, “O our Master! We have heard the sweetness of Your speech, so manifest to us Your light. So God reveals Himself to them and they gaze at His countenance which is hidden from every eye.”
                  40
                   They cannot help but fall immediately into prostration saying, “Glory be to You! We did not worship You the way You truly deserved, O Most High!”
                

                “God shall say, “O my servants! Raise your heads because this is not a place of deeds and worship, rather it is a place of blessings and petition and benevolence. You will no longer have to toil or endure pain.” They raise their heads while their faces have become seventy times more radiant after being exposed to the countenance of God. At this time God says to the angels, “O my angels! Give them food and drink.” A variety of food is brought for them, of a kind that they had never seen before. The food is as sweet as honey, as white as snow and as soft as cream. And when they eat of it, some of them say to others, “Truly the food that we ate in paradise was nothing compared to this.”41 

                
                  Then He will say, “O My angels! Perfume them.” So they will bring to them a fragrant breeze that is whiter than snow and is called “Muthira” which passes over their faces, backs and sides. They gaze towards the light of God’s countenance as much as they are able to and say, “Our Master! Hearing Your sweet speech and seeing the light of Your countenance is enough delight for us, we do not desire or seek anything else. But God says, “I know that you are eager to meet with your wives, and they long to see you. “Go now to your wives.”
                

                
                  They ask God to give them an appointment to come to this place again. God says, “You shall have a meeting every Friday. From one Friday to the next there is a span of seven thousand years by your reckoning.” As they leave each is given a green pomegranate containing seventy garments the like of which no eye has seen before. When they return, their attendants 
                  
                  go ahead and give the good news of their arrival to their wives who are waiting at the gates of their gardens. As he approaches and his wife looks at his face she hardly recognizes him and says, “My dear! When you departed your face looked different.” He will reply, “My dear! Do not be amazed at my appearance for I have gazed at the countenance of my Lord and my face has become illuminated by His light.” He looks at the face of his wife again and says, “My dear! When I departed from you your face seemed different.” And she will reply, “My dear! Do not be amazed at my appearance for I have looked at the face of one who has gazed at the countenance of God, and my face has become seventy times more radiant as a result. And they will embrace each other.”
                

                
                  “At this time God will summon the Prophets (‘a) to present themselves. A man will come forth escorted by mounted attendants and rows of angels bathed in dazzling light will be arrayed in his honour. The people of paradise will stretch out their necks to get a better view of him and ask each other, “Who is he? Indeed, he must have a great station before God.” The angels will say, “This is the man that God fashioned with His own hands and breathed into him of His soul and taught him all the names. This is Adam who has been given permission to present himself.”
                

                
                  “Thereafter, another man will come forward escorted by mounted attendants and rows of angels bathed in dazzling light will stand in his honour. The people of paradise will stretch their necks to get a better view of him and ask, “Who is he?” The angels will reply, “This is Abraham, the friend of God, who has been given permission to present himself.” Thereafter another man will come forward escorted by mounted attendants and rows of angels bathed in dazzling light will stand in his honour. The people of paradise will stretch out their necks to get a better view of him and ask, “Who is he?” The angels will reply, “This is Moses son of ‘Imran, who conversed with God. He has now been given permission to present himself.” Another man will come forward escorted by mounted attendants and rows of angels bathed in dazzling light will stand in his honour. The people of paradise will stretch out their necks to get a better view of him and ask, “Who is this who has been permitted to present himself?” The angels will reply, “This is Jesus son of Mary, the spirit of God and His word.”
                

                
                  At this time a man will come forward escorted by mounted attendants and rows of angels bathed in dazzling light will stand in his honour. Their number and resplendence will be seventy times greater than those who escorted the previous Prophets (‘a). The people of paradise will stretch out their necks to get a better view of him and ask, “Who is this who has been permitted to present himself?” The angels will reply, “This is the man chosen for the final revelation and trusted with God’s message and the greatest son of Adam. This is Muhammad (S), who has been permitted to present himself.” Finally another man will come 
                  forward escorted by mounted attendants and rows of angels bathed in dazzling light will stand in his honour. The people of paradise will stretch out their necks to get a better view of him and ask, “Who is he?” The angels will reply, “This is the brother of the messenger of God, in the world and in the hereafter.”
                

                
                  “At this time all the Prophets (nabiyyun), the veracious (siddiqun) and the witnesses (shuhada) will be granted permission to present themselves. The Prophets (‘a) shall have pulpits of light, the veracious shall have thrones of light and the witnesses shall have chairs of light assembled for them. Then God will say, “Welcome to My guests, visitors and neighbours. O My angels! Give them food because for the longest time they remained hungry 
                  
                  while other people ate, they remained thirsty while other people drank, they remained awake while other people slept, and they lived in anxiety while other people were oblivious.”
                

                The foregoing was an account of a lengthy tradition describing paradise and its inhabitants, which presented a lot of information about that life. The salient points can be summarized as below:

                1. Although those who enter paradise have passed through all the stages that lead to their perfection and have drunk from the fountain of the prophets (‘a), they still need to drink from the rivers of paradise and bathe in them in order to prepare themselves for their lives there. Even if we take this preparation literally, it appears that the qualities of these rivers are amazing and wondrous and necessary for life there.

                A matter that must be always borne in mind is that when we speak of that world and attempt to describe it, it is not different from a foetus in the mother’s womb attempting to describe this world. Just as the complexities and details of the Dunya are beyond its understanding and experience, we too are limited in our appreciation of the realities of the Akhira. Imagine trying to explain to a foetus that when it arrives in this world, it will chew food with teeth, or it will consume food that is similar to its own flesh, or that it will enter a world whose ends it cannot reach no matter how long it travels for, or that it may live there for eighty years, or that it will be able to write poems or fall in love, and so on. It is clear that the foetus would have a very basic and often mistaken understanding of these concepts; therefore, we should constantly remind ourselves that our own understanding of the hereafter could be no more than an approximation of its true realities.

                2. As we read in this tradition and as is repeatedly mentioned in the Qur’an also, the garments of paradise are typically luxurious and bedecked with jewels and other finery, as mentioned in these verses:  

                
                  
                    “And eternally youthful servants shall serve them. When you see them, they will seem as scattered pearls.” (76:19) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And all around, you shall see evidence of God’s bounties and great kingdom. (76:20)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Their garments will be of fine green silk and brocade. They will be adorned with bracelets of silver.” (76:21) 
                  
                

                And,

                
                  
                    “They will be adorned with bracelets of gold and they shall wear garments of fine silk and brocade and shall be reclining on thrones.” (18:31) 
                  
                

                And,

                
                  
                    “Within it are raised thrones,” (88:13)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And goblets set at hand,” (88:14) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And cushions placed in rows” (88:15)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And rich carpets spread out.” (88:16) 
                  
                

                And, 

                
                  
                    “They recline on green cushions and rich carpets.” (55:76)
                  
                

                And,

                
                  
                    “Trays and goblets of gold shall be circulated amongst them; therein they shall have whatever the hearts could desire and what delights the eyes.” (43:71)
                  
                

                And, 

                
                  
                    “They shall be on thrones encrusted with precious stones” (56:15)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And seated opposite friends” (56:16)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “With eternally youthful servants waiting on them” (56:17)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “With vessels and jugs and a cup from a pure spring.” (56:18)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “They shall not get a headache therefrom nor suffer intoxication.” (56:19) 
                  
                

                As we will discuss later, all these descriptions are analogies and metaphors for the material and spiritual life that the inhabitants of paradise will experience. And this is not just true for the bounties of paradise, whose source and composition is unknown, but also true for its habitat and natural environment. For example, “the soil from the rivers of paradise is of fragrant musk and its pebbles are pearls and rubies”42 and, “God has constructed paradise from two types of bricks; bricks of gold and bricks of silver. Its walls are made of ruby and its sky of turquoise and its pebbles of pearls and its soil of saffron and fragrant musk.”43 And in another part of paradise, “there are walls made from bricks of gold, silver and ruby. Its mortar is of fragrant musk and its ramparts are crusted with red, green and yellow rubies.”44 

                3. The interconnection between the material and spiritual dimensions of life in the hereafter is quite subtle, yet complex. As we read in the narration, “He will choose a robe, and mount on a steed of light while his clothes and jewels will be made of light and he will proceed in the land of light. He will be accompanied by angels of light and attendants composed of light to an extent that he will be dazzled by his appearance.” The question is that what is this light and how does it transform into clothes and jewels and mounts and attendants? This matter can only be properly understood and appreciated in that realm. It is worth noting that in Firdaws - the paradise that is in the closest proximity of God - walls and houses and chambers are all made of light. However, in Eden, the paradise that is lower, they are constructed of red rubies and pearls.45 

                4. The objects and substances of paradise are not made of materials as we recognize them in our world; rather they originate from the immaterial world (malakut). As we saw in the tradition, “there are rivers of ever fresh milk which has not come from the udders of animals; there are rivers of pure honey, which has not come from the bellies of bees; and there are rivers of wine of unsurpassed taste, which have not come from grapes crushed by any hand.” The source of all these substances is the light of the immaterial world that is manifested in paradise for the use of its inhabitants.

                5. The expansiveness of paradise is beyond imagination. The Qur’an states that paradise is,

                
                  
                    “... as wide as the heavens and the earth.” (3:133) 
                  
                

                If one considers that every inhabitant of paradise has at least a thousand palaces as mentioned in this tradition, or that some may have as many as seventy thousand palaces as mentioned in other reports, then it appears that the domain of each individual would be the size of a large nation in our present world, because each palace would have its own lands. The Gospel of Barnabas quotes Jesus (‘a) thus: God shall say to the one who love Him and worshipped Him sincerely, “O servant of Mine! Consider how many grains of sand there are in the sea. If the sea would give you just one grain of sand, would it not appear trivial to you? Of course it would! But I swear by My Existence, as your Creator, that whatever I have bestowed to all the merchants and kings of the earth is less than a grain of sand compared to that which I shall grant to you in paradise.”46 

                Although such grandeur may be beyond our comprehension, nonetheless we can still appreciate the great difference in the scale of existence between that life and our lives in this world; and we can begin to imagine the expansiveness of the Akhira in comparison to Dunya. Therefore, we should not be surprised if we hear that in paradise there is a tree that, “A rider can ride for a hundred years and still not leave its shade, and if a bird was to fly up from its base it would not reach its topmost branches until it falls down due to old age.”47 

                It has been reported that, “The doors of the heavens are opened on the nights of decree (qadr); so there is no worshipper who offers the ritual prayers (salat) that night except that for every single one of his prostrations (sujud), God grants him a tree in paradise such that if a rider travels under it for a hundred years he would still be in its shade.”48 Or that, “Whoever stays awake in the worship of God for an entire night, spending it in the recitation of the Qur’an, in prostration and in the remembrance of God…shall have a light established in his heart and sinfulness and jealousy shall be removed from it… and God shall say to the angels…give him a place in paradise. And he shall have within it one hundred thousand cities; each city shall provide whatever the heart desires and the eyes take delight in and what the mind cannot even imagine. And this is aside from the honour, closeness and abundance he gains in My estimation.”49 

                All these reports indicate to us that we should not imagine that the realm of the hereafter could be compared in any way to our present world. Moreover, it alludes to the sublime Qur’anic concept of limitlessness in the realm of God, 

                
                  
                    “There is not a thing but its treasures are with Us, and We do not send it down except in a known measure.” (15:21) 
                  
                

                Treasures of God only find measures when they are relegated to the Dunya; there are no measures in the realm of God.

                6. These enormous domains and vast distances and the grandeur of the personal property of every individual which include multitudes of servants and attendants, do not prevent the people of paradise from their meetings, social activities and travel. It is true that everyone lives in his own domain as a noble king; however, they socialize and visit one other out of love and friendship and spend time together.

                We will speak again about this socializing and its objective; however, at this point we are concerned with the travel across great distances which, according to this narration, is done by travelling on mounts of light. What amount of light is exactly remains to be seen, however this tradition indicates that as the angels show the inhabitants around their properties and holdings, they are mounted on steeds of light and, “complete the survey of their holdings in less than a blink of the eye.”

                7. In paradise the praise and glorification of God is the most beautiful and pleasant melody that ears have ever heard. This is not the praise and glorification of worship; rather it is existential, just like love which has no reason but itself. The melody stems from the depths of the being and from sheer delight, “And in paradise there is a river on whose two banks are seated maidens. God reveals to them, “let My servant hear you praise Me, Glorify Me and eulogize Me.” So their voices ring out with a melody and sweetness the like of which no one has ever heard before, causing the people of heaven to become spellbound.”

                8. Even greater than this is the feeling of mental ease, total contentment and mutual satisfaction that is enjoyed by the inhabitants of paradise. Firstly, they are overjoyed because they have been given much more than they feel they deserve and in fact, they cannot imagine having anything more, because, 

                
                  
                    “They shall have therein whatever they desire, while with Us is still more.” (50:35) 
                  
                

                This joy at what they have makes them more humble and grateful before God, and their perfect contentment with God’s decree fills their hearts with an indescribable love for Him. And their happiness and contentment becomes complete when they realize that God is pleased with them too, and regards them in the same manner, 

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “….and the angels approach them from every door saying,” (13:23) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Peace be on you for your steadfastness. And how excellent is the final abode!” (13:24) 
                  
                

                In fact, the sure knowledge of God’s pleasure is the greatest delight and one that gives them abiding tranquillity and contentment. 

                
                  
                    “God has promised the believing men and the believing women gardens beneath which rivers flow, wherein they shall abide eternally, and beautiful mansions in the Garden of Eden; but the greatest bliss is the pleasure of God – that is the supreme attainment.” (9:72) 
                  
                

                This mutual regard has been mentioned several times in the Qur’an, 

                
                  
                    “…. God is pleased with them, and they are pleased with Him.” (5:119) 
                  
                  50
                

                It should be borne in mind that the substance of physical elements such as gold and silver and pearls in paradise descends from malakut, and is different in nature and properties from what we know of them here in Dunya. Similarly, the nature of mental concepts and emotions such as peace, contentment and love will be quite different in paradise. For example, peace in this Dunya can only be defined negatively as the absence of disturbance, while peace in paradise is a positive existential concept, which we yet have to experience.

                9. The greatest gift of all however, is one that is even beyond the imagination of the inhabitants of paradise. 

                
                  
                    “They shall have therein whatever they desire while with Us is still more.” (50:35) 
                  
                

                This reference to ‘more’ is something that God occasionally uses in order to stir their imagination and desire and increase their knowledge and perfection, love and longing, and their bounties and wealth. We read in the tradition that, “They live in this way until suddenly a voice is heard from below the throne of God saying, “O inhabitants of paradise! How do you find the place you have returned to?” They reply, “We have returned to the best of places and our reward is the most generous of rewards. However, now that we have heard this voice we have a keen desire to gaze at Your Magnificence.” And of course, no sooner than they manifest this desire that it is accepted, because paradise is a place of fulfilment of every desire, and whoever longs for more receives greater gifts; “So God issues a command and seventy thousand veils are lifted away. The inhabitants of paradise climb onto their mounts, and dressed in luxurious and jewelled garments, ride in the shade of the trees until they reach the abode of peace (dar as-salam) which is the abode of God the abode of light and glory and felicity.” And what comes to pass here cannot be imagined by any human being in this world or even in paradise either.

                10. When they go into His presence, the people of paradise want nothing else except to remain forever witnessing the splendour of God and to be lost in the beauty of His countenance; “They gaze towards the light of God’s countenance as much as they are able to and say, “Our Master! Hearing Your sweet speech and seeing the light of Your countenance is enough delight for us, we do not desire or seek anything else.” However, they do not realize that what is still veiled from them of His Beauty is millions of times greater than what they have seen until now; yet at this moment this is the limit of their capacity to perceive. 

                To see more they will have to evolve further and to do so, they will have to abide for a while with this new cognizance and rapture; they must experience further delights of paradise so that they may mature further and qualify to be presented again. Therefore, God puts a desire in their hearts to visit their spouses so that they willingly return; “But God says, “I know that you are eager to meet with your wives and they long to see you. Go now to your wives.” They ask God to give them an appointment to come to this place again. God says, “You shall have a meeting every Friday. From one Friday to the next there is a span of seven thousand years by your reckoning.” As they leave, each is given a green pomegranate containing seventy garments the like of which no eye has seen before.” Do not wonder why garments should be in pomegranates because we are discussing a completely different world in which anything could be found in anything else and every single feeling might feel like all feelings.

                11. When the inhabitants of paradise return from this journey, they have evolved and grown to such an extent that they seem to be different creatures altogether, and are scarcely recognizable even to their spouses; “As he approaches and his wife looks at his face she hardly recognizes him and says, “My dear! When you departed your face looked different.” He will reply, “My dear! Do not be amazed at my appearance for I have gazed at the countenance of my Lord and my face has become illuminated by His light.”

                This evolution and development and new radiance have transformed him and he cannot be compared to his former self. In fact, his previous bounties and possessions no longer befit his new magnificence and are trivial to his new status. Consequently, everything must be enhanced to reflect his new stature and radiance. Everything around him changes as a result of the illumination of his own existence. That is why when he looks again at the face of his wife he says, “My dear! When I departed from you your face seemed different.” And she will reply, “My dear! Do not be amazed at my appearance for I have looked at the face of one who has gazed at the countenance of God, and my face has become seventy times more radiant as a result. And they will embrace each other.”

                12. Now he shall live in his new magnificence and capacity and beauty and enjoy the bounties that God has granted to him, until his new cognizance permeates his being completely; once that happens he will be eager to journey to God again. And this desire, love and longing for the Lord, and the excitement and evolution and growth in beauty continue in a pleasant environment for eternity, 

                
                  
                    “Wherein they shall abide forever. They will not desire to leave therefrom.” (18:108)
                  
                

                And, 

                
                  
                    “For them there will be therein all that they wish for, and they will abide there eternally.” (25:16) 
                  
                

                Physical Pleasures In Paradise

                As we have mentioned in the previous sections, in this world the human being has both a material as well as a spiritual dimension. In Dunya the soul perceived, learned and grew by living in a material body, while in Barzakh it did the same in an imaginal body. However, the special quality of the human being in Qiyama is that there, the human soul can simultaneously make use of a physical body – which has been resurrected with vastly upgraded features – as well as the imaginal body. Actually, there is another higher means of perception than these two that the soul can also employ which presently is beyond our understanding. This means that the human being can experience spiritual as well as physical pleasure at the same time; in fact, these two bodies are like two faces of the same coin.

                While the imaginal body experiences the greatest pleasure by seeing and hearing the secrets of creation through the parallelism and correspondence (tanazur) that we have talked about at length, the physical body also experiences the highest level of pleasure through all its senses. The eyes see the most beautiful sights, the ears hear the most soothing melodies, the tongue tastes the most delicious food and drink, the touch feels the most pleasurable surfaces, and the nose smells the most delightful fragrances. 

                Every sensation that can be experienced by the body is amplified to the utmost. Since these experiences are in synchrony with the experience of the imaginal body, which itself draws on the experience of the soul, the greater the soul’s receptiveness to God’s mercy and grace, the more pleasurable will be the experience of the imaginal and physical bodies. In other words, the purer the soul is, and consequently the nearer it is to God, the more intensely it will experience the joys of paradise.

                This link between body and soul is not just one way and does not simply come from above; neither do these pleasures simply result in joy and happiness. Just as all pleasures experienced in Dunya had a particular purpose, in paradise also they serve a very important function. In fact, it can be said that the ultimate purpose, which was to display gratitude, is realized in paradise. Gratitude, which gives rise to love, is the highest connection that the human soul can have with God; it requires both true cognizance (ma’rifa) as well as submission (khushu’) and humble reverence (khudu’) in the heart. 

                The Qur’an states that the true purpose of God’s blessings – including the gift of sight, hearing and intellect – is to bring about gratitude, 

                
                  
                    “And God brought you out from the wombs of your mothers while you knew nothing, and He gave you hearing and sight and intellect so that perhaps you may give thanks.” (16:78) 
                  
                

                Every physical or imaginal experience in paradise creates further submission and appreciation in the soul, which in turn increases the love for God, and brings one even closer to Him; and this in turn intensifies the physical and imaginal pleasures. This mutual cause and effect process between the body and soul continues eternally.

                The reason why seeking pleasure in the Dunya has been criticized in the Divine religions is not because of the pleasure itself, because all physical pleasures are creations of God and a part of the bounties He has granted mankind; rather, it is because of the pursuit of illicit pleasures that results in neglect of the remembrance of God. In other words, the real philosophy behind these physical experiences is to bring about appreciation and gratefulness and consequently make man remember God. Conversely, the arrogant and defiant use of these bounties engenders the opposite outcome, and results in ungratefulness and neglect; ultimately these distances one from the Source of all grace and mercy.

                In paradise however, these pleasures are solely used to increase man’s development and sublimity, and are free of anything else. 

                
                  
                    “Say: Who has forbidden the adornment of God and the lawful provisions which He has produced for His servants? Say: They are for those who were believers in their life in the world, and exclusively for them on the Day of Judgement. Thus, We explain our revelation for people who understand.” (7:32)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Say: My Lord has only forbidden immoral deeds whether committed openly or in secret, and sinful conduct, and wrongful oppression, and that you associate with God that for which He has not sent any authority, and that you speak about God that which you do not know.” (7:33) 
                  
                  51
                

                Evolution In Paradise And Increase Of Joy

                Whatever we shall see in paradise will be a representation of our inner state; and because that state will be continually changing as we grow wiser and love God more deeply, the nature, colour and fragrance of everything in paradise will constantly improve and become more amazing and wondrous. The meaning of time in paradise arises from this very evolution within us.

                Wisdom and love have always been embedded in every human being because it is through these faculties that man’s eternal soul – which God placed within the human being – is connected to Him. In paradise man explores his soul every day and removes the veils that mask the beauty of that wisdom and love so that he can see himself more clearly, or rather see God more clearly; the two are the same in fact, because his ego does not exist anymore. What he sees now is his true self, which is one with his cognitive soul; and so he will see and know God to the same degree as he knows himself. He is now a mirror that reflects the beauty of God. Whatever he sees inside himself is manifested externally too. It is similar to when the Names of God manifest themselves in the physical realm.

                Therefore, with the removal of every inner veil, the flowers and gardens he sees externally are transformed as well. The appearance and decorations of his palaces and the elegance of his garments all take on a new beauty. His interactions with friends and neighbours and spouses change and become even more pleasurable. And all this increase in colour and fragrance and beauty, which he recognizes is from God, increases his delight a hundredfold. His Lord helps him further by giving him nectar spiced with ginger (zanjabil) to drink; this shall fill him with an excitement to see and understand more, 

                
                  
                    “And they will be given to drink a cup mixed with ginger” (76:17) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “From a fountain called Salsabil.” (76:18) 
                  
                

                His excitement will make him restless and even more eager to remove yet another veil and uncover greater wisdom and love. At this time, his Lord gives him wine mixed with soothing camphor to instil calm into his entire being and elevate him to a state of renewed wonderment, 

                
                  
                    “Indeed, the righteous shall drink from a cup mixed with camphor” (76:5) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “a spring from which the true servants of God shall drink; making it flow in abundance (at will)” (76:6) 
                  
                

                The wonders of paradise will never cease. A wonderment that will not be transient like that of Dunya, but one which is accompanied by an abiding contentment and appreciation and an indescribable gratefulness, which in turn increases love and gives true meaning to one’s existence.

                These inner and outward transformations are also reflected in the face; the bounties of paradise make the features of its inhabitants more beautiful and more youthful. It has been reported from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) that, “When the Day of Judgment arrives, two believers, both of whom are destined for paradise, will be stopped for accounting. One of them was poor in the world, while the other was wealthy. The one who was poor will say, “O Lord! Why have I been stopped here? I swear by Your honour, You know well that You had not granted me power and authority in the Dunya, so that You may see whether I acted justly or oppressively. And You had not granted me any wealth either that You may see whether I fulfilled the rights of others or neglected them. My sustenance was meagre, as You know and You Yourself had apportioned for me.” Then God will say, “This servant of Mine speaks truly, permit him to enter paradise.”

                 But his companion will remain at that station for a long time; in that time he will perspire so profusely that his sweat would be enough for forty thirsty camels to drink from; only then will he be entered into paradise. The poor man who was his companion will say to him, “We were together, what delayed you so much?” The wealthy man will reply, “The length of the accounting. I was asked continuously about my possessions. They were presented one by one, and each time God kept pardoning and forgiving me until He enveloped me in His mercy and forgave me everything! However, tell me, who are you?” The poor man will say, “I am the same poor man who was at your side at the station of accounting.” The wealthy one will say in wonder, “The blessings of paradise have altered your face beyond recognition!”52 

                The Doors Of Paradise

                People will not all enter paradise through one gate or doorway; rather every group of believers will have a gate dedicated just for them, 

                
                  
                    “And those who were God-wary shall be led towards paradise in groups; and when they come to it, its doors will be already open and its keepers will say, “Peace be upon you; you have done well, so enter and abide therein for ever.” (39:73) 
                  
                

                It has been reported from the Prophet (S) that, “Paradise has eight doors and hell has seven”53 And it has been reported from Imam al-Baqir (‘a) that, “Have a good opinion (husn al-dann) of God and know that paradise has eight doors, the width of each would take forty years to cross.54 And normally the size of doors is designed to accommodate the traffic of people who will enter through them.

                It is beneficial to recount here a beautiful tradition reported by Bilal that speaks both about the doors of paradise as well as other aspects of that mysterious land. A man called ‘Abdallah ibn Ali reports, “I went from Basra to Egypt for trade and there I saw an old man; he was tall and had dark skin and white hair. He was wearing two worn out garments, one white and the other black. I asked who he was and was informed that he was Bilal, a slave freed by the Prophet (S). So I took a writing tablet and pen and approached him. I greeted him saying, “Salam on you, O Shaykh!” He replied my salutation. I said, “May God have mercy on you, O Shaykh. Would you share with me something that you have heard from the Prophet (S)?” He asked, “How do you know who I am?” I said, “You are Bilal, the muezzin of the Prophet (S).” When he heard the name of the Prophet (S), tears came to his eyes and he wept. I wept also as did the people around me.”

                “Then he said, “Write down: In the name of God, the Beneficent, the Merciful. I heard the Prophet, peace be upon him and his family say, “The walls of paradise are made of bricks of gold, silver and ruby. Its mortar is of fragrant musk and its ramparts are crusted with red, green and yellow rubies.” I asked how many doors it has. He replied, “It has several doors: the door of Mercy (bab ar-rahma) is made of red ruby…the door of Perseverance (bab as-sabr) is a small single door made from a sheet of red ruby. As for the door of Gratitude (bab as-shukr) it is made of white ruby and has double doors the width of which is a distance of five hundred years’ travel. It keeps calling out resoundingly and plaintively, “O Lord! Bring my people to me.” I said, “Can a door speak?” He said, “Yes indeed, God, the Mighty and Gracious, gives it the ability to speak. Then there is the door of Trial (bab al-bala’).” I asked, “Is the door of trial not the same as the door of perseverance?” He replied, “No.” I asked, “What then is trial?” He said, “Calamities and sickness and disease and leprosy; and this is a single door made of a sheet of yellow ruby, very few people enter through it.”

                “As for the Great door (bab al-a’zam), it is a door through which the righteous servants of God enter, those who were people of restraint, pious, eager to please God and intimate with Him.” I said, “May God have mercy on you. Once they enter paradise what do they do there?” He said, “They board boats of ruby with oars made of pearls and travel across the two banks of a river with transparent water. On the boat there are angels of light. They wear garments of an intense green colour.” I asked, “May God have mercy on you. Can light be green?” He replied, “Their clothes are green, however a light from the light of the Lord of the worlds, Most Glorious, radiates from them.” I asked, “What is the name of this place?” He replied. “It is called Jannat al-Ma’wa. (Garden of Refuge)” I asked, “Are there other gardens as well?” He replied, “Yes, Jannat al-’Adn (Garden of Eden) and it lies towards the middle of paradise. Its walls are of red ruby and its pebbles are of pearls.” I asked, “Are there any other gardens besides these?” He replied, “Yes. Jannat al-Firdaws (Garden of Paradise).” I asked, “And what are its walls like?” He said, “Enough! Leave me, you are hurting my heart.” I said, “Rather, it is you who is doing this to me. I will not depart until you complete the description of its walls.” He said, “Its walls are made from light.” I asked, “What about its rooms?” He replied, “They are made from the light of the Lord of the worlds.”55 

                The first thing that this narration makes clear is that the nature of those parts of paradise that are more proximal to God are more unknown to us; for this reason the construction material of Firdaws has been cryptically called light, whatever that may mean exactly. More familiar materials like red and yellow rubies, pearls, gold and silver have been mentioned as materials used to create the buildings and even trees and steeds found in the lesser levels of paradise; but as we have mentioned, these are correspondences (tanazur), meaning that if we want to put a name from this world for these objects, they would be represented by gold, silver and pearls.

                Secondly, the fact that there is a door called the door of Trial (bab al-bala’) means that whoever continues to be steadfast in the face of severe and chronic illness and other difficulties in the life of Dunya, then a special door from the doors of paradise will open itself just for them.

                Thirdly, that paradise has several doors due to the different states and qualities of the people who are admitted inside. It is also because of this diversity that paradise has been divided into different sections. In fact, everyone opens a door in paradise that is befitting to the nature of their soul; they proceed to the level they deserve according to the predominant virtue that they possess. It has been mentioned in the traditions that, “When the month of Ramadan arrives, the doors of paradise are opened and the doors of hell are closed.”56 

                These doors refer to virtuous acts and are opened by the souls of the believers; and because there are many possible such acts, it follows that each of the eight doors of paradise must be able to accommodate a wide variety of virtues. In other words, every good deed comes under one of the eight doors of goodness and virtue in the human soul and becomes a doorway for his entry into paradise. Therefore, it must not come as a surprise if every act or worship and good deed is independently considered as a door from the doors of paradise. 

                As an example, in Nahj al-Balagha we read, “Indeed, jihad is a door from the doors of paradise which God has opened for His closest servants.”57 In another tradition it is mentioned that, “Be mindful of truthfulness (sidq) because truthfulness is a door from the doors of paradise and beware of lies (kidhb) because lies is a door from the doors of hell.”58 And, “Whoever feeds a hungry believer, God enters him into paradise from a door through which only others who have done the same may enter.”59 And, “For every door from the doors of goodness, there is a corresponding door from the doors of paradise, and the door of the fast is called Rayyan.”60 Naturally, if someone possesses all the good qualities, he may enter from any door that he chooses, “Whoever says La ilaha illalah (there is no god but Allah) in a manner that his heart confirms what his tongue utters, may enter paradise from any of its eight doors that he wishes.”61 

                Fourthly, the entry from a particular door means living in the region that the door opens into, in the familiar company of other people of paradise of similar dispositions and merits.

                The Different Levels And Regions Of Paradise

                The levels of people vary from one another in paradise, and in fact, each person is counted as his own level, 

                
                  
                    “They have varying degrees in the sight of God....” (3:163) 
                  
                

                God says, 

                
                  
                    “See how We have favoured some of them (in provision in Dunya) over others; but in the hereafter there are greater Degrees (of preference) and greater distinctions.” (17:21)
                  
                

                In the words of Imam Ali (‘a), “There are multiple stations and different levels of excellence.”62 

                It is these multiple levels, which are arranged according to the proximity of a person to God, that make up the various regions and layers of paradise; in fact, the regions that are close to one another become specific colonies in which the inhabitants undergo similar experiences. We find in the traditions that, “Paradise has one hundred levels, each of which is separated by a distance greater than the distance between the heavens and the earth. The highest level of paradise, which is located in its heart, is Firdaws; nothing exists higher than it except the throne of God, and all the rivers of paradise originate from there. So if you seek anything from God, ask Him for Firdaws.”63 

                These levels themselves are distributed across wide regions, the choicest of which are the paradise of the servants closest to God (muqarrabun) and the paradise of the righteous (ashab al-yamin, lit. people of the right hand). As we mentioned before, the muqarrabun and the ashab alyamin are two groups of believers who differ in their aspect of faith. The faith of the muqarrabun is based on love and the focus of their lives is God. The faith of the ashab al-yamin is based on obedience and the focus of their lives is to follow their beliefs in order to gain favour and protect themselves from harm in the hereafter. 

                Imam Ali (‘a) says, “A group worshipped God seeking His paradise, and their worship is the worship of merchants; a group worshipped God out of fear of His punishment, and their worship is the worship of slaves; and a group worshipped God out of gratitude, and their worship is the worship of free men.”64 And it has been narrated from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) that, “Believers are of three kinds; a group who worship God out of fear, this is the worship of slaves; and a group who worship God seeking reward, this is the worship of contractors; and a group who worship God out of love, this is the worship of free men, and the best form of worship.”65 

                The common factor amongst all these groups is their worship; however, what separates them is the motivation for their worship. The muqarrabun have been cleansed of all egoism and are no longer concerned with thoughts of benefit or harm to themselves; the love of God has saturated their beings, and consequently both in Dunya as well as Akhira they experience God in a manner that is not possible for even the ashab al-yamin. Their worship was always full of humility and reverence and this qualified them for ascent into Firdaws, above which exists nothing but the throne of God, 

                
                  
                    “Indeed, the believers are successful.” (23:1)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Those who are humble in their prayers” (23:2)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And who turn away from vain speech” (23:3)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And who are payers of the poor-due” (23:4)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And who guard their modesty” (23:5)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Save from their wives or (the slaves) that their right hands posses, for then they are not blameworthy” (23:6)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “But whoso coveth beyond that, such are transgressors” (23:7)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And who are the shepherds of their pledge and their covenant” (23:8)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “And who pay heed to their prayers” (23:9)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “They indeed shall be the inheritors,” (23:10)
                  
                

                
                  
                    “Who will inherit Firdaws and dwell therein forever.”
                  
                  
                    (23:11)
                  
                

                In Surah al-Waqi῾a and Surah ar-Rahman, the Qur’an distinguishes between the paradise of the muqarrabun and the paradise of the ashab al-yamin and places the former above the latter. It has been narrated from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) that, “Do not talk of just one paradise, because God has stated: Some are raised higher in rank than others.”66 The difference in the levels is such that, “When the people of a lower level look towards a level higher than their own, it is like the inhabitants of the earth looking at the stars; they guess the identity of whom they see above the way the people on earth call out the name of the stars.”67 

                From these descriptions, which are found in many traditions, we can conclude that the people of paradise do not live in gardens next to each other; rather, each garden or group of gardens is separated by unimaginable distances just as the stars and galaxies are distant from each other. This is also mentioned in the Qur’an because according to it, the size of paradise is as wide as the expanse of the heavens and the earth, 

                
                  
                    “Hasten towards forgiveness from your Lord, and a garden as wide as the heavens and the earth, prepared for the God-wary.” (3:133) 
                  
                

                In fact, every level is separated from the one below it by the same expanse, and every higher level forms the heavens for the one lower than it.

                As we have mentioned, these levels are according to the proximity of its inhabitants to God, and in reality, this is nothing except individual differences in cognizance (ma῾rifa) and love of God. It has been reported from Imam Sajjad (‘a) that, “God enters a group into paradise and bestows so much on them that all their desires are satisfied, while above them there is another group inhabiting a higher level of paradise. When they look at them, they recognize them and say, “O Lord! These were our brothers and we were together in Dunya; on what grounds have you favoured them over us?” They will be told, “How different you were from each other! They used to remain hungry while your bellies were full, they would remain thirsty while you drank, and they would stay awake in the night while you slept.”68 

                The phrase that “all their desires are satisfied” is worthy of some consideration; it confirms that everyone in paradise will receive bounties according to their desires and aspirations, and everyone will of course only aspire to the extent to their cognizance. However, God extends his aspirations so that he may dwell in His proximity and seek higher favours from Him.

                It has also been reported from the Prophet (S) that,

                
                  “In paradise the separation of two successive levels is the distance between the heavens and the earth. Sometimes a servant raises his gaze and suddenly sees a shining light that almost blinds him. He is elated at the sight and asks, “What was that?” He is told, “That is the light of your brother from the believers.” He says, “Is that the same brother with whom I stood to 
                  
                  worship in Dunya? How has he been elevated so greatly over me?” He is told, “His worship was better than yours.” Then his heart is inspired with gladness and he becomes content.”
                  69
                

                The fact that everyone is completely satisfied within their level in paradise is a very important matter and worthy of deliberation. The reason for this satisfaction is that everyone has received every last thing he could wish for, and cannot imagine or want anything more. In the Gospel of Barnabas it has been mentioned that Bartholomew asked Jesus (‘a), “O Teacher! Will the reward in paradise be the same for everyone? If it is the same then that would be against justice, and yet if it is not the same, the lesser will envy the greater.” Jesus (‘a) replied, “It will not be the same, because God is Just; however, everyone will be content with that which he has received from God, because there is no envy in that realm. O Bartholomew! Will a master who has many servants clothe them all with the same garment? Will the children who wear the clothes of children be saddened that they cannot wear the clothes of the adults? Rather, on the contrary, if the adults desire to clothe them with their large garments the children would become upset because by being forced to wear garments that are not of their size, they would think that they are being mocked. So raise your heart, dear Bartholomew, to God in paradise; you shall see that everyone has their reward, and the fact that it is more for one and less for another will not cause anyone to become envious.”70 

                As was mentioned, these levels are determined by the cognizance of individuals. It has been reported from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) that, “I advise you to recite the Qur’an because the levels of paradise are according to the verses of the Qur’an. On the Day of Judgement, the reciter of the Qur’an shall be told, “Recite and ascend higher!” So for every verse he recites, he will be raised one more level.”71 It is obvious that the meaning of recital on that Day is not confined to mere verbal recitation; rather it refers to the cognizance that every verse of the Qur’an inspires within the heart and soul of the individual. In fact, there are many in Dunya who have committed the entire Qur’an to memory but will be unable to recite even a single verse on the Day of Judgement.

                However, after reading all this, one must not imagine that the lower levels of paradise are not worthy of appreciation. It has been reported from the Prophet (S) that, “The person in the lowest level in paradise is one whose kingdom would take a thousand years travel to see in its entirety; he himself, however, can survey his entire kingdom in one glance, just as he sees all his spouses, servants and thrones.”72 And it has been reported from Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) that, “The person in the lowest level of paradise will still be able to host the entirety of mankind and jinn and give them food and drink to their fill, without anything substantial being reduced from his possessions.”73 

                The Levels Of Paradise And Family Life

                The Qur’an states: 

                
                  
                    
                  
                  
                    “Those who believed and their offspring followed them in (weaker) faith, We shall cause their offspring to join them (in paradise) …” (52:21) 
                  
                

                This verse raises a question as to how will the members of one family who are in different levels of paradise be joined together in one place? The apparent answer is that this joining comes about by the fulfilment of the desire of the strongest in faith in the higher levels who are able, through the power of their souls, to raise the level of the weaker members in their family. It has been reported from the Prophet (S) that, “Even if the offspring of a righteous believer are located in a lower level of paradise, God allows him to raise them to his own so that his heart is pleased.”74 

                It has also been reported from him that, “When a person enters paradise, he searches for his father and mother and asks about his family and children. He is told, “They have not reached your level, and they did not have your quality of deeds.” He will say, “O my Lord! Whatever I did, I intended to do for myself and for them.” At that time a command will be issued to join all of them with him.”75 

                What can be understood from the foregoing is that love and regard for one’s family exists, at least to the same extent if not stronger, in paradise as it did in Dunya; and one of the pleasures of paradise is the coming together of families to live with each other. However, love for those family members who have become inmates of hell is completely erased from the hearts of the people of paradise because they cannot bear any pollution at all.

                In addition to family life, paradise also has a social system, which we discussed at length in the section concerning Barzakh.

                That About Paradise Which Cannot Be Described

                Whatever we have said so far about paradise was about that limited aspect of it that we can understand through the concepts and experiences that we are familiar with in this Dunya; however, there are things that exist there that cannot be described with anything we know from our world or anything that we can imagine in our mind, “In paradise there are realities that no eye has seen and no ear has heard and no human mind has ever conceived.”76 In the words of the Qur’an, 

                
                  
                    “No person knows what pleasures have been kept hidden for them as a reward for their good deeds.” (32:17) 
                  
                

                They remain hidden because, due to the limited capacity of human understanding, these blessings cannot yet be described and made clear.

                A Final Word

                Whatever you have read in the chapters of this book was just an approximation of what wonders lie in wait for creation in general and human beings in particular to witness and experience of the majesty, mercy and generosity of God. They all allude to one fact; our comprehension of God in this realm of Dunya is by no means proportionate to His greatness, grandeur and glory, and our understanding of ourselves is nowhere near what we really are. 

                The vast expanse of the universe compared to what will come in Akhira is narrower and darker than the womb surrounding a baby, and the countless talents of humans in this world compared to what they will become in Akhira are like the abilities of a foetus compared to a grown-up human being.

                Akhira is a realm that shall transform the entire creation at the same time. It is not a place where human beings enter one at a time, or one that that only human beings go to; rather, the entire universe will enter into it in a single instant. Just like a larva emerges from its cocoon and becomes a beautiful butterfly, or just like a small seed grows from the ground into a strong tree, the universe of Dunya shall one Day shed its skin and emerge into the universe of Akhira.

                The characteristics of the new realm will be entirely different; it is as if God has created a new world, or that creation has been recreated anew: 

                
                  
                    “God originates the creation, then repeats it; then you shall be brought back to Him.” (30:11) 
                  
                

                However, just as the butterfly is born from the larva and cannot exist without it, the world of Akhira is also born of Dunya and cannot come about without it.

                The qualities of Akhira are completely different from those of Dunya and consequently whatever descriptions we come up with for that world can be no more than metaphors that approximate its reality. It is like trying to explain to a larva in its cocoon what it will be like to sprout wings and fly, or to explain the colour red or green to a blind person.

                Everything that transpires before Akhira is a journey that we must undertake, while the world of Akhira represents the destination and journey’s end. We began as dust, became water, then an embryo, then we came into the world, and then we shall leave it; we will thereafter travel along until we will reach Akhira, where we will rest for eternity, 

                
                  
                    “The hereafter (Akhira) is the home of permanent settlement.” (40:39)
                  
                

                This is why God calls it ‘home’, 

                
                  
                    “Make a mention of Our servants Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, men of strength and insight. We chose them for an exclusive quality, the keeping in mind of the final home.” (38:46) 
                  
                

                Real life and meaningful existence can only take place in the hereafter; what we experience in this world is a pale shadow and fleeting fragrance of it in comparison. The life of this world is no more than a kind of play, which prepares us for the real life that is to follow: 

                
                  
                    “And the life of this world is nothing more than diversion and play! And the abode of the hereafter is indeed life, if only they knew.” (29:64) 
                  
                

                Of course, just as the playing of children has an important role in the development of their character, the game of life also plays a very important role in shaping the destiny of the human being. In Dunya our souls are in an embryonic state, just as our bodies were when we were in the wombs of our mothers, and the play and diversions of life are essential for the nurturing of this growing soul.

                The single factor that grants man a lofty status in the hereafter is the remembrance and reverence of God in this world. It is like a seed that grows and bears its fruit in the soul.

                
                  
                    “Do you not consider how God sets forth a parable? A good word is like a good tree: its roots are steady and its branches are in the sky.” (14:24) 
                  
                

                
                  
                    “It gives its fruit every moment by the leave of its Lord. God draws these parables for mankind so that they may take admonition.” (14:25) 
                  
                

                On the other hand, the single factor that brings about man’s downfall is egoism and self-centredness which disrupts his relationship with the rest of the creation; it makes him give undue importance to the trivial matters of Dunya and ultimately waste the potentials of his soul altogether.

                If we wish to live in harmony with the rest of creation and progress into the next stage of our existence with peace and contentment, we have to take away our attention from our lower selves and direct it towards the Creator of all things. This is the way and this is the truth.
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