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CHAPTER ONE

An Exposition of the Merit of Intention

GOD HAS SAID, Do not turn away those who call on their 
Lord morning and evening, wishing for His countenance.1 What 
is meant by this wishing is intention. The Prophet (may 

God bless him and grant him peace) said, ‘Verily, deeds are [per-
formed] with intentions. To every man2 his intention. He who 
migrates for God and His Messenger, does so for God and His 
Messenger. But he who migrates for a world to gain or a woman 
to wed, migrates to whatever he migrates to.’3

The Prophet also said, ‘Most of the martyrs in my community 
lay in their berths.A While many a man who has fallen between 
the two rows, only God knows his intention.’4 God said, If they 
intend reconciliation, God will grant them both success.5 Thus, God made 
intention the cause of success (tawfīq). 

Said the Prophet, ‘God (Exalted is He) sees neither your forms 
nor your riches, but your hearts and deeds.’6 God sees the hearts 
because they are the loci of intention.

May God bless him and grant him peace said, ‘The servant [of 
God] performs good deeds, which the angels raise up on sealed 
scrolls. These are laid before God, who says, “Cast this scroll 
away, for by what is in it he intended not My countenance.” And 
with that He calls on the angels, “Write for him such-and-such, 
and write such-and-such.” They say, “Our Lord, he did none of 
these things.” But God shall answer, “He intended them.”’7

A That is, they died honourably (cf. Zabīdī 10).
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Said the Prophet, ‘There are four kinds of people: To one man 
God Almighty gives knowledge and wealth, and he acts knowl-
edgeably with his wealth. And a man says, “Would that God 
(Exalted is He) had given me what He has given him, for I would 
do as he does.” Both men are equally recompensed. [Then,] there is 
the man to whom God (Exalted is He) gives wealth but not knowl-
edge. He gropes about with his wealth. And a man says, “Would 
that God had given me what He has given him, for I would do as he 
does.” Therefore, they are equally in error.’8 Do you not see how, 
in his good and evil acts, he shares the intention [of the other man]?

Likewise in a tradition of Anas b. Mālik. When the Messenger 
of God embarked on the Tabūk campaign, he said, ‘There are many 
in Medina who, while still in the city, are joined with us in every 
valley we have crossed, every path we trod that vexed the unfaith-
ful, every provision spent or hunger felt.’ They asked, ‘How could 
it be, O Messenger of God, if they were not with us?’ He said, ‘They 
were excusably detained’9—and partook by way of good intention.

In a tradition of Ibn Masʿūd, ‘He who migrates in search of 
something shall find it.10 A man took one of our womenfolk in 
marriage and was named the Migrant of Umm Qays.’A11

Also, a report relates that a man who died in the path of God 
was named ‘Felled for a Donkey’,B because he had fought another 
man for booty and his donkey. This was added to his intention.12

According to a tradition narrated by ʿIbāda [b. Ṣāmit], the 
Prophet said, ‘He who fights with the intention only to have his 
share [of the booty] shall have only what he intends.’13 

[Ibn ʿIbāda] further said that his fatherC had said, ‘I sought the 
help of a man who fought with me. He said, “Only if you pay me 
a reward.” Therefore, I paid him. I mentioned this to the Prophet, 
who said, “He has nothing in this world and the next save what 
you paid him.”’14

A Muhājir Umm Qays, an Arabian tribe.
B Qatīl al-ḥimār.
C His father was Ibn Kaʿb (Zabīdī 8).
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According to an Israelite story, a man came upon a sand dune 
during a famine and said to himself, ‘If only this sand were food, I 
would have apportioned it among the people.’ God inspired their 
prophet to tell [this man] that God accepts his alms, thanks his 
good intention and grants him the reward for something which, 
had it been food, he would have offered as alms.15

In many reports it is said, ‘A good deed is recorded for the 
person who means to perform a good deed but does not.’16

A tradition narrated by Aʿbd Allāh b. Ibn ʿUmar, ‘For the per-
son whose intention is the world, God shall put his poverty before 
his very eyes. [That person] shall part with it with the greatest 
desire for it. And for the one whose intention is the Hereafter, 
God shall put his wealth in his heart and return him what he had 
lost. [That person] will part with it, fully renouncing it.’17

In a tradition narrated by Umm Salama,A the Prophet once 
spoke of an army whom the desert had swallowed up. ‘I asked 
him, “O Messenger of God, [but] among them are both the 
enforcers and the hirelings.”B He said, “They shall be resurrected 
according to their intentions.”’18

ʿUmar stated that he heard God’s Messenger say, ‘Fighters 
fight according to intentions.’19

The Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace) said, 
‘When the two rows meet, the angels descend to record men their 
ranks: so-and-so fought for the world; so-and-so fought zeal-
ously; so-and-so fought for clan. Therefore, say not that this per-
son fell in the path of God, for only he who fights to make God’s 
word supreme is on God’s path.’20

On the authority of Jābir [b. ʿAbd Allāh al-Anṣarī], it is 
related that the Messenger of God said, ‘Every servant of God is 
resurrected according to that for which he died.’21 

A Umm Salama (d. 62/681) was a wife of the Prophet Muḥammad.
B That is, those who led the army and were responsible for the calamity 

that befell them, and those who served only as hirelings.
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In the tradition of al-Aḥnaf [al-Qays al-Tamīmī], from Abū 
Bakra, [God’s Messenger declares], ‘When two Muslims draw 
swords, both the killer and the killed shall be in the Fire.’ The 
Messenger was then asked, ‘It is so for the killer, but why the one 
killed?’ He said, ‘Because he sought to kill his fellow [Muslim].’22

According to a tradition narrated by Abū Hurayra, ‘He is an 
adulterer who takes a woman in marriage on a dowry which he 
has no intention of fulfilling. And he is a thief who takes on a debt 
which he has no intention of repaying.’23

Said the Messenger (may God bless him and grant him peace), 
‘He who perfumes himself for God (Exalted is He) shall go forth 
on the Day of Resurrection with a scent more fragrant than that 
of musk. He who perfumes himself for any other shall go forth 
on the Day of Resurrection with an odour more putrid than that 
of carrion.’24

The Narratives (Āthār)A

ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb (may God be pleased with him) said that 
the best deeds are the fulfilment of what God (Exalted is He) has 
enjoined, fear of what God has forbidden and truthfulness of 
intention with respect to God.25

Sālim b. Aʿbd Allāh once wrote to ʿUmar b. Aʿbd al- Aʿzīz, 
‘Know that God’s succour to man is in proportion to his inten-
tion. Therefore, God’s succour is complete for that person whose 
intention is complete, and incomplete as the latter is incomplete.’26

One of the forefathers [Salaf] said, ‘Intention may aggrandise 
a small deed or lessen a great deed.’27 

And Dā’ūd al-Ṭā’ī said, ‘The devout person is intently god-
fearing. Therefore, even if he were attached by every limb to this 
world, his very intention would one day return him to the sound 
intention. The ignorant person is, however, the opposite of this.’28

A Reports not connected with the Prophet.



9

Chapter One

Said [Sufyān] al-Thawrī, ‘They learned intention in order to 
act, just as well as they learned to act.’29

Said one of the learned, ‘Seek the intention of the act before 
the act [itself ]. You shall have the good insofar as you intend the 
good.’30

A [Sufi] novice used to go around the learned asking, ‘Who 
will show me work by which I shall always be working for God 
(Exalted is He), for I loathe to pass an hour of the day or the night31 
save as one of God’s workers.’ He was told, ‘You have realised 
your wish. Do what good you can. If you slacken or abandon it 
[altogether], then set your mind to its performance, because set-
ting one’s mind to [performing] the good is like performing it.’32

Similarly, one of the forefathers once said, ‘Verily, God’s 
blessings upon you are greater than you can reckon; your sins are 
lesser than you know. Yet repent by day and by night, and [God] 
will pardon you what lies between the two.’A33

And Jesus (peace be upon him) said, ‘Blessed is the eye that 
neither sleeps perturbed by any offence nor wakens to any sin.’34

Said Abū Hurayra, ‘They will be gathered on the Day of 
Resurrection according to the measure of their intentions.’35

Al-Fuḍayl b. ʿIyaḍ used to weep whenever he heard, And We 
shall try you to learn who among you strives and forebears, and We shall 
test [the sincerity] of your assertions.36 He was wont to repeat it and to 
say, ‘When You put us to trial, You put us to shame; You reave 
away our veils.’37

Said al-Ḥasan [al-Baṣrī], ‘By their intentions, the people of 
Paradise live everlastingly in the Garden and the people of hellfire 
dwell in the Fire.’38

Abū Hurayra said, ‘It is written in the Torah, “What is intended 
for Me is ample, be it small. What is intended for another is small, 
be it ample.”’39

Bilāl b. Saʿd [b. Tamīm al-Ashʿarī] said that the servant may 
utter the word of a believer, but God (Exalted is He) will not 

A That is, between the day and the night.
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leave him or his word be until He sees his deed. When the servant 
acts, God will not leave him until He sees his piety. If he becomes 
pious, [God] will not leave him until He sees whatever he had 
intended. Thus, when his intention is sound everything below it 
cannot but be sound.40

Therefore, the [very] pillarA of action is intention, and the 
deed depends on intention41 and through it becomes good. 
Intention [remains] good in itself even if the act were impeded 
by an obstacle.

A ‘ʿImād’ conjures the image of pillar, but Ghazālī intends a stronger sense 
here, closer perhaps to ‘bastion’.
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