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Narration of ‘Unwan al-Basri on the advice of Imam Ja‘far Sadiq - peace be upon him - to the

seeker of the path towards Allah: This is a very noteworthy narration with words of advice by the

blessed Imam to seekers of the path to Allah Almighty. Critical issues related to seeking knowledge,
servanthood and obedience to Allah, and struggling against the lower self are mentioned. Some of the
inspired scholars were highly mindful of this hadith: for instance Marhum Qadi (spiritual teacher of
the late Allamah Tabataba’i) would instruct his students to write this narration and practice it, and also
to have it with them in their pocket and study it once or twice a week.

Source: Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 1, p. 224-226: Book of Knowledge, Sec. 7: “Etiquettes of seeking knowledge
and its rulings”, hadith 17.

Hadith translated to English by A. Rahmim.
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I [second Majlisi] say: I found something with the handwriting of our Shaykh Baha’i [Baha al-Din
‘amili] — May Allah revere his soul - with the following words:

Shaykh Shams al-Din ibn Makki [“First Martyr”] said: I narrate from the handwriting of Shaykh Ahmad
al-Farahani from ‘Unwan al-Basri — who was an elderly man upon whom 94 years had passed. He
[‘Unwan] said: T used to go to Malik ibn Anas for some years. Then when Ja‘far Sadiq (peace be upon

him) came to Medina, [ went to him, and desired to obtain [knowledge] from him as I did from Malik.
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He said to me one day, “I am a wanted man [socially sought after and/or politically under surveillance]
and at the same time, I have invocations [remembrances of Allah] in every hour of night and day,
therefore do not preoccupy me from my invocation! And obtain from Mailik and go to him as you used

to do so.”
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I became sad from this, and departed from him, and said to myself, “If he found any good in me, he
would not have denied me from going to him and obtaining [knowledge] from him.” So I entered the
Mosque of the Apostle [Muhammad] (peace be upon him and his progeny) and invoked salam (peace)
upon him. Then I returned the next day to the rawdhab [space between the house/burial-place of the
prophet and his pulpit, which in hadith is referred to as a rawdbah (garden) amongst the gardens of
heaven] and prayed two rak ‘as there and said, “I ask you O Allah! O Allah! that you turn the heart of

Ja‘far towards me and nourish me with his knowledge with which I will be guided to your straight

path!”
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And I returned to my home with sorrow and did not go to Malik ibn Anas, for my heart had been made
to drink from the love of Ja‘far. Then I did not leave my home except for the obligatory prayers, until

my patience ran out. Then when my heart became contracted, I wore my shoes and outer garment and

intended Ja‘far, and this was after [ had prayed the ‘Asr prayer.
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Then when I arrived at the door of his home, I sought permission: a servant of his came out and said,
“What is your need?” I said, “[To invoke] saldm upon the Sharif [his nobleness].” He said, “He is
standing in his place of prayer.” So I sat down at the entrance of his home. I then waited only a little

while when the servant came out and said, “Enter with Allah’s blessing.” So I entered and invoked salam

upon him [Imam Sadiq]. He returned my salim and said, “Sit down! May Allah forgive you!”
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So I sat down; he dropped his head contemplating for a while, then raised his head and said, “What is
your title?” I said, “Abu ‘Abdillah (father of the servant of Allah)!” He said, “May Allah safeguard your
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title and make you succeed O Aba ‘Abdillah! What is your inquiry?” I then said to myself, “If there was

nothing for me from visiting and saluting him other than this supplication, it would [still] be much!”
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Next, he raised his head and then said, “What is your inquiry?” I said, “I asked Allah to turn your heart
towards me and to nourish me from your knowledge, and I hope that Allah Almighty will respond to
me by [You] the Sharif what I asked Him.” Then he said, “O Aba ‘Abdillah! Knowledge is not with
learning! Verily it is a light which is put in the heart of the one whom Allah the Blessed and Almighty
wishes to guide. So if you desire knowledge, first seek in yourself the truth of servanthood, and seek

knowledge by practicing it, and seek comprehension from Allah He will [then] make you comprehend.
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I said, “O Sharift” He said, “Say O Aba ‘Abdillah!” I said, “O Aba ‘Abdillah! What is the truth of
servanthood?” He said, “Three things: [i] that the servant does not see for himself ownership in what
Allah has given him, because servants do not have any ownership: they see property as property of
Allah, putting it where Allah has ordered them to do so; [ii] and the servant does not devise any plans
(tadbir) for himself; [ii1] and all his preoccupation is in what He Almighty has commanded him towards
and prohibited from.

Then when the servant does not see for himself any ownership in what Allah Almighty has given him, it

becomes easy upon him to perform charity in the way Allah Almighty has commanded him to perform
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charity. And when the servant hands over planning for himself to his Planner, tribulations of the lowly
life (dunya) become easy upon him. And when the servant is preoccupied with what Allah Almighty has
commanded and prohibited him, he does not find free time from these for boasting and pride with
people. And when Allah honors the servant with these three, the dunya, Satan and creation become easy
(or insignificant) for him. And he will not seek the dunya as multiplication and arrogance, and does not
seek what is with people as superiority and high-handedness, and does not let his days go in vain. And
this is the first degree of piety; Allah the Blessed and Almighty says, “That Home of the Hereafter We
shall give to those who do not intend high-handedness or mischief on earth: and the future is for the

pious.” (Qur’an 28:83).
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I said, “O Aba Abdillah! Give advice to me!” He said, “I advise you with nine things, and verily these are
my advice to the seekers of the path towards Allah Almighty, and Allah I ask to make you succeed in
practicing this. Three of it are with regards to the training (riyadhah) of the self, three in forbearance,

and three in knowledge, so preserve them and be very careful of not neglecting them!” ‘Unwan said, “So

I cleared my heart for it.”
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Then he [the Imam] said, “Now, the ones with regards to riyadhah: [i] be careful of not eating what you
do not crave, for that inherits stupidity and foolishness, and [ii] do not eat except when you are hungry,

and [ii1] when you eat, eat of that which is legitimate (balil) and mention the name of Allah and

remember the narration of the Apostle — peace be upon him and his progeny: ‘No man filled a

container worse than his inside (stomach), and if he had to [eat], then a third for his food, a third for

his drink and a third for his breath.’
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“And the ones with regards to forbearance: [i] whoever says to you: ‘if you say one [bad] thing [to me],

you will hear ten [from me]!” Then say: ‘if you say ten things, you will not hear one!’ [ii] And he who

swears at you, say to him: ‘if you are truthful in what you say, then I ask Allah to forgive me, and if you
8



are lying in what you say, then I ask Allah to forgive you!’ [iii] And he who promises you profanity,

promise him good counsel and consideration!
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“And the ones with regards to knowledge: [i] ask the people of knowledge what you do not know, and
be careful of never asking them so to trouble (or puzzle) them or test them, and [ii] never practice
anything with your own opinion, and take caution in all [affairs] in which there is a way [to do so], [iii]
and fear giving decrees (fatwd) as you are dreadful of the Lion and [as such] to not make your neck a
bridge for people!

[Now] leave me O Aba Abdillah, for I have given you counsel, and do not let my invocation be
damaged, for verily I am a man that is unyieldingly vigilant to myself, and Peace (Salam) be upon

whoever follows guidance.”



