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Shams Vellani: A Short Biography

Born in Tanga, Tanganyika Territory (now Tanzania) on 13 April
1936, Shams is the youngest of five siblings (four brothers and one
sister). At the time of his birth, Tanga, formerly a military post of
German East Africa, had become the territory’s second-largest
city and port after Dar es Salaam (now the commercial capital).
Originally from Jamnagar in the Gujarat province of India, Shams’s
father reached the coast of Tanganyika some time during the 1890s
when it was a German colony, and his parents became involved in
retail trade in the interior, a difficult undertaking at the time.
Shams’s introduction to pluralistic societies and faiths began in
early childhood, growing up in a neighbourhood of varied ethnici-
ties and faiths. These were shopkeeper families of modest incomes.
This neighbourhood was a melting pot where its people from
Africa, Asia and the Arab world with faiths as diverse as Hinduism,
Zoroastrianism, Christianity
and Islam from different
religious traditions (Ismailis
and other Shi‘is, Sunnis),
lived in harmony. Shams
was educated at the Aga
Khan Primary School, Tanga

: and then completed his
Ilustration 1: The Karimjee School, School Certificate, receiving
Tanga a First Grade, Distinction

xiii
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in his Senior Cambridge School Certificate at Karimjee School,
a government secondary school named after the local benefactor
Karimjee Jivanjee.

He was in the first group of students to pursue education as a career
in response to a farman of His Highness Sir Sultan Muhammad Shah
Aga Khan III. Shams had studied at the Teacher Training College in
Nairobi from 1955 to 1956 and then joined the Aga Khan Education
Service in January 1957, as a primary teacher at the same school in
Tanga. From 1959 to 1961, he worked as the headmaster of the school.

Shams followed this teaching experience by completing his
A-Levels in London. He then studied at the London School of
Economics and graduated with a BSc. Economics (Hons), fully
funded by an Aga Khan bursary.

Immediately after marrying Zarina, a fellow teacher at the same
school, in September 1965 he joined the National Development Co-
operation, a parastatal development agency in Dar es Salaam. Shams
and Zarina now have three children and four grandchildren.

While in Dar es Salaam, Shams was appointed a member of the HH
the Aga Khan Ismaili Provincial Tribunal (today’s equivalent of the
National Conciliation and Arbitration Board). A telling instance of
when Shams’s pluralist views and his deep know-how of the Ismaili
community were called upon was in 1966, when the Ismaili National
Council requested him to speak at a seminar in response to a populist
politician’s public remark that the Ismailis, like other Asians, were
paper citizens. Held at the Diamond Jubilee Hall in Dar es Salaam,
this seminar was chaired by Tanzania’s Minister of Finance, who
was also a prominent Asian member of Tanganyika African National
Union (TANU), the ruling party. Shams drew upon his experiences
and views to counter that populist politician’s remarks.

From 1966 to 1971 Shams held a senior position in the Tanzanian
government. After a two-year stint at the Commonwealth Forestry
Institute of the University of Oxford, in 1973 Shams migrated to
Vancouver, Canada, where he worked at the Industrial Development
Bank, a subsidiary of the Bank of Canada. Shams’s service to the

Xiv
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Ismaili community continued in Canada, where about a year after his
arrival, he was requested by the Ismaili Regional Council to help start
the Ismaili Business Information Service for Western Canada. This
service was established by His Highness the Aga Khan to support the
resettlement of Ugandan Ismaili refugees there as a viable business
community with a Loan Assistance Programme.

Playing an instrumental role in the development of the Institute
of Ismaili Studies (IIS), Shams has been with the IIS since before its
inauguration in 1977. He was invited to Nairobi in February 1976
for a meeting with His Highness Aga Khan IV where the roots of
the idea of the IIS further developed and subsequently took root.
During this process, Shams was involved specifically in determin-
ing the level and specifics of the Institute legally as there were no
precedents in modern Ismaili history for such an institution to be
established with the Jamat’s own resources. The initial challenge was
for the Imamat to ensure quality control for Ismaili studies and to
ensure that the Institute of Ismaili Studies abided by the Imamat’s
policy of serving the public good. In this process he worked very
closely with Diwan Sir Eboo Pirbhai, Vazir Amir Bhatia and Vazir
Anil Ishani, who were among the IIS’s first Board of Governors,
under the guidance of His Highness to steer the development of this
nascent institution.

During his decades of service, Shams met senior clerics in Qom,
Mashhad and Tehran as part of the process of acquiring official
Iranian support for the Jamat’s social governance apparatus under
the 1986 global Ismaili Constitution, and implementation of the IIS’s
religious education curriculum from pre-school to secondary level.
Shams, as part of a delegation working under the guidance of the
Imam, was also party to the diplomatic protocol pertaining to the
use of the Ismaili Centre in Dushanbe as a jamatkhana, as well as
the agreement to open other jamatkhanas throughout Tajikistan. In
2005 Shams was involved in the negotiations for a series of diplo-
matic protocols which led to the establishment, at the invitation of
the government of Portugal, of the Diwan of the Ismaili Imamat in

XV
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Lisbon. He worked in close consultation with the Jamati, and where
appropriate, the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) leader-
ship, under the overall guidance of the Imam.

In order to understand the complex nature of an independent aca-
demic institution, Shams met the leaders of a variety of academic
institutions such as Jews” College, Heythrop College and the Institute
of Ocean Sciences amongst others, which were part of a parent uni-
versity such as the University of London and the University of British
Columbia. Recommendations were submitted to His Highness and
the Institute was established as a not-for profit corporation (the
Institute has now been re-constituted as a charity).

Shams also played a vital role in helping the IIS form partnerships
with the Institute of Education (IOE), University of London, and
McGill University in Montreal, Canada. The IIS started with a faculty
team of three members and a librarian and initially had two educa-
tional programmes, one in Islamic studies and the other a Waezen
and Teacher Training Programme offering an MA degree from
McGill University, in Islamic Studies, and credentials in education
from London University, which were a result of these partnerships.
The research and publication programmes were initiated as recom-
mended by the Ismailia Associations Paris Conference of 1975.

With the help of the late Professor Muhsin Mahdi of Harvard
University, Shams identified leading scholars to contribute to the
Institute’s graduate training programmes in partnership with McGill
and London Universities. He also worked with eminent schol-
ars such as Professors Mohammed Arkoun, Wilferd Madelung,
Toshihiko Izutsu and Annemarie Schimmel. He coordinated with
Dr Farhad Daftary, who from 1984 onwards was in the process of
finalising his research for a book relating to the Ismailis, which was
published in 1990 by Cambridge University Press as The Ismailis:
Their History and Doctrines. At the establishment of the Institute’s
Paris Branch under the guidance of His Highness Aga Khan IV,
Shams’s coordination and work with various scholars there, includ-
ing the renowned Iranian thinker Daryush Shayegan, gave the
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Institute the benefit of Islamic studies from both Anglo-American
and French-European perspectives.

With the governors of the IIS, Shams met Professor Henry
Corbin (1903-1978) whose work reflects a deep understanding of
the esoteric dimensions of Islam. After Professor Corbin’s death,
Shams collaborated with Mrs Stella Corbin to publish English
translations of some of her husband’s works on Ismailism. Armed
with this help and the support of Professor Muhsin Mahdi, Shams
played a pivotal role in recruiting a strong faculty for the Paris
branch. However, as a result of a review of the entire IIS opera-
tions which began in 1985, the Paris branch was later closed down.
At the Imam’s guidance, Shams had also prepared a number of
exploratory conceptual papers that led to the establishment of the
Aga Khan University (AKU). The first of these papers, submitted in
1981, served as a basis for the Pakistan Government’s Charter for
the first private university in Pakistan with an international remit
i.e. using the Imamat’s programmes in the field such as educa-
tion, economic and social development, culture and architecture
as potential faculties in different parts of the world. In the overall
scheme of things, it was a herculean task undertaken by the Owners
Representative Board, Chaired and led by Dr Vazir Shamsh Kassim-
Lakha which has contributed to realising the present Imam’s vast
vision of the University and its role in the Muslim and developing
world, a vision which is still unfolding.

Meanwhile Shams’s journey of contributing to various educational
endeavours continued. In 1995, he was appointed as the Director of
Special Projects, in which capacity he was privileged to work on a
variety of topics.

At a dinner on 19 October 2003, held at the Natural History
Museum, London, to mark the 25th anniversary of the Institute of
Ismaili Studies, attended by its well-wishers and supporters and also
by the global Ismaili Jamati leadership, His Highness, Aga Khan IV,
recognised Shams’s work in bringing intellectual rigour to search
into the community’s strategic development by stating:

xvii
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‘Shams has been the recipient of all sorts of queries of mine in the
past years . . . and he has received in the past decade some of the most
difficult ethical and theological questions that I could have put to him
within the Ismaili tariqah, and within the general faith of Islam. . . .
Shams has been a valiant soldier and a wise intellect to look at issues
with the same knowledge, with the same analytical capacity which has
marked our own history in time, and so I want to take this occasion to
say to Shams that he has been a magnificent soldier in the Institute of

Ismaili Studies.’

[This biography has been composed by colleagues at the Institute of
Ismaili Studies, London, following interviews with Shams Vellani.]

xviii
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Generosity in the Service of Din:
A Historical Overview

4 We have honoured the Children of Adam ... . and preferred them
over many of those We created.}'

{We indeed created Man in the fairest stature then restored
him the lowest of the low save those who believe and do

righteous deeds.}*

In Islam’s teachings creation—a continuing divine mercy—is a pur-
posive whole within the all-embracing matrix of Divine Oneness,
beyond which reality is a meaningless concept. Every aspect of it,
including the human self, is an object of quest: ¢ We shall show them
Our signs in the horizons and in themselves, till it is clear to them
that it is the truth$.*> Accordingly, Ismaili thought has been dedicated
to reading ‘the signs of God’ in nature and history rather than dwell-
ing on divine essence itself, as the subject of theological discourse.*
That gift of being able to read ‘the signs of God’ elevates the human
being to the pinnacle of creation. ‘Why do you think of yourself as
a small body’, says Imam Ali, ‘when the great universe is contained
within you. You are a speaking book by whose letters the hidden
is revealed.”

Man’s moral endowment is the overwhelming theme of the
Quran’s spiritual anthropology. Primordial man, alone in all crea-
tion, accepts the challenge of the trust of reason and volition® and
readily assents to submission when the Divine question is asked of
the human spirit, ‘Am I not your Lord?’ The joyous response, ‘Yes,

153
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we testify’, seals the eternal pact of their fealty to Allah.” The sense
of faith is, thus, naturally ingrained in human psyche: £Allah has
endeared to you belief, and has decked it fair in your hearts, and
He has made detestable to you unbelief and ungodliness and diso-
bedience’.3® The faithless ¢are deaf, dumb and blind}° who do not
reason, their natural disposition to do so being veiled by worldly
distractions. The mission of the Prophets, of whom Muhammad
Mustafa is the last and final, has been to help people, ‘possessed of
minds’, beware of worldly delusions. Each Prophet brought a sharia,
suited to its own epoch, as a reminder of the primordial covenant of
submission which binds human spirits to Allah and to each other.

This principle of fidelity is the well-spring of Islam’s notion of
community. Those who keep faith are a community ¢in a bond of
Allah and a bond of the people . ..3!° This bond of empathy sus-
tains the ethic of universal mutual aid and underpins human social
institutions. Only when the spiritual suffuses the temporal is human
potential fulfilled and does it moderate one’s claim to a share of
the world and its good things.!! The ethic of self-sacrifice is, thus,
at the heart of din; it ennobles as it weans away from the ephem-
eral, bestowing a perspective on patience in which current tribula-
tions are seen as passing tests of endurance and, hence, a source
of strength.!?

As the human being is both the immortal soul and mortal flesh,
so is Islam din and dunya. Like the soul, the Divine spark, which is
the life source of the human being, din, is the innermost essence of
Islam, its sincere cognition, ma‘ifa, by virtue of which it has pre-
eminence over dunyd, but within a balanced harmony. In reply to a
question, Imam Ali once explained that the least action by which one
becomes a mu’min is cognition of, and sincere obedience to, Allah,
His Prophet and His Imam, even if one is ignorant of other things.
And the least that will make a man misguided is that he does not rec-
ognise the Imam of the Time."?

Din is, therefore, the foundation for a good life; it invests good
acts with spiritual significance. Its absence robs even a virtuous deed
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of the quality of provision for the life to come: ¢For he who rejects
belief [in Allah], in vain will be all his works, for in the life to come
he shall be among the losers ... As for the unbelievers, ill fortune
awaits them. He will let all their works go to waste. This is because
they have been averse to what Allah has sent down, so He has made
their works fail. 34

This principle is poignantly illustrated in an encounter which
followed the defeat of the pagan tribe of Bana al-Ta’1 at the hands
of Muslims under the leadership of Imam Ali. Among the battle’s
captives was Sufana, the daughter of Hatim, the leader of his tribe
and well known all over Arabia for his generosity and other worthy
deeds. After his death, the tribal leadership passed to his son ‘Adi
who managed to escape capture by the Muslims. Sufana was respect-
fully escorted to the Prophet’s presence. Unable to ransom herself,
she pleaded for liberty, imploring the Prophet’s mercy and recalling
her father’s generosity. Granting her plea for freedom, the Prophet
replied, “Your father had the virtues of a Muslim. If it were permitted
to me to invoke the mercy of Allah on any one whose life was passed
in unbelief, I would pray to Allah for the soul of Hatim.""

Submission to Allah manifests itself in the giving of oneself for
the good of others. When appointing an emissary to a group of
Shi‘a, Imam Muhammad al-Bagqir instructed him: ‘Direct them to
visit each other in their homes, for verily the constant association of
our followers gives life to our cause. May Allah have mercy on one
who gives help and strength to our mission . .. We, the Imams, will
not be of any avail to you without good works’.!¢ In the contempo-
rary context, the present Imam, Aga Khan IV, has explained that
while Islam stands for harmony between spirit and matter ‘no man,
woman or child can hope to achieve this balance in sickness, illit-
eracy or squalor’.'’

Acts of social benevolence, thus, strengthen din, and ennoble the
soul of the giver. Deeds of dini beneficence, which seek to nurture
commitment to the faith, also enrich the eternal life of the inner
spark. Tradition has always viewed, particularly affectionately, acts to
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uphold the Divine mission which, according to the Shi‘i interpreta-
tion, has devolved from the Prophet upon the hereditary Imams in
his progeny.

However, no service, in either sphere, however self-sacrificial, is a
favour unto anyone but oneself: £If you do good, it is for your own
selves; if you do evil, it is likewise for your own selves.;'® The very act
of Islam, of surrender to Allah, is a matter of conscience to tend one’s
own soul: ¢They count it as a favour to you (the Prophet) that they
have surrendered! Say: Do not count your surrendering as a favour
to me; nay, but rather Allah confers a favour upon you in that He has
guided you to belief, if it be that you are truthful.»'?

An honest believer is, thus, conscious that the ability to do good,
to render service, is a blessing for which one must ever be grateful.
As Imam Ali has said, the worship of a liberated soul is motivated
by nothing but gratitude to Allah. This sense of gratitude is the mark
of the pious who persevere in the cause of Allah: {Many a Prophet
there has been, with whom thousands manifold have fought, and
they fainted not for what smote them in Allah’s way, neither weak-
ened, nor did they humble themselves; and Allah loves the patient.
Nothing else they said but ‘Lord, forgive us our sins, and that we
exceeded in our affair, and make firm our feet’ ... And Allah gave
them the reward of this world and the fairest reward of the world to
come; and Allah loves the good doers. $?°

Thus, while sincere generosity seeks no dunyawi recognition, yet
the Quran, the Prophet and the Imams are never parsimonious in
their acknowledgement of believers who serve their cause willingly.
This is illustrated through specific historical instances in the sections
that follow.

The multiple returns for those who spend in the way of Allah is
a resonating theme in the Quran and the traditions. Their parable
is {that of a grain of corn: it grows seven ears, and each ear has
100 grains. Allah gives manifold increase to whom He pleases . . .»2!
¢surely those, the men and the women, who make freewill offerings
and have lent to Allah a good loan, it shall be multiplied for them,
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and theirs shall be a generous wage. > The rewards for good actions,
says a hadith, are always at the level of multiples.?

Part I: the vanguard of Islam: service of Da‘wa

In the face of severe persecution and Meccan opposition to his
nascient mission, at the Divine command, the Prophet emigrated
to Medina. From there he prepared to continue his mission with
the help of those Meccans who had obeyed his call to emigrate, the
muhadjirin, and those Medinans who became their helpers, the ansar.
Tradition accords to their self-sacrifices unique approbation.

Of the muhajirin, the Quran says ¢the poor fugitives who have
been driven out from their homes and belongings, who seek bounty
from Allah, and help Allah and His Messenger. They are the loyal.3»*
When the Prophet learned that the house of one of the emigrant
clans, the Banu Jahsh, had been sold, and the proceeds usurped, by
Abt Sufyan, his arch enemy, he replied, ‘Are you not pleased that
Allah will give you a better house in paradise?’?

The ansar, on their part, happily shared their own possessions,
however meagre, with the muhdjirin in whose favour they also
forwent what was due to them of the spoils of war which had accrued
to Muslims. Hence the revelation in praise of the ansar: ¢ And those
who made their dwelling in the abode, and in belief, before them,
love whosoever has emigrated to them, not finding in their breasts
any need for what they have been given, and preferring others
above themselves, even though poverty be their portion. And whoso
is guarded against the avarice of his own soul, those—they are the
prosperers. $2°

The cherished wish of those who came to the aid of the Prophet’s
mission was to please the Prophet, and after him, for the Shi‘a, his
wasi, the Imam, as a way of earning Divine pleasure. This is touch-
ingly illustrated by what happened after the battle of Hunayn, one
of many such poignant occurrences. In the customary division of
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enemy possessions, a larger proportion was given to the newly con-
verted Meccans, who had to be won over to the new order of things,
than to the loyal ansdr of Medina. When some among the latter
viewed the allocation as an act of partiality, the Prophet assembled,
and spoke to, all of them: “Ye ansar, why disturb your hearts because
of the things of this life? Are you not satisfied that others should
obtain the flocks and the camels, while you go back unto your homes
with me in your midst? By Him who holds my life in His hands, I
shall never abandon you. If all mankind went one way and the ansar
another, verily I would join the ansar. The Lord be favourable to
them, and bless them, and their children, and their children’s chil-
dren!” Hearing these words, the ansar wept, and cried in one voice:
‘Yea, Prophet of Allah, we are well satisfied with our share’.?’”

The Quran described the muhdjirin and the ansar as those to
whom Allah has assigned priority among the faithful: £ And the fore-
most are the earliest among the muhdjiriin and the ansar, and those
who followed them in goodness—Allah is well pleased with them and
they are pleased with Him. 3?8 Their self-sacrifice has been elevated to
an eternal paradigm: § Allah has preferred in rank those who struggle
with their possessions and their own selves over the ones who sit at
home . . . such are mightier in rank with Allah.»*

From this earliest phase, the history of Islam is adorned with acts
of people emulating the paradigm, coming forward to the aid of
the Prophet and, after him, the Imams in support of their Divine
mission. They have offered their lives on the battle front, or their
wealth or diverse talents, intellectual and literary, in the service of the
pious mission. Their services have been commensurately acknowl-
edged through a variety of gestures, all symbolic of the personal bond
between the Prophet or the Imam and the believers concerned.

Voluntary service for the cause of din

Tradition regards all resources, material or otherwise, as a gift from
Allah, but that they become an unbearable burden when selfishly

158

VELLANI PRINT (colour).indd 158 @ 28/04/2020 08:08



®

Generosity in the Service of Din: A Historical Overview

withheld from service. The gift of knowledge is among the most
burdensome of assets, for its function is to bring light where there
is ignorance. Tradition equates ignorance of din to spiritual death.
Tradition gives greater importance to the ethic of knowledge than
to actual knowledge, as well as giving primacy to knowledge in the
service of din. Thus, the knowledge which remains unshared is con-
sidered a girdle of fire round its possessor’s neck. Among the worst
condemned, said the Prophet, are those who use their knowledge
to attract public attention and to show their perceived superiority
over others. Such do not deserve leadership.*® Only those who put
their learning to appropriate service, says a hadith, receive blessings
of Allah, His angels and the dwellers of the heavens and the earth.
Their ink is more precious than the blood of martyrs. ‘If Allah guides
a single person through you, it is better than every thing under the
sun’, is a saying of Imam Ali.*!

Ka‘b b. Zuhayr, the distinguished poet of the tribe of Mozayna, was
a later convert to Islam, having previously used his poems to incite
hostilities against Muslims. On his brother’s advice, he embraced
Islam, presented himself to the Prophet and sang a gasida in his pres-
ence. When he sang the lines: “Truly the Messenger is a light whence
illumination is sought, one of the swords of Allah’.** the Prophet
bestowed his own mantle upon him. It came to be called khirqa-i
sharif, the noble Mantle.* Ka‘b thereafter dedicated his poetic talents
to the service of Islam.

Salman al-Farsi was a stout devotee of the Prophet and his family,
whom the Prophet ennobled to the status of his own family, saying:
‘Salman is the Gate of God on earth. Whoever recognises him is a
believer, and whoever rejects him is a disbeliever. Salman is from us,
the People of the House (Ahl al-Bayt).** The Imams have historically
followed this Prophetic precedent of acknowledging a closer rela-
tionship with murids who have served their cause with exceptional
devotion and diligence, and without expectation of any reward.

Thus, for instance, during the rebellion against Imam Ali’s cali-
phate, those who remained loyal to their oaths of fealty were singled
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out by the Imam as partisans of truth: “‘Whoever is tested by God
for piety is surely endowed with love in his heart for us [the Imams
Similarly whoever incurs God’s anger will be found to bear hatred
towards us.* Addressing his loyal companion, ‘Ammar b. Yasir,
Imam Ali said, ‘May Allah have mercy on you and reward you well
for your (adhering to the) truth’.*® Kumayl b. Ziyad, likewise, stood
loyally by the side of Imam Ali, and fought against Mu‘awiya and
others who were opposed to the Imam’s authority. In response to his
devotee’s request, Imam Ali granted Kumayl a prayer to bring tran-
quility to his heart. Known as the Du‘a” Kumayl, it is recited by Shi‘i
Muslims as a source of special solace.’”” Soon after Imam Ali’s martyr-
dom in 661, Kumayl was also killed by al-Hajjaj b. Yasuf, an Umayyad
commander. Loyal supporters such as ‘Amr b. Zurara and Malik al-
Ashtar were exiled from their homes and imprisoned for their open
support for Imam Ali. Another Shi‘i, Aba Ayyub al-Ansari is reported
to have addressed the Kufans encouraging them to rally round Imam
Ali: “The cousin of your Prophet has descended among you teaching
you religion, guiding you on the right path, and summoning you to
where your (ultimate) happiness lies.”*® Reproaching some of his close
followers for failing in their duty, Imam Ali said, ‘T ask you to safe-
guard my right which you have squandered before. Therefore read it
[Imam Ali’s letter] to my followers and be helpers unto truth’.®

The reward of ultimate worth, as Imam Husayn has said, belongs
to those devotees of the Imam who stand by his right to authority
whatever the worldly risks to do so or temptations to turn away: ‘He
who loves us with his heart and does jihad with us with his tongue
and hands, is with us in companionship-on-high’.*

Such pious intimacy is frequently conferred on murids whose
deeds seek to foster loyalty to the Imams, which is the essence of din.
‘May God have mercy upon the one who evokes love for us in the
people’, is a prayer of Imams Muhammad al-Baqir and Imam Ja‘far
al-Sadiq.*! Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq used to say to his chosen followers,
‘You are from us, Ahl al-Bayt. He is also said to have referred to
people who, through their learning, sought to enhance the knowledge
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of din, as ‘the tent pegs of the world, the fastest runners and closest
associates’ of the Imam.** When, three centuries later, the Fatimid
Imam-caliph al-Mu‘izz was informed about a person who, during
the rebellion of Abu Yazid, had defected from the side of the rebel
to that of the Imam, he replied, ‘a believer who has patience with us,
recognises our right and prefers to be with us in misery and adversity
to the company of our enemy in ease and comfort, in the hereafter he
will be with us in paradise. He will enter through our entrance and be
protected under our shadow.*?

Voluntary service and its recognition: the Fatimid era

A strong element of voluntary service is strikingly discernible in the
extraordinary devotion, well beyond anything normally expected,
which distinguished the careers of many people who served the
Imams as ‘nominal’ subjects and clients, or in various categories of
state officialdom.

Among Muslims generally, personal objects associated with the
caliph were treated with the reverence that was accorded to the
person of the caliph himself.

However, the relationship between the Shi‘i Imam and his murids
is much more profound and intimately affectionate. First given to
the Prophet, the bay‘a which symbolically forges this spiritual link
is revered as an earthly correspondent of the primordial compact of
human spirits to submit to Divine Will. In the post-Fatimid Indian
context, the 14th-century Pir Sadr al-Din calls this, in a ginan, the
promise given in the mother’s womb.*

Objects belonging to the Imam were treasured by all ranks of
society, not only for the honour they brought but, much more impor-
tantly, for their spiritual grace (baraka).

Proximity to the Imam was a great blessing. To have sight of him,
to live near his residence, to partake of the food from his palace, as
on occasions such as Ramadan and Nawroz, or to have in one’s pos-
session his clothing or other personal effects, were all believed to
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confer special baraka or grace. The Imam’s clothing was also used as
a funeral shroud because of its baraka.*®

Format of recognition of services: the Fatimid era

The elaborate Fatimid state apparatus*® enabled individuals to serve
in various capacities: military, administrative, political, legal or per-
sonal to the Imam. A standard system was sometimes used to dif-
ferentiate between ‘official’ and voluntary services, with behaviour
towards top officials having given a higher degree of formality. For
example, the distinctive robes of honour designed for specific state
functionaries would not be used to honour those rendering services
in a non-official capacity. Furthermore, gifts for individuals giving
exceptional services were more spontaneous in nature.

The Imams recognised individual services in a number of ways,
such as:

« Invoking Allah’s blessings upon individuals and praising them.

o Granting freedom from servitude and offering protection
to clients.

+ Granting honorific titles and promotion in rank and status.

o Bestowing gifts including garments, personal effects and
money. Apart from robes of honour, the Fatimid Imams also
conferred a garment embroidered in gold and/or silver and
known as tiraz.¥’

o Honouring individuals by asking them to ascend the pulpit,
minbar, with the Imam on solemn public occasions.

o Granting individuals special proximity and familiarity.

o Making individuals privy to confidential information.

o Honouring individuals posthumously by leading the funeral
prayers, and also granting favours to posterity.

An individual could be honoured in more than one way and on
different occasions. This is indicated, as illustrated below, in such
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extant sources as biographies and writings of people who had served
the Imams from close quarters.*® Often the recognition was informal
and private.

Making Jawdhar privy to matters of utmost confidence, robes of
honour and granting proximity

Jawdhar (d. 973) served the first four Fatimid Imams. Starting his
career as head servant of the Palace, he became an official of the
public treasury and rose to prominence as indisputably a kind of
wazir during the reigns of Imam-caliphs al-Mansar (r. 946-953)
and al-Mu‘izz (r. 953-975). Imam al-Mahdi made him an interme-
diary between himself and his followers and clients. On occasions,
the Imams left to his charge the safety of their household. When
setting out in pursuit of the rebel Makhlad b. Kaydad (Aba Yazid),
Imam-caliph al-Mansur invested Jawdhar with authority over the
royal palace, the entire country and the public treasury.

Imam-caliph al-Q&’im (r. 934-946) favoured Jawdhar as a close
confidant, preferring him to all his da7s and followers. This was a
mark of not only the length and devotion of Jawdhar’s service, but
also of his merit and capacity to respect confidentiality. At the time
of the burial of his father, Imam al-Mahdi, he summoned Jawdhar,
to the exclusion of everyone else, and confided to him, while they
were alone near the grave, the identity of his heir, the next Imam, and
asked Jawdhar to recognise his heir’s rights, and to observe complete
secrecy about his status until he himself would make it public ‘when
Allah wills and at the time He will choose’.

Imam-caliph al-Mansuar freed Jawdhar from the formal bond of
slavery and bestowed upon him the honorific title: ‘Client of the
Commander of the Faithful (Mawla Amir al-Mu’minin), which
the Imam asked Jawdhar to use in his correspondence to everyone.
Subsequently, Imam-caliph al-Mansur instructed Jawdhar’s name
to be inscribed on embroidery (tiraz) in golden thread and on
carpets thus: ‘Made through Jawdhar, client of the Commander of
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the Faithful, at al-Mahdiyya the Pleasing (to Allah)’. Imam-caliph al-
Mansar then honoured Jawdhar with robes of honour and gave him
a piebald horse selected from among his mounts. When he arrived
at the Imam’s palace while food was being served, the Imam invited
Jawdhar to sit at the table and dine with him.

Blessings, robes of honour, financial gifts

Once Imam al-Mahdi (r. 909-934) asked a trusted slave to investi-
gate a land dispute between his Kutama followers to whom he had
granted irrigated lands as fiefs. When the slave reported the conclu-
sion of the investigation, the Imam replied: ‘You have discharged the
task entrusted to you. Retire. May God bless you’.*

In this particular case, the recipient of the blessing was not happy
with it and expected something tangible in return. Thereupon
Jawdhar purchased the blessing from this slave. On hearing what
had happened, Imam al-Mahdi met Jawdhar, and said, ‘T ask Allah,
Creator of the heavens and the earth, that He bless you for what you
have bought and that He bless you until you meet Allah, the Mighty,
the Exalted, for devotion to us.” The Imam ordered that Jawdhar be
given 100 dinars and a precious robe of honour which Jawdhar, lov-
ingly and humbly, accepted.®

Gifts of coins and personal effects

When Imam-caliph al-Mansir was presented with the first new
coins minted in his name, he sent 1,000 dinars to Jawdhar together
with the following letter written in his hand:

‘O Jawdhar! May Allah protect you and preserve you in good health!
We send you 4,000 Mansuri quarter dinars minted in our name.
Accept these for yourself as a blessing for you. Avoid sending them
back to the public treasury. I know you and I know how thrifty you

are with our money. No wealth is as pure as the money which we
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Ilustration 29: Dindr of Imam-caliph al-Mu‘izz li-Din Allah,
minted in Cairo in 969.

Image courtesy ISCU.

place with our hands where we want it and of our own accord. No
blessing is more worthy for the one to whom it is given with the best
of our heart, because we deem you deserving of our kindness and we
would not like to consider the portion which is under your hand to be

too much; know this well.”!

Imam-caliph al-Mu'‘izz, after his successful expedition to Egypt,
also sent to Jawdhar, who had remained at al-Mahdiyya, newly
minted dinars struck in Misr (Egypt) in his name. The Imam also
bestowed upon Jawdhar, for his own personal use, a pair of slippers
which had belonged to Imam-caliph al-Manstr and which Imam-
caliph al-Mu‘izz himself had used.>?

Robes of honour, turbans, swords and personal effects

The biography of Ja‘far b. ‘Al al-Hajib, the loyal chamberlain of
Imam al-Mahdji, describes the honour that Imam al-Mahdi bestowed
upon the da‘7 Aba ‘Abd Allah and his companions who had success-
fully striven to liberate the Imam from prison in Sijilmassa:
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“Then he put with his own hand the dress of honour on Abu ‘Abdi’l-
lah, also giving him a turban and a sword, and then did the same

to myself. He made me to put on the dress lined with Dabiqi stuff,
also a turban, trousers, and boots. He also gave me a sword. Then he
gave dresses and swords to all others—Tayyib, Muslim, Sandal, and
Abu Ya‘qub.®?

The sword is the symbol of the defence of din; the sword of Imam
Ali, Dha al-figar, is a cherished symbol for both Shi‘i and Sunni
Muslims. The turban, the equivalent of the crown in Arab culture, is
a sign of dignity, honour and authority. It acquired the significance
as a symbol of investiture through an act of the Prophet who is said
to have put a turban on Imam Ali at Ghadir Khumm, and again
when he appointed him governor of Yemen.>*

Proximity and other special privileges

Ibn Hajar, the biographer of Egyptian judges, reports on the privi-
leges enjoyed by al-Qadi al-Nu‘man and his son ‘Ali b. al-Nu‘man,
who between them served the first five Fatimid Imams. When
another son of al-Qadi al-Nu‘man, Muhammad b. al-Nu‘man, died,
Imam-caliph al-Hakim rode out in the funeral and invoked prayers
upon him. The gadi’s grandson ‘Abd al-‘Aziz was called upon by
Imam-caliph al-Hakim to ascend the minbar (pulpit) with him
on Fridays and festivals. To him, the Imam delegated the supervi-
sion of the Dar al-Tlm. When the qadi married his two sons to the
two daughters of the commander Fadl b. Salih, the marriage cer-
emony was held in the palace and the dowry (sadaq) was granted
by the Imam from the public treasury. The Imam also bestowed
upon them two tailor-made robes of honour and 16 pieces of
hemmed garments.

When appointing Jawhar al-Siqilli (911-992), the emancipated
slave, as his commander-in-chief (al-qa‘id), Imam-caliph al-Mu‘izz
called him his eyes and ears, a measure of the Imam’s trust that he
enjoyed. When Jawhar departed on the expedition to Egypt, all state
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officials and members of the Imam’s family were asked by the Imam
to dismount their horses and walk in front of Jawhar for a short while
as a special token of respect. When Jawhar died, Imam-caliph al-
‘Aziz led the funeral prayer.”

Imam-caliph al-Mustansir (r. 1036-1094) composed a gasida in
praise of his chief da7 al-Mu’ayyad f1 al-Din al-Shirazi, referring to
him as the towering mountain of knowledge, and calling upon him
to share his knowledge, as he saw fit, in the service of the da‘wa: ‘And
even though you’re the last one in our da‘wa, you have surpassed the
compass of the earlier (da‘s).

When the da7 passed away, he was buried in the Dar al-Tlm, and
the Imam himself wrote a qasida and led the funeral prayer.>

Private, miscellaneous awards

It is reported in the biography of Ja‘far al-Hajib that a certain Aba
Ja‘far Muhammad b. Ahmad from Baghdad, who had dedicated a
qasida to Imam al-Mahdi, was entrusted by the Imam with some
important affairs. For his dedicated services he was rewarded by
Imams al-Mahdji, al-Q&’im and al-Mansur.

Recognition of service through alqab (titles)

The bestowal of titles upon those who render services of some dis-
tinction, and to dignitaries, is an ancient, universal practice. People
also attract epithets for their distinctive merit. In the Islamic tradi-
tion, one of the best known, earliest epithets is that of fata which
honours the memory of Imam Ali than whom there is no nobler
knight, ‘la fata illa ‘Al7. The titles of al-Siddiq, one who testifies to
the truth, and al-Fariig, the one who distinguishes between right and
wrong, with which the tradition respects the caliphs Aba Bakr and
‘Umar respectively ‘are probably of early growth but must never-
theless have been applied after the deaths of their owners’.” The
lagab of Dhii 1-Shahadatayn acknowledges the devotion of its
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holder, Khuzayma b. Thabit al-Ansari to the Prophet and Imam Ali
(‘because the Prophet had promised him double the normal martyr’s
rewards’).>®

The practice of granting honorific titles continued under the
various caliphates and sultanates. In the tenth century, compound
honorifics with the elements din, reserved for the learned, or milla,
religion, and dawla, ‘secular power’, the latter reserved for high state
officials, gained in popularity. The da‘7 Hibat Allah Masa Tmran was
dignified with the title al-Mw’ayyad fi al-Din al-Shirdzi, ‘one who
has been blessed with spiritual help in the cause of din’. The Imams
granted titles with ‘al-dawla’ to wazirs and other state officials. A
standard formula for wazirs was al-wazir al-ajall ‘most exalted
wazir’, awarded, for instance, to Ya‘qab b. Killis by Imam-caliph
al-Mu‘izz in 979. Some Fatimid wazirs, such as Aba Muhammad
b. Ammar, were honoured as Amin al-Milla while some of their
governors and commanders as Sayf al-Dawla, sword of the state.
The latter epithet was given in 972, for example, to the Zirid Yasuf
Buluggin, a vassal prince in Maghrib. A distinctive feature of
Fatimid titulature for their wazirs was the use of compound titles
with amir al-mw’minin. Thus, the honorific Safi amir al-mu’'minin
was applied to the wazir Abu al-Qasim ‘Ali b. Ahmad al-Jarjara’i.>
The dignity of this order denoted a special relationship of the holder
to the Fatimid sovereign.

A title which expressed a closer personal tie between the Imam
and a devotee was Mawla amir al-mu’mimin which, as already men-
tioned, was granted to Jawdhar. Although this and similar titles such
as Wali Amir al-Mu’minin and Qasim Amir al-Mu’minin were also
available to the Abbasids. In the Fatimid Ismaili context, as noted
earlier, the Imam-murid relationship, conveyed by such notations,
signified a much deeper, spiritual bond.

The grant of state honorifics was often proclaimed in Cairo, either
in front of the Imam’s palace or from the pulpit in the mosque. Thus
was al-Husayn b. Jawhar honoured by Imam-caliph al-Hakim in
1,000, with a robe of honour and his newly acquired title of Qa’id
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al-Quwwad, supreme commander, read out from the minbar of
the mosque.®

Recognition of service: post-Fatimid

From the information that is available, it seems that in Alamut
titles made no distinction between service to the state or to din,
since high state officials, namely the provincial governors, were as
much devoted to the service of the da‘wa. Honourably addressed
as muhtasham, ‘the noble’, they held such titles as Shams al-Din,
‘the sun of religion’; Diya’ al-Din, ‘the light of religion’; Kabir al-din,
‘elder in religion’; Taj al-Din, ‘the crown of religion’; Shihab al-Milla,
‘the shooting-star of religion’, or Mu’ayyad al-Din.!

Fida’t was a highly respected title, signifying a person who had
willingly offered to sacrifice his life and possessions for the sake of
the Imam’s cause. The title of ra’is, ‘chief, seems to have been in
wide use, perhaps, connected to the hierarchy of fida’is. Sources, for
instance, refer to ra’is Abu al-Fadl, ra’is Muzaffar, ra’is Mu’ayyad al-
Din, and ra’is Hasan.

Scholars were also duly honoured. Nasir al-Din Tasi and Hasan-i
Mahmud-i Katib, for instance, were addressed as sultan al-du‘at, the
king of da‘s, and malik al-kuttab, king of scribes, respectively.

In the South Asian ginanic tradition, sirbandhi, was one who, like a
fida’t, submitted to the Imam.

A significant source also indicates the prevalence of the practice
of da‘ts being presented with khirgas (garments or mantles). Nizari
Quhistani, a well-known da‘7, who was born in 1247 (nine years
before the fall of Alamut), writes in his Safar-nama that he and a
fellow da‘ by the name of Iranshah received a khirqa from a pir.
The latter could be interpreted to have been a senior da7 in charge
of da‘wa activities in a large province.%? This practice continued in
Iran. The Imam would confer a piece of his personal garment on a
murid who had rendered some outstanding service. Such items were
carefully preserved and affectionately treasured, and whose presence
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in a home attested to the family’s devotion and service to the Imam
and the Jamat. It has also been reported that when murids from
India visited the Imam at his residence in Anjudan, Iran, they were
awarded, for this act of devotion, a plaque with the world dargahi,
‘courtier’, inscribed in it.

Modes of recognition during the time of
Imam Sir Sultan Mahomed Shah Aga Khan III: titles

Waras or wazir

Wazir was one of the highest state officials of the Fatimid caliphate.
In its post-Fatimid context, one of the earliest examples of its usage is
its grant by Imam ‘Abd al-Salam Shah (Anjudan, late 15th century).*®
In the modern period, before the creation of Councils in South Asia
and Africa, the title holders might have honorarily performed admin-
istrative and executive duties, as the Imam’s representatives, in areas
of their respective jurisdiction: Waras Ismail Gangji, for instance, in
Kathiawar in the time of Imam Hasan Ali Shah Aga Khan I, Waras
Amir Chand of Amritsar, Waras Moledina and Waras Basaria in
Punjab, Kutch and Sindh respectively during the time of Imam Sir
Sultan Mahomed Shah Aga Khan IIL.%

While, in more recent history, the title of Waras (warith in Arabic)
has been granted for honorary services mainly in the dunyawi
field, Pir Shihab al-Din Shah (d. 1884), in his Kitab-i khitabat-i
‘aliya,®® interprets it as corresponding to the status of hujja in the
da‘wa hierarchy.

Aitmadi

Although thorough research is necessary for any definitive remarks
to be made, some of the current titles in the jamati protocol also
were part of the Safavid court protocol in Iran. For instance, I'timad
al-dawla (the trusty support of the state) was an honorific title of a
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Safavid wazir, which first appeared towards the end of the reign of
Shah Tahmasp I (r. 1524-1576). The jamati title Aitmadi, which was
originally applied to a person entrusted with the jamat’s financial
affairs, resembles Safavid usage.

Rai

There is a reference in Noorum Mubin to Imam Murad Mirza
(d. 1574) giving the title of rai to murids who visited him from India
and returned with taligas for the Indian jamats.®® The name rahi,
which also occurs in a ginan,” applied to an Imam’s appointee who
travelled in particular districts to teach and convey guidance of
the Imam. Without research, it is difficult to establish whether the
current title rai is an Indian adaptation of the Farsi word rahi.

Alijah

Like Itmadi, the title Ali-jah (exalted in rank) was also used by the
Safavid court. The title was first given by the Safavid ruler to the top
fourteen officials of his administration.®®

Huzur Mukhi

The title originally applied to an officer of the Huzur Department.
Huzur Kamadia
The bearer of this designation, no longer in current practice, was an

assistant accountant in the Huzur Department. It was first used by
Imam Sir Sultan Mahomed Shah Aga Khan IIT in 1940 in Bombay.*
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New titles

Count

The title was created for murids in Africa at the time of Imam Sir
Sultan Mahomed Shah’s Golden Jubilee in 1937.7°

Diwan

The title was first awarded at the time of the late Imam’s Diamond
Jubilee to Gulamhussein Mohamed Nasser Jindani in Africa and to
Muhammad Ibrahim Muhammad Rawji in India. It does not seem to
have been used in India after the demise of its first holder. In Africa,
it was conferred upon the late Sir Eboo Pirbhai after the death of the
previous incumbent, during the Silver Jubilee of the present Imam,
AgaKhanIV.

Posthumous honours

Several farmans of the previous Imam Aga Khan III speak of the
moral challenge to murids of being able to elevate themselves to
the spiritual status of pirs, and Ahl al-Bayt. In a private mehmani
(Karachi, 1938), the Imam is said to have referred to Waras
Muhammad Rehmu, Waras Basaria and Waras Rahim as having
risen to the level of Ahl al-Bayt.”!

When Aitmadi Sabzali Ramzanali died in Bombay in December
1938, the Imam posthumously conferred upon him the title of pir,
a position which, in recent history, has been accorded only to a
member of the Imam’s family. The Imam also instructed that
Pir Sabzali’s photographs be placed outside the prayer hall of the
jamatkhanas at Kandi Mohalla (now Karimabad) in Mumbai,
Kharadhar in Karachi and Sialkot in Punjab. The Imam is also
said to have called Pir Sabzali the ‘songbird of paradise’, titi
Bagh-i Bahisht.
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When al-waez (teacher) Khudabaksh Taalib and two colleagues
died in a road accident near Kilosa, Tanganyika, in 1925, Aga Khan
III honoured them, through a taliqa, as martyrs and heroes for
the Imam and religion and asked that their photographs be placed
outside the prayer hall of all prominent jamatkhanas.”

Other Forms of Recognition

o Holders of senior titles were also awarded jubbahs (robes)
and pagdis (tubans), a continuation of the ancient practice
of honouring a person’s distinguished service with a robe of
honour and a turban. Turbans varied in style to reflect the cul-
tures of different regions, such as Badakhshan (Tajikistan and
Afghanistan), Yemen, Syria and India.

o The previous Imam, Aga Khan III, also used to grant shawls
to honorary workers and servants. A shawl was occasionally
given for use as a funeral shroud, as during the Fatimid period.

o Service medals to recognise long and distinguished service.

o Medals, graded according to levels of service, may also be
awarded at the time of the jubilees.

Material contributions to the cause of din

To safeguard, consolidate and spread the Divine message, the
Prophet relied on the willingness of the faithful to sacrifice their
persons and belongings. Of them the Quran says: € Allah has bought
from the believers their selves and their possessions for theirs (in
return) is the garden (of Paradise); they fight in the cause of Allah.3”?

From time to time, the Prophet was in need of material means
for the success of his mission. Reports indicate that he personally
urged men of wealth to support him, such as when he received
contributions of money and mounts for the expedition to Tabuk.”
Some of the wealthy, such as his son-in-law ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan (a
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future caliph), responded generously,”” and others more modestly.
A man named Ibn Yamin b. ‘Umayr b. Ka‘b al-Nadri came across
two people weeping at not having been able to join the expedition to
Tabuk for lack of a mount. He gave them a camel and some dates.”® A
year earlier, on the expedition to Sayf al-Bahr when food was scarce,
Qays b. Sa“‘d, on three successive days had a camel slaughtered to feed
the Prophet’s party. A man of the clan of al-Najjar gave a stronghold
to the Prophet.”” ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Awf is reported to have contrib-
uted large sums during the Prophet’s lifetime:”®

“Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Awf gave 4,000 from his wealth in charity during
the lifetime of the Prophet. Then he gave in charity forty thousand,
then he gave in charity 40,000, then he gave in charity 40,000. Then he
gave 500 horses for the sake of God. Then he gave away 1,500 beasts
of burden for the sake of God. And the majority of his wealth came

from business.’

Every level of assistance, sincerely given in the service of din,
elicited the promise of a beatific return. ‘Whoever helps a seeker of
knowledge with a dirham’, says a hadith, ‘will be given glad tidings of
paradise . . . and Allah will open a door of light for him in his grave’.”

As, after the Prophet, the responsibility of guiding the community
devolved upon the Imams, the Quranic call® (9:41) to ‘strive with
wealth and life’ came to be interpreted as the struggle to establish and
propagate the da‘wat-i haqq, the mission of truth, in the name of the
Imam of the Time.®! A later Fatimid source, al-Miijaza, explained
that the Imam needed to mobilise material resources ‘to increase
the might of his community and strengthen the foundations of the
religion.®? In India, the call was conveyed in the ginans of the pirs. Pir
Sadr al-Din, for instance, enthuses on behalf of the Imam’s murids,
‘We will follow the path of our din and give (for it) abundantly’.®
Reports indicate that the response to the appeal was universal.

Al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s Iftitah al-da‘wa is among the earliest extant
accounts of the history of the da‘wa. In it he writes that the da7 of
Yemen, Ibn Hawshab, used to send periodic reports to the Imam
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on the progress of the mission. In reply, he received letters from the
Imam. The daf then received a letter in which Imam ‘Abd Allah al-
Radi announced the designation of al-Mahdi as the next Imam, in
whose favour the da‘wa was instructed to elicit allegiance. With his
written response of submission, Ibn Hawshab sent offerings in cash
and kind, including ‘exquisite objects’ and embroidered robes (tirdz)
from Ismailis in Yemen. The Imam handed these over to his heir, al-
Mahdyi, as ‘a blessing of your dominion’.

A similar account pertaining to the period of concealment, satr,
before the advent of Imam al-Mahdi is given by a trusted servant
in the court of Imam-caliph al-‘Aziz. In it, the author reports that
the Imams, then resident in Salamiyya, Syria, continually received
delegations from da‘s of different regions who brought with them
religious dues, voluntary gifts and correspondence.®*

The mission in the Maghreb at the time of Imam al-Mahdi was
under the stewardship of the da7 Abu ‘Abd Allah al-ShiT (d. 911).
Like other da‘7s, Aba ‘Abd Allah strictly adhered to Quranic injunc-
tions in matters of finance and rejected irregularly procured funds.
This happened, for example, when riches were brought to him after
the conquest of Tobna and Belezma. He refused to accept any wealth
which had been acquired without justification in the Quran and the
Sunna and ordered its return to the rightful owners.%

The Imams also received gifts of large sums directly from indi-
vidual murids, which the Imams acknowledged through letters. One
such letter, from Imam-caliph al-Mansr, is preserved in the biog-
raphy of Jawdhar. The letter refers to a submission of 10,000 dinars
from Jawdhar to the Imam. Of this, the Imam accepted only 1,000
dinars, citing the verse of the Quran®® that Allah does not burden any
person with more than he is able to bear.?’

Several historical sources also attest to the practice of najwd, a
voluntary offering to the Imam by murids who attended the teaching
sessions on doctrine known as majalis al-hikma. According to al-
Musabbihi, a court chronicler at the time of Imam-caliph al-Hakim,
the najwa was sometimes offered in gold and silver.®® Al-Qadi
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al-Nw'man reports that a similar practice had prevailed in Ifrigiya.
The Egyptian historian, al-Maqrizi (d. 1441) states that at the end of
these teaching sessions, male and female participants would approach
the chief da to kiss his hands. The da‘7 would stroke their head with
a hand-written document of the Imam where his personal motto,
‘alama, was ascribed. The da‘7 was authorised to accept najwa from
believers who lived in Cairo, Old Cairo, their districts and Upper
Egypt. The normal amount offered was three and one-third dirhams.
There were those among the wealthy congregants who contributed
ten times as much, which they submitted with notes on which their
names were written. These offerings were distinguished, and each
was acknowledged by a letter from the Imam saying, ‘May Allah bless
you, your wealth, your posterity and your faith’. The believer would
preserve this letter with pride.*

The practice of najwa dates from the time of the Prophet and is
commended by the Quran where the term is used in the sense of con-
sultation with the Prophet: £O ye who believe! When you consult the
Apostle in private, advance a voluntary offering. That will be best for
you, and most conducive to purity (of conduct). But if you find not
(the wherewithal), Allah is Oft-forgiving, Most Merciful.3*° As is also
affirmed in general tafsir literature, after this verse was revealed, the
first person to implement the practice was Imam Ali.*!

Monetary contributions: inferences

The following principles may be inferred from the historical practice
of offering monetary contributions in support of dini, and, by exten-
sion, dunyawi causes.

Scriptural tradition and the actual practice place a strict ethical
onus on a person to ensure that what he submits is from his honest
earnings. When evidence is available that a contribution ema-
nates from sources which have accrued by unacceptable means, it
is declined.
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A person must neither be niggardly nor extravagant in making
contributions. When a contribution may evidently overtax the capac-
ity of the contributor, the response suggests a level which will not be
burdensome. The principle also applies to contribution in time.

Gradations of contributions were implicitly recognised in that
much larger contributions were individually acknowledged by
letters of blessings from the Imam. Voluntary services were also
differentially recognised.

Da“is’ self-image of their role

In the previous sections, there is an anecdotal, historical illustration
of how services to the dini cause were acknowledged. An interesting
counterpoint is provided by how those, who gave of themselves to
this cause, perceived their duty.

o The Fatimid hujja al-Mu’ayyad fi al-Din al-Shirazi wrote in
his Diwan: ‘Had I lived in the time of the Prophet, I would not
have failed to reach the degree of his Salman, and he would
have openly said to me: ‘You are from my Ahl al-Bayt.

o Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani, who served Imam-caliph al-Hakim,
considered his intellectual contribution to the service of da‘wa
as his zakat to the Imam on the gift of knowledge bestowed
on him.”? The Imam described the da7’s teaching, the kalima,
which helps one to understand the faith, as more precious than
abundance of material wealth. The latter will not accompany
one to the hereafter while the kalima sustains the eternal life of
the soul.”?

o A hadith of the Prophet likens the mission of the Imam to
Noah’s ark: ‘My Ahl al-Bayt is like Noah’s ark. Whoever boards
it is saved; whoever fails, drowns’.** In his Asds al-ta’wil, al-
Qadi al-Nu‘man refers to senior da‘s as planks of this ark.”> Pir
Sadr al-Din calls it the ark of truth, a voyage which is the safest
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way to the destined place. He implores his listeners to build the
vessel in the name of Ali, and load it with the weight of truth.*

o It is in this metaphorical sense that Nasir-i Khusraw refers to
himself as: ‘T am the plank of Noah’s ark in Khorasan . . . the
shepherd of knowledge sent by the Moses of his Time’.”” His
poetry had a noble purpose, that of singing ‘the praises of the
Prophet’s family.” Like al-Kirmani, Nasir-i Khusraw consid-
ered his knowledge a blessing in answer to his unswerving
loyalty to the Prophet’s family.

Nasir-i Khusraw had lived a life of comfort as a state functionary,
in the Saljuk court, until his conscience stirred him into searching
for, so as to serve, the Imam of the Time. In his poems, he brushes
aside all the consequential sufferings and misery of lonely exile in
remote Yumgan, as a small price to pay for the privilege of serving the
Imam. He prided himself of being in the company of such honour-
able servants of the Imam as Salman al-Farsi. Had Salman not been
shunned by those who had opposed the rights of Ali and his family?
He himself would rather starve than compromise his integrity:

I'm not distressed and helpless in my work
Low and high confess to my excellence.
But I'd rather endure hunger

Than accept food from an ignoble hand.*®

Now the free men of the world
seek my company because

I have become the chosen of Ali,
The favourite of Allah.”

Spread the words of Haydar if you fear not

to be imprisoned in Yumgan!'®
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Women members of the Ismaili da‘wa

Service in the da‘wa was not exclusively a male preserve. In early
Muslim society, the transmission of Prophetic traditions played a
central educational role. Women transmitters of repute were as much
an authority as male. This practice began in the Prophet’s own family.
Fatima al-Zahra is remembered as among the earliest transmitters, as
is Hazrat Aisha, the Prophet’s youngest wife. Numerous female con-
temporaries of the Prophet are said to have passed on information
about him. Sukayna, or Sakina, the daughter of Imam Husayn, was
respected for her vast learning, while Muhammad b. Idris al-Shafifq,
founder of the eponymous madhab, was a student of Sayyida Nafisa,
the daughter of Imam Hasan b. ‘Ali.1%! ‘A’isha bint. Talha, the grand-
daughter of the caliph Aba Bakr, and the daughters of Malik b. Anas
and Ahmad b. Hanbal, also founders of madhabs named after them,
similarly played an important educational role during the formative
centuries of Islamic history. Prominent male scholars such as the
great hadith authority Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (1972-1449), the lit-
terateur and historian Ibn Khallikan (1211-1282), and the Egyptian
polymath Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (1445-1505) counted many women
as among their teachers.!”® Among the prominent women scholars
of the pre-modern period were Zubayda bt. As‘ad b. Isma‘il'® whose
father and brother both held the office of Shaykh al-Islam of the
Ottoman Empire. In the sub-continental Ismaili tradition, Sayyida
Imam Begum (1785-1866) has many ginans attributed to her.!%

As during the Prophet’s time, material support was necessary to
sustain the work of the da‘wa. But evidence indicates that for da‘s
and pirs, this work was largely an honorary commitment.

Ahmad al-Nisabiuri was a senior da at the time of Imam-caliphs
al-‘Aziz and al-Hakim. His treatise, al-Risala al-Miijiza, gives a profile
of the da‘is of that age. Some of them belonged to wealthy, prominent
families, while many pursued a variety of occupations. For instance,
the first da of Iraq, Husayn al-Ahwazi, earned his living as a tailor
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Illustration 30: Asafi Mosque and the Bara Imambara, Lucknow, India,
photographed in the 1860s.

Image courtesy Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

and guardian of harvested dates.'® In the mountains of Syria, the da‘7
Abu Ya‘qab Ishaq b. Ahmad al-Sijzi worked as a cotton carder. The
first da‘7 of Yemen, Ibn Hawshab, was a cotton trader in Aden.
Nisabiri’s treatise describes certain da‘s as mujahid, an indication
of their having forsaken their homes and property to make them-
selves available in the service of the da‘wa. On the other hand, every
dai is a real mujahid, a true warrior, ready to sacrifice his person
and possessions to the cause of din. The da7s noblest of duties is to
educate the souls of people. He undertakes that duty on behalf of the
Imam who inherits it from the Prophet to whom it was entrusted by
Allah: “Call to the way of your Lord with wisdom and good exhorta-
tion’.!% The benefit that one receives from that call is a Divine grace,
and a trust. It behoves the beneficiary, as a mark of gratitude, to
pass on that learning to others, generation after generation.!”” ‘No
mu’min deserves that name unless he prepares and educates another

mumin like himself,” the treatise cites Imam-caliph al-Mu‘izz.!%
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Ilustration 31: The khanaqah complex of Farag b. Barqug, Cairo,
1400-1411.

Image courtesy IIS, London.

‘Be silent da‘s for us’, says Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq,!” an exhorta-
tion to each murid of the Imam, age after age, to be an envoy of that
Prophetic call which illuminates the spirit and the intellect. Those
who give of themselves, in any way, to the service of that call are
honoured in tradition as the vanguard of Islam, the pious accolade
first conferred by the revelation on the muhdjirin and ansar. They
were the first to heed the call when the nascent message was under
severe threat.

Part II: generosity in support of spaces of worship
A historical note

The term masjid as it occurs in the Quran, hadiths, and other early
sources, had a generic application to spaces of worship irrespective
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of the different religious traditions which they served. As late as
the 14th century, Ibn Khaldtun used it in this general sense, apply-
ing it also to ‘the fire temples of the Persians and the temples of
the Greeks.!"” Within the tradition of Islamic piety, besides
masjids which began to develop during the Prophet’s time, other
complementary institutions began to evolve almost immediately
thereafter and subsequently developed under a variety of names,
ranging from ribat and zawiya to khanaqah, tekke, jamatkhana and
imambara."!' All of them drew their inspiration and Tegitimation’
from such Quranic verses as: ‘houses which Allah has permitted to

112 and from

be raised for the glorification of His name in them’,
the practice of meditation which these verses inspired among the
Prophet’s companions.

The rich variety of institutions which complement the masjid, itself
a varied category, attest to the historical fact that Muslims owe their
spiritual allegiances to different religious authorities. The theme of
voluntary support in this section applies to masjids as well as to these

complementary institutions.

Support for spaces of gathering: the articulation of merit and
motive—an anecdotal, historical illustration

Tradition attaches special veneration to houses of prayers. Helping
to build, maintain and keep them clean has always been considered
both a voluntary and an obligatory duty, fard kifa’r. This latter notion,
which goes back to the very early history of Islam, refers to what
may be called socially obligatory duties of sufficiency. They do not
devolve upon specific individuals but each capable Muslim is respon-
sible for their satisfactory implementation. When some Muslims
perform such duties, the rest are absolved of their responsibility. The
onus is on each individual to remain aware whether these duties are
being performed satisfactorily. If they are not, then the responsibility
rests with the community concerned, where each capable member is
answerable for their non-performance. In the Shi‘i Muslim tradition,

182

VELLANI PRINT (colour).indd 182 @ 28/04/2020 08:08



®

Generosity in the Service of Din: A Historical Overview

authority in this respect belongs to the hereditary Imam of the Time.
In the Sunni tradition it was once the caliph’s and was subsequently
assumed by de facto rulers. Ensuring the safety of the community
and safeguarding its vital interests, the propagation of the faith, the
proper burial of a Muslim, and feeding the poor, are examples of
traditionally recognised socially obligatory duties. Groups of volun-
teers, men, women and children, who help keep houses of prayers
clean, and supply water to congregants, are, therefore, as familiar a
sight in the Muslim societies of Vancouver and London as they are
in the towns and villages of Egypt, West Africa or the subcontinent.
In tradition, the merit of the duty with respect to spaces of religious
gathering is articulated as poignantly as that relating to other aspects
of the da‘wa. This is illustrated below.

During the Prophet’s time

In the face of Meccan hostility, the Prophet and his Companions
were driven to secret alleyways and private homes to perform their
prayers. Upon his arrival in Medina, one of the first ‘public’ duties
that the Muslims undertook was the construction of a house for the
Prophet with a large area for the conduct of many public functions,
spiritual, social and political, over which the Prophet presided. In the
collective memory of the community, the place came to be revered
as the second holiest masjid, after the masjid al-haram in Mecca.''®
The act of its construction mirrored that of the founding of the new
community. The Prophet himself joined in the labour, accompanied
by Imam Ali and close companions, notably ‘Ammar b. Yasir. As
if to underline the resonance of din with the piety of their task, the
Prophet and his followers sang as they worked:

“There is no life but the life of the next world.

O Allah, have mercy on the muhajirin and the ansar.’11*

Observing that some Muslims were reluctant to do their share of the
work, Imam Ali extemporised:
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‘He who labours hard at building a masjid
And he who stands aloof to avoid the dust
Are not on the same footing. ">

When ‘Ammar b. Yasir, among the most diligent of workers,
joined in the singing, he angered the shirkers. But he won the praise
of the Prophet who said, ‘He ["Ammar] invites them to heaven while
they [the shirkers] invite him to hell. ‘Ammar is as dear to me as my
face’ 116

Like its construction, the care of the masjid also elicited an inti-
mately felt warm response from the Prophet and Imam Ali. ‘Whoever
sweeps a masjid, cleaning it of as little as a speck of dust, is forgiven’,
the Prophet is reported to have said.!"” He prayed for the welfare of
a woman who removed her husband’s spittle at the gibla and per-
fumed the spot. According to another tradition, when the Prophet
was informed that a person who used to sweep the masjid had died,

he went to the grave of the deceased to offer his prayers. ‘One who

Illustration 32: Jamatkhana, Zanzibar.

Image courtesy Ismailmail.net, I. I. Dewji.
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respects the masjids’, said Imam Ali, ‘and avoids expectoration will
meet his Lord’s forgivness.’ 18

In the modern Ismaili period, one of the earliest jamatkhanas in
Africa was established in Zanzibar in 1905 with the help of a dona-
tion from Mukhi Kassam Damani. When he pledged his commit-
ment, Aga Khan III, said in a farman:

“You intend to build and offer me a jamatkhana. For that you will be
rewarded with a house of noor in the hereafter. A house of noor is far

better than a house of diamonds.”'"’

The Imam similarly acknowledged the services of volunteers who
kept jamatkhanas clean. In a farman he said that those who clean the
Imam’s house, would have their own homes purified by the Imam in
the hereafter.

As the Prophet’s call to Islam gained wider acceptance, masjids
increased in number and spread. While the textual information is
not clear-cut, according to hadiths, the trend began during his own
lifetime. Many of them were tribal masjids, built with his consent and
encouragement. According to one tradition, on his flight to Medina,
the Prophet found a masjid in the village of Quba’, just outside
Medina, and prayed there.'® It belonged to the tribe of Amr b. ‘Awf,
and had been erected by earlier muhdjirin and ansar. According to
another tradition, it was during a prayer in the masjid of the Bana
Salima that the Prophet received the revelation concerning the
change of the gibla from Jerusalem to the Ka‘ba in Mecca.!*!

On the other hand, the hypocrites, mundfiqin, had also erected
an ‘opposition masjid’, masjid al-dirar, in order to sow division and
unbelief in the new community.'?? Their mischief is severely con-
demned in the Quran, and the Prophet is asked: ¢ You shall not stand
up in it, for verily a masjid which is founded on piety from the first
day of its existence has more right that you should stand in it. In it
are men who desire to purify themselves.3!? In the same spirit, the
Quran precludes any but the sincere from building and maintaining
masjids: ¢He only shall tend Allah’s masjids who believes in Allah
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and the Last Day and observes proper worship and practises regular
charity and fears none save Allah.»'?* Hence, the sense of pious privi-
lege which tradition attaches to one’s contribution towards the build-
ing and upkeep of houses of prayers.

Developments after the Prophet: the early phase

During the 7th century, when Islam spread to Iraq, Syria and North
Africa, the early masjids were built by the caliphs’ provincial gover-
nors to serve as a civil focus, functioning as a place of prayer, a com-
munity centre and a seat of public administration. But other wealthy
individuals, men and women, also began to build and set aside
resources for maintaining masjids since such generosity was viewed
as a duty of great piety in the light of the teaching of the Quran
and the sayings of the Prophet and the Imams. ‘For one who builds
a masjid, Allah will build a home in Paradise’'® is an oft-quoted
hadith. A similar version is narrated by Imams al-Baqir and Ja‘far
al-Sadiq. To both Imams is also attributed the saying that love for
Allah and building Allah’s masjids averts Divine punishment. Such
pious commendation finds an echo in all ages, among Muslims of all
persuasions and cultures. A contemporary example in the African
Sufi tradition is a poem composed by Shaykh El-Hadji Malick Sy
(1855-1922), founder of the zawiya Tijaniyya of Tivaouane and the
chief marabout of Gambia, which says: “‘Whosoever wishes to enter
Paradise without punishment and without the need to give an exact
account of his actions at the Resurrection, should build a masjid for
Allah the Merciful’.!* At the opposite end of the globe, in the interior
of a masjid in Java are inscribed the names of Allah, the shahada and
the hadith: ‘Allah has built a house in paradise for whoever has built
a masjid for Allah.'?

From the early decades of Islam’s history, therefore, wealthy
individuals from different walks of life, including rulers and high
state officials acting in their personal capacity, have vied in build-
ing and supporting a variety of spaces of worship. In the initial
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phase of this pious zeal, they were built at places variously associ-
ated with the memory of the Prophet. The Masjid al-Fath outside
Mecca, for instance, celebrated the victory over the Meccans; the
Masjid al-Bay‘a outside Mecca honoured the site where the Prophet
first received the allegiance of the ansar. Masjids also became associ-
ated with the Prophet’s family and companions. The house where
the Prophet lived with Hazrat Khadija, also called Mawlid al-Sayyida
Fatima as Fatima al-Zahra was born there, became a revered site
where a masjid was built. Some masjids were built as a mark of grati-
tude for seeing a revelation or the Prophet in a dream.

Subsequent developments

With the passage of time, religious edifices became more numerous
and varied in response to the pressures of demands of a growing and
increasingly diverse population. As different communities of inter-
pretation became gradually established, masjids began to be asso-
ciated with specific schools of law, and to be dissociated from the
ruling authority.

As a result, there began a growth of private masjids in North
Africa, the Middle East and elsewhere to serve the needs of commu-
nities which did not subscribe to the state-sponsored madhhab. The
Sunnis and the Shi‘is usually had separate masjids. Even among the
Sunnis, masjids were built exclusively for specific madhhabs. The law
of wagqf, as it evolved, recognised the right of the benefactor to found
a masjid for the madhhab to which he belonged, to the exclusion of
the others.'?® The growing diversity in the religious life of the Muslim
community is also noted by al-Mawardi (d. 1058) (and later by Ibn
Khaldan (d. 1406)) who recorded the existence of ‘official’ masjids
under the patronage and control of the caliph or his representatives,
and private masjids (‘ammiyya), the responsibility for which rested
with their sponsors, be these individuals or groups.

By the 12th century, the physical character of the Muslim city had
radically changed, portraying a rich and varied religious architecture.
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Significantly, the types and numbers of buildings with a religious
purpose, but distinct from the masjid, proliferated.

The varied religious architecture, reflecting diverse conceptions of
piety and poles of spiritual allegiances, was also a consequence of a
widening orbit of affluence among the piety-minded. Both trends
encouraged a shift in patronage away from an emphasis on masjids
to a variety of complementary institutions. Among the main ben-
eficiaries of the rising levels of generosity was the Sufi institution
of khanaqah which, after the 12th century, became almost as ubiq-
uitous as the masjid in much of the Muslim world. By then syn-
onymous with ribat and zawiya, which had earlier remained on the
periphery of Muslim lands, the khanaqah also came to be known by
local names such as tekke in Turkey or jamatkhana in India where
this term applied to the khanaqah of the Chisti Order.

The building and upkeep of pious institutions has not, historically,
been viewed as any part of the duty of the public purse. The diversity
within the umma and the sheer scale of the commitment would have

Illustration 33: Minaret and helical external staircase of the
mosque of Ibn Tulan.

Image courtesy IIS, London.
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made such a policy impractical. Whereas, therefore, a few ‘Sultani
masjids’ enjoyed state patronage, and rulers might, from time to
time, allocate some revenue from bayt al-mal (treasury) to religious
objects, the responsibility for the construction and upkeep of reli-
gious edifices has always fallen primarily on those whose needs they
ministered.'? The challenge has been traditionally met by the pious.

The benefactors of pious institutions usually created wagfs or
pious endowments for their upkeep. Ibn Tultin, an Abbasid (r. 868-
884) governor of pre-Fatimid Egypt, made over a large number
of houses in support of the masjid and hospital built by him. The
Fatimid Imam-caliph al-Hakim created large endowments in favour
of a number of congregational mosques (jami‘s) to which he trans-
ferred dwelling houses, shops, mills and warehouses. Al-Hakim also
came to the rescue of previously endowed masjids which were in
danger of decay for lack of resources. For instance, he helped out the
heirs of ‘Amr ibn al-‘As, a 7th-century governor of Egypt, who had
become so financially distressed that they had sought the Imam’s
permission to tear down the masjid founded by their ancestor, in
order to sell its bricks and stones.!*” The Imam acquired this masjid,
as well as that founded by Ibn Tulin, for large amounts paid to their
descendants in order to ensure their proper upkeep.

The practice was widespread. Rulers, princes and vizirs, as well as
other wealthy individuals, lavished generous patronage on different
types of spaces of gathering. By and large they were driven by the
desire to act piously, though some were also motivated by political
ends which they wished to secure by bringing influential institutions
under their control and winning the support of key ‘ulama’.

Like the desire to found a pious institution, the wish to make resto-
rations or additions to religious buildings was often driven by deeply
felt religious impulses. The Mustalian Caliph al-Hafiz (r. 1130-1149)
built a magsiira, an enclosed prayer space in the forepart of al-Azhar,
and named it after Fatima al-Zahra because she had been seen there
in a dream."”®! In 1260, during the reign of Baybars I, the amir ‘Izz
al-Din Aydamur al-Hilli, who had lived near al-Azhar, donated a
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Illustration 34: Doorway of the khanaqah of Baybars al-Jashankir in Cairo.

Image courtesy IIS, London.
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large sum of money for its restoration. His generosity was motivated
by the belief that his good conduct as a neighbour of al-Azhar would
be rewarded in the next world.!*?

Extracts of waqf deeds were often inscribed on the walls of pious
institutions, ‘the better to prevent the endowment falling into obliv-
ion’.!3 Tt was not unusual, as time passed, for some institutions to
be named after their benefactors. It was also a common practice to
inscribe the name of the benefactor, together with some pious texts,
on part of a religious edifice. A marble inscription on a doorway
of Ibn Tulan’s jami‘ notes the restoration carried out in 1077 by
the Fatimid vizir Badr al-Gamali. An inscription over the main
entrance to the jami‘ of Imam-caliph al-Hakim records the restora-
tion by Baybars al-Jashankir (1304). A minbar, near the gibla, in the
masjid of al-Salih Tala’i* (1160) carries an inscription acknowledging

Illustration 35: Part of a waqf document inscribed on the walls of the
Cairo madrasa of the Mamluk sultan al- Ashraf Barsbay, built in 1424.

Image courtesy IIS, London.
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it as a gift from the Amir Baktimur al-Jugandar (1299/1300)."** The
inscription along the facade and the door of the khanagah of Baybars
al-Jashankir in Cairo named him as the founder until it was chiselled
away by a later Mamluk sultan. On the lintels of two inner entrance
doors of the Dome of the Rock, the Umayyad Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik
(r. 685-705) and later the Abbasid Caliph al-Ma’mun (r. 813-833)
placed their names as patrons.

Part I11: answerability vis-a-vis contributions to
the dini cause

The notion of answerability in a general sense is firmly entrenched
in scriptural tradition. Trusts and covenants, due even to enemies,
must be fulfilled. The fiduciary duty owed to weaker parties, such
as orphans, is forcefully stressed. Muslim law is, thus, very strict in
demanding faithful execution of the duty owed by those to whom
funds for the care of the weak have been entrusted. The institution of
wagqf, however, came to be treated in a different way under the law;
this aspect of wagf is discussed later in the section.

Like the muhdjiriin and ansar, those who came to the aid of din
with their persons and possessions, came to the aid of the Prophet
and, after him, the Imams to whom the Divine mission has been
entrusted.!’® The mandate to uphold, defend and promote this
mission is personal to the Imam as it was to the Prophet. When
challenged by the hypocrites, the Prophet’s unfettered, discretionary
authority to determine how to direct and use the support for din,
submitted to him, unconditionally, was emphatically affirmed and
re-affirmed by the Revelation.!*® Similarly, when the faint-hearted
opposed the Prophet’s decision to mobilise resources, human and
material, to fight the enemies of din, the Revelation firmly reaffirmed
his judgement as Divinely inspired.'*’

It is generally accepted that such verses enunciate the univer-
sal principle of the Prophet’s authority, the import of which goes
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beyond the specific historical context and is exercisable by its current
holder. In Shi‘i Islam, this authority vests in the hereditary Imam
of the Time. Thus, following the Prophetic antecedents, the Imams
expended the resources, offered in support of their mission, in ways
which, in their judgement, best served the interests of the da‘wa.

As it was for the Prophet, so it is for the Imam to direct and utilise,
as he wills, whatever support is submitted to him for the cause of his
mission. In such support, there is no third-party fiduciary interest.
Nor is the Imam answerable to those who submit to him their own
selves and property for the cause of din. Those who hold offerings,
made to him, do so at his pleasure; to him they owe their absolute
duty of trust. In the past, such permission was granted in a diploma
of investiture, a specimen of which is preserved by the Egyptian his-
torian of the Mamluk period, al-Qalgashandi (d. 1418).1%% At any
time, the Imam could revoke this authority. When Imam al-Mahdi
was in transit at a place called Ikjan in the Maghrib, he took pos-
session of the funds which had been collected in his name by the
da‘s in the region; not all da‘7s were happy at being relieved of their
custodial function.'*

The da‘wa in the past had its code of ethics, an elaborate account
of which is given in al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s al-Himma and Ahmad al-
Naysabari’s al-Miijiza."*® A summary of its relevant aspects is given
below. In the contemporary period, jamati leaders and officials abide
by the rules and regulations of the Ismaili Constitution which the
Imam of the Time ordains and hold their office at the pleasure of
the Imam, to whom they owe their allegiance.

Traditionally to serve the da‘wa is a special privilege which the
Imam confers directly or through an intermediary. The da7’s mission
is to help nurture in the jamat affectionate devotion to the Imam.
‘One pleases God by pleasing the Imam and obeys God by obeying
the Imam.”'*! For the sake of the Imam, murids should be ready to
sacrifice themselves and their possessions.

The offerings which the believers submit for the Imam’s mission
are given willingly and without condition, and they are at the Imam’s
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discretion to deploy. The da‘7 must not seek to enrich himself with
this money, nor demand more for his tasks than is strictly necessary.
To conceal for his personal use any portion of these funds is consid-
ered a great sin against din. The da‘7 must also avoid an extravagant
life-style unless circumstances demand some level of grandeur for
the effective performance of his duties.

The Imam’s funds must only be applied to purposes sanctioned by
his authority, and that too with scrupulous care. At the same time,
the da‘ should not be pennywise and miserly in his disbursements
as this may encourage fraud and other unworthy habits among
his subordinates.

In selecting candidates to serve the da‘wa and to help in the gov-
ernance of the community, the da7s judgement must be based on
the criterion of merit. He must not let material affluence, personal
friendship or sub-servience to him or any personal obligation to
them or other factors of nepotism influence his judgement.

To ensure transparency and probity, subordinates and the Imam’s
murids generally must feel able to intervene when irregularities occur,
by reporting these to the Imam through his accredited representative.

In sum, answerability is owed absolutely to the Imam.

Answerability: waqfs for spaces of gathering and other
religious objects

Scriptural exhortations on the sanctity of trust came to shape the
general Muslim law, exemplified in the laws governing the institu-
tion of wagqf. The law, as it evolved, sanctioned greater interventions
in wagqfs which supported religious objects than those created for
social or public benefits. Thus, while the law empowered the founder
of a waqf to stipulate how and by whom the institution was to be
managed, the qadi, as the judicial official concerned, was legally able
to exercise close influence in its administration. He could set aside,
for instance, the founder’s choice of the person as the wagf's admin-
istrator if he was found to be unworthy of that office, even if that
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person was the founder himself. Thus, the founder of a ribat who
had appointed himself as its administrator (mutawalli) for the dura-
tion of his lifetime, could be relieved of that position for irreligious
conduct such as indulging in drink.

The law and practice also imposed greater official control over the
appointment of key personnel for masjids irrespective of the wishes
of their founders. The imams of jami‘s were appointed by the caliph.
Those of masjids in city quarters were appointed by the caliph, or by
him but with the consent of, or directly by, the people of the quarters
where the masjids were located. It has been suggested that it was in
order to side-step any form of local or central control in the appoint-
ment of officials that Nizam al-Mulk (d. 1092), the Saljuk vizir, opted
for madrasas rather than masjids as his network of influence.'*?

Like other wagfs, the administrator of the wagf for a religious or
social purpose was also duty bound to preserve its assets and maxim-
ise its proceeds. The 1009 wagqf deed for al-Azhar, created by Imam-
caliph al-Hakim, for instance, sought to ensure the institution’s
proper upkeep from income accrued from rental premises made over
to it. The deed put the onus on the administrator to maximise this
income: “Whoever is responsible for the management and control of
the wakf in every period shall make lettings in a God-fearing way so
as to ensure the best advantage by making the offer known among
those desirous of renting the premises’.!*?

We have noted above that the custom of Ismailis gathering in
exclusive sessions (majalis) dedicated to their tariga practices has
prevailed since Fatimid times. Such sessions have been held in spaces
designated by the Imam or his accredited representatives. Everything
pertaining to such spaces and their functions has historically been the
prerogative of, and subject to the authority of, the Imam of the Time.
Traditionally a jamatkhana in the Ismaili tariqa is a space designated
by the Imam of the Time for tariga practices. The jamatkhana is
not a masjid, and unlike masjids its control vests in the Imam of the
Time. The principle extends to other dini related or jamati proper-
ties such as burial grounds. Resources which the murids offer for
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their construction and upkeep, as for other dini purposes, are at the
Imam’s absolute discretionary control. Answerability with regard to
such properties and their functions, as for other dini purposes, is
owed exclusively to the Imam of the Time.

Since the time of Imam Ali, the fundamental motive which impels
those who readily offer their persons and possessions in aid of the
Imam’s cause, and the response their deeds evoke, are grounded in
the eternal premise of submission, which defines the personal rela-
tionship between a murid and the Imam. The protocol of recogni-
tion of gifts, whether of material resource or time and knowledge in
the service of din has been specific to the faith, using the language
and symbolism of the faith and located clearly within the context
and ethos of the faith. Such symbols, reflecting the continuity of the
original premises attuned to the age, have been lovingly treasured by
the murids.
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