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Introduction
IBRAHIM KHAN

Translating poetry is a difficult task. One has the dual chal-
lenge of conveying both the meaning and the beauty of the
language. Diwan al-Shafi7 is no different in that regard;
however there is the additional challenge of making sure
one does not offend the sensibilities of so many Muslims for
whom the great Imam is a revered figure.

Therefore, our approach has been one of balancing func-
tionality and meaning against elegance and beauty where the
two are in conflict, and to reconcile between them as far as
possible. As such this translation is ideal for a student of the
Arabic language who will be able to engage at a basic level
with the Arabic text and use the translation as a crutch to aid
his understanding.

However, engaging with the translations is still worth-
while even for those who do not read or understand Arabic
well, simply because of the great lessons and wisdom shared
by ShafiT in them.

What began as an exercise to improve my Arabic skills in
Egypt eight years ago is today finally finished in partnership
with the excellent Moustafa Elqgabbany who has elevated
this work significantly with his expertise and insight, and I
pray that all its readers benefit from it and gain the same
love for Arabic poetry that I have through engaging with al-
ShafiT’s work.

I am also incredibly grateful to my wife Sumayyah Mian,



Moemen Metwally and Mays Abbass for proofreading this
manuscript and providing comments and thoughts on the
translation.

IBRAHIM KHAN
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Introduction
MOUSTAFA ELQABBANY

Muhammad ibn Idris al-ShafiT (150~204 AH / 767—-820 CE),
Allah have mercy upon him, better known as Imam Shafii,
is the titular founder of one of the four mainstream schools
of Islamic law. Born in Gaza and buried in Egypt, he hailed
from Quraysh, the same tribe as the Prophet Muhammad .
Imam ShafiTs focus on Qur’an, Hadith, the Arabic language,
and few other essential principles, is what defines his legal
methodology. He was the first imam to look beyond localized
juristic differences, such as those in Mecca, Medina, Yemen,
and Kufa, and formulate a methodology that depended
purely on revealed sources (e.g., the Qur’an and Sunnah) and
sound reasoning—something the Imam saw as an extension
of the Arabic language itself. Imam Shafi7 lived at a time
when Greek thought had begun to permeate Islamic scholarly
discourse. There are a number of statements attributed to him
in which he criticizes such approaches and emphasizes the
need for a native understanding of the language of Rev-
elation. It is no coincidence that the word for speech and rea-
son are related in both Arabic and Greek: mantiq and logos.
Language and logic are inseparable, and the Imam made it
his mission to champion an Arabic methodology. To the ex-
clusion of all other imams of Islamic law, Imam ShafiT was a
quotable authority (hujjab) of the Arabic language.

This book is a collection and translation of some of his
poetry. Such collections are all posthumous compilations of



his verse from various historical sources. Some attributions
are questionable, as is the usual case with early poetry. How-
ever, most attributions are historically accurate. Finally,
translating poetry into poetry is difficult, and while the in-
tended meanings have been preserved in translation, a literal
rendering into poetry is impossible.

MousTAFA ELQABBANY
Director, The Royal Islamic Strategic Studies Centre

Amman, Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan

26th September 2024
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CHAPTER 1
Good Character
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Concealing a secret

If one divulges his own secrets but

Blames others for the same, then he’s an idiot.
If in himself a man cannot confide,

Those he entrusts are straiter still inside.

Taking upon things that will
benefit one’s self

Guard your good name and oft-pursue its grace,
You’ll be regarded good, free from disgrace.

Turn not to people, save in courtesy

Though fate be harsh or shunned by friends you be.
And if today’s provisions prove too tight,

Persist one day: it might just end your blight.

There is no good in fickle friends who sway,

Who turn however winds direct their way.

And though your friends be many when in queue
When hardship strikes, you’ll find they’re but a few.

2 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY
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CHAPTER ONE 3



The definition of a jurist, a leader,
and a rich man

A learnéd man shows learning in his acts,
Not learning limited to quoting facts.

A leader leads through kind nobility,
Not through his nation or his men, you see.

An independent man needs but himself,
Not independence through his reign or wealth.

Contentment

I hold contentment as man’s richest state,
And so I stand in fealty by its gate.

No man thus finds me begging at his door.
I’'m not engrossed with those who fools adore.

And so I’m rich though I don’t own a thing;:
I pass through crowds as though I were a king.

4 IMAM SHAFII’S POETRY
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The noblest of characters

When I forgave and led a grudge-free life,
I freed myself from enmity’s grim strife.

I greet my enemy, when seen, with charm.
Through greeting him, I thus repel his harm,

Expressing joy when seeing those I hate,
As though my heart’s been stuffed with love so great.

People are ill, and closeness is their cure,
While cutting them off breaks their hearts for sure.

Respect comes with contentment

Killing my covetousness brought me peace—
While covetous, man’s paltriness can’t cease.

I saved contentment after its demise.
Reviving it brings honour in men’s eyes.

When covetousness takes the place of grace
One ails abased, subjected to disgrace.

6 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY
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Turning away from ignorance

I turn away from every foolish boor
For all he says is in himself, for sure.

No harm befalls the great Euphrates though
A group of dogs may plunge within its flow.

Dignity of man
One who reveres great men is thus revered,

Not so a man who scorns great men and sneers.

And one whose needs have been fulfilled by men
And then defies them is thereby condemned.

Pardoning and good character

When cursed by lowly men, my rank is raised;
No fault is mine unless I shout dispraise.

Had I no self-respect I’d let me loose
On every lowly man and take no truce.

Were I to seek my benefit, you’d find
Me most obsequious for needs in mind.

But, rather, when I strive, it’s for my friend,
For shame on those well-fed with hungry friends.

8 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY
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CHAPTER ONE 9



Turning ugly speech into fragrance

A fool addresses me in ways unfond
And in my heart, I’d rather not respond.

He grows in foolishness; I grow more kind,
As burning makes sweet incense more refined.

Excellence

I’ve seen distinguished rookies of the world

Rise up above their peers and be well-heard.

But if, like me, they boast no noble feats,

They’re ranked along with kids who play in streets.

I0 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY
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Asceticism and the fate of the wrongdoers

When testing worldly men, all I can see
Are men who start their day most miserly.

Contentment’s sword I thus unsheathed and smote
All hope in them ‘til hope became remote,

“Til no man saw me standing in his way
Nor sitting at his door expecting pay —

An independence free of wealth accrued:
Be free of things, not free through them and rued.

When evil men condone their wanton ways
And shamelessly pursue whatever pays,

Then let them be, for passing nights inflict
Upon them changes they could not predict.

How many a rebellious, evil man
Proudly views stars below his stirrup’s band!

But soon, and in his moments of least care,
A change of fate will occupy his lair —

Emerging with no wealth or rosy rank
And with a book of deeds in goodness blank;

Requited for the deeds he used to forge
As God unleashes on him His raw scourge.

12 IMAM SHAFIT’S POETRY
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Silence is well-being

They said: ‘You were attacked with words but silent fell.”
I said: ‘Retort’s the key to words from Hell.”

Silence amongst all fools and dolts is grace:
It’s better for one’s standing ... to save face.

A lion’s feared despite its silence, while
A dog will bark when pelted and defiled.

Silence is better than excess talk

No good is there in petty speech that’s blunt
When you’ve been led to words most eloquent.

Silence is more befitting and sublime
Of noble men than chatter that’s ill-timed.

Through character, a noble man’s fine brow
Shines bright with great refinement, thus endowed.

14 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY
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The superiority of silence

My silence is a trade where I’m the boss —
If gains don’t come, at least there isn’t loss.

Silence in men is nothing but a trade.
There simply is no trade of higher grade.

And from what the Imam used to
strike examples with often

Do not respond to fools when they speak out,
For silence trumps responding, out and out.

For when you speak to them, you grant relief,
But if ignored, they’ll perish due to grief.

16 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY
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CHAPTER II
Pride and Self-Respect
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Self-respect

Nothing can scratch your skin like your own nails,
So take the reins of all of your affairs.

And when you seek some need for life on Earth,
Then seek from those who recognize your worth.

Fame

A man enjoys good favour and esteem
Until he’s graced with deeds he did not glean.

You’ll also find a wretch with faults imbued,
Wretched and blamed for crimes he didn’t do.

Given preference to others and generosity

I’m open-handed, though I spend the night
In doubled-over hunger, sans respite!

I feign the means of plenty with my friends
Lest my impoverish’d state they apprehend.

But when I speak with God, I cry in need,
For He knows best the state from whence I plead.

20 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY
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Sense of honour

To pull a molar, or be hit in jail,
To bring tomorrow back, or die and wail,

To die of cold, or by revenge be slain,
To tan a skin where sunlight holds no reign,

To eat a lizard, or to hunt a bear,
To scatter seeds in badlands that are bare,

To breathe out fire, or to bear disgrace,
To sell for coins one’s home and special place,

To sell one’s shoes, or be denied love’s hope,
To bear a thousand lashes by strong rope,

Is all much easier for men of noble core
Than seeking favour at a wretch’s door.

22 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY
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Great determination

Rain down upon us pearls, O Adam’s Peak,
And burst with gold, O wells of Tukulor!

In life, I won’t miss out on bread men seek;
In death, I will not lack a grave, for sure!

My zeal is that of kings; my soul is free.
To be disgraced is unbelief to me.

Since I’m content with life’s most basic needs,
Why entertain Joe Blow, like one who pleads?

24 IMAM SHAFIT’S POETRY
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Strength

When problems occupy me, I disclose
Their facts to careful thinking, to expose.

My tongue’s afoam like camel studs in heat,
Or like a sword from Yemen that defeats.

I’m not a spineless chap that asks around
Amongst my peers to see what they have found.

A spokesman for the heart and mind, my charm’s
Attracting goodness and removing harm.

26 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY
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An eloquent poet

What will your guest apprise his family
When asked about your home: what did he see?

Will he say: “The Euphrates I crossed. High’
“Were its waves, but unquenched in thirst was 1.’

‘I climbed steep steps, but mountain roads and trails’
‘Tapered ‘til travelling could not avail.’

My need will then betray my flattery,
Like glass reveals a lake’s turbidity.

I hold the pearls and gems of poetry.
My crown’s a laurel wreath of oratory

Whose bloomage on high hilltop gardens grows,
Whose silk brocade where good is gathered glows.

A worthy poet’s a black asp that sheds:
His verse is venom that can knock foes dead.

Malice t'wards poets is a fateful ill
That bountiful men may mend when they will.

28 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY
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Generosity

If you give not, though your days come and go,
While you possess your fill and overflow,

Then what can you expect when you’re deposed
And life’s harsh bite attacks with fangs exposed,

And life reclaims the gifts you think you own,
For life is wont to oft-reclaim its loans.

30 IMAM SHAFII’S POETRY
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The rights of society

A man came to Shafi't and told him that his friend was ill.
Shafii replied: “By God, you have done me good, and awak-
ened me to do a noble deed. And you’ve turned away from
me the possibility of my giving an excuse that sounds like a
lie.” He asked for his moccasins and continued, “to walk
barefoot, full of pain, upon hot sand in Dhi Tuwa, is easier
than to give a friend an excuse that resembles a lie.” Then he
recited:

I find great peace fulfilling people’s needs
It’s hard to bear the guilt neglect will breed.

It’s quite enough to say: ‘I didn’t know’
And be believed, despite its heavy blow.

Whoever cares for neighbours not-his-kin,
And friends, both near and far, in thick and thin,

Will live a leader, fondly talked about:
Were he to suffer harm, they’d bail him out.

* An excuse that sounds like a lie is for one to say to one’s friend: “I didn’t know
you were ill.”

32 IMAM SHAFIT’S POETRY
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CHAPTER III
The Diseases of the Soul
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The bad characteristics of society

There’s nothing left but flattery and tricks:
A flower to the eyes, when touched, that pricks.

When forced to live amongst mankind, be fire
Perhaps you’ll burn the thorns ‘til they expire.

The harvest of corruption in religion

People persisted ‘til they introduced
Matters of faith no prophet had produced.

“Til most of them thought little of God’s way,
Too busy with inventions in its stay.

Diseases are from three things

The great destroyers of mankind are three
That damn a healthy man to malady:

Copious alcohol and too much sex,
And eating when one’s full, which tends to vex.

36 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY
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Being willing to please the envier

I’ve humoured people, but those envious
Have proven altogether humourless.

How can a man just humour those who hate
His blessings, nor are pleased, ‘til they abate?

The bitterness of carrying a favour

Do not accept the favour of one who
Reminds you of his favours, old and new.

But on your own decide your gain and yield,
And have some patience: patience is a shield!

Men’s favours, to a heart that isn’t dead,
Hit harder than a piercing arrowhead.

To remind of favours

I’ve seen you brand me with your favour’s rod
As though you were my origin or god.

So spare me favours, putrid like a sty:
A morsel will suffice me “til I die.

38 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY
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Miserliness of the souls

Money emboldened silent men to speak
Though earlier they had been shy and meek.

And of their surplus, no one had a share.
Men’s merit they’d neglect without a care.

Disbelief in the astrologers

The two of you! Tell the astrologer
That I discount the fate that stars confer.

Knowing what now is, knowing what had been,
Is inescapably God’s Will, Unseen.
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CHAPTER IV
Travel and its Benefits
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The five benefits of travelling

Wander the lands to seek where greatness reigns!
And travel, for that brings five major gains:

Clear mind, a livelihood, and knowledge, taste;
And with the friendship of great men, be graced!

Spurring one on to travel from
an ignominious land

Depart a land that treats you bad, for shame!
And when you leave those close, be not aflame.

Raw ambergris is filth in its home land,
But when estranged, it’s prized as treasure, grand!

And kohl is but a rock that you might find
In its home land bestrewn on roads unkind;

But when estranged, no merit from it’s hid:
It’s borne between the pupil and its lid!
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The love of the family and the land

A stranger fears like one who steals. He’ll mope,
Much like a servile debtor bound in rope.

But when remembering his family,
His heart beats like a flying bird with glee.

Encouragement to travel extensively

This residence, for men of mind and taste,
Offers no peace, so leave this home and place.

Travel — for those you’ll part, you’ll find new friends.
Work hard: hard work’s the good life’s means to ends.

When water stops its movement, it goes foul.
Refreshing when it moves; when still, afoul.

If lions never leave, no prey is caught,
And arrows at their bow don’t hit the spot.

And if the sun stood still and did not move,
Not Arabs nor non-Arabs would approve.

Gold ore’s bestrewn, where found, just like the sand,
And oud is merely timber in its land.

But when the latter is estranged, it’s prized.
The former, when estranged, like gold’s, apprized.
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CHAPTER V
Fluctuations of States
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Luck

Believe it if you’re told a lucky man
Came with a twig that fruited in his hand.

And check if told a luckless man sought drink,
But into earth the water then did sink.

Were wealth attained through stratagems, you’d find
Me hanging onto stars above that shine.

If gifted wit, a man won’t riches see:
Two opposites as different as can be.

Ambitious men of little means are those
Most worthy of their grief of fate’s hard blows.

As proof of fate and of its reign, I say:
Observe the happy fool and sage dismayed.

Whoever’s given wealth but doesn’t gain
Good deeds or praise, success he won’t obtain.

For luck brings nigh all matters far away,
And luck will open shut doors all the way.
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Time is a day in favour and a
day in opposition

Time is two days: one’s safe and one’s for fear.
Life has two ways: limpid and unclear.

A carcass floats atop the waves, you see,
While pearls are buried deep within the sea.

While countless stars across the sky are strewn,
Nothing eclipses but the sun or moon.

To be awake and to watch out

Audacious was the asp, despite high stakes,
So tell it: ‘Caution’s best for cocky snakes.’

Good days have made you think life’s on your side.
You have no fear of fate and what it hides.

And peaceful nights have made you feel secure,
But in the still of night descends the stir!
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To be content with one’s lot

I hadn’t been content with what you see
Of life, but I'm content with destiny.

So if days prove unfaithful to their vows,
Though forced, contentment’s all that I espouse.

Returning evil with good

A part of misery’s that one adore
While the one one loves loves their own amour,

Or to want goodness for a person while
What they desire for you is truly vile.

Power isn’t everything

Strong vultures eat the desert’s carrion,
While little bees have all the honey won.
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Luck

In forests, lions die of hunger, while
Fat mutton’s fed to dogs who are servile.

A slave might sleep upon a silken bed
While nobles rest on dirt where men have tread.

Kingship over the lowly

Life’s trials are so many, without end.
Its pleasures are like fetes that you attend.

It’s ruled great men and taken them as slaves
While it itself’s a slave to petty knaves.
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What you lend you will borrow

They took control, presumptuously so,
But soon they’ll find that everything must go.

Had they been fair, fair’s what they would’ve found
But wrong they did, so time brought wrong around.

And so life tells the tale of what became:
‘It’s tit-for-tat, and time is not to blame!’

Weigh with what you are weighed with

Weigh one who weighs you with what he’s weighed you
And weigh his way of weighing, so it’s true.

Whoever visits you, you visit too,
And turn away from those who’re harsh with you.

Whoever thinks you’re less than him, ignore
His fancy and ignore the petty boor.

And turn your gaze towards the Lord of slaves
For all that came to you in life, He gave.
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The honouring of one’s self

I am content with what life gives of gains,
And T’ve protected my own soul from shame,

For fear that people should then say or know
That So-and-so has favoured So-and-so.

A man from whom I gain no petty fee
Is no concern if he abandons me.

Whoever views me as a man complete,
To me, his judgment’s with sound thought replete.

A pleased look

Fault-finding pains a glance through God content,
While bitter eyes on finding faults are bent.

I don’t revere men who revere me not.
I grant the same rights that from them I’d got.

If you approach, my love approaches you,
But if you turn away, I’ll do that too.

Our lives do not depend on one another,
And when death strikes, we’re less in need of others.
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Warn mankind

If you intend a life that’s ruin-free,
That’s full of faith with no ignominy,

With others’ faults, ensure you’re tongue’s reserved.
For you’re fault-filled, and people might observe.

And if you chance a glance at someone’s stain,
Ignore it, lest their eyes see you the same.

Treat others well, forgive when they transgress,
And when defending, use the best redress.

The blood money for sins is excusing oneself

I was told: ‘So-and-so has wronged your name.’
‘No noble man accepts that he be shamed.’

I said: ‘He has apologized to me.’
‘Apology is guilt’s indemnity.’
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Requesting to be excused

Accept all those who bring apologies
If true or false, for God alone hearts sees.

Their outward grace means you’re obeyed and feared.
Their inward slights are proof that you’re revered.

It is from piety to busy yourself with
your own defects

A man who’s smart and battles all his whims
Is too engaged to notice his own sins,

Just like the ill are busied by their pain
From noticing the pain of others’ bane.

The manners of giving advice

When counseling me, do so privately,
And don’t attempt to counsel publicly.

For public counsel’s censure, in a way,
And I’ll refuse to hear all that you say.

And if you disagree and disobey
Then don’t be vexed when I do not obey.
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A warner of people

O you who warns of sin and then partakes!
O you whose life’s a count of breaths he takes.

Protect white hair of yours from stains of sin:
Whiteness is quickly stained by dirt therein.

You’re like a man who washes others’ clothes,
While in some putrid filth he throws his clothes.

So walk towards salvation! Why just stand?
There’s not a ship on earth that sails on land!

And when you ride upon a bier, most coarse,
You’ll soon forget your riding mule and horse!

On Judgment Day, no child or wealth’s in sight,
And graves make men forget their wedding nights!

70 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY



TP S
W sl JE Ly

A e B 5L K
PP F v AN
wﬂw&&*wdfvﬁu

[l o]

dos et L By

~

u:léu?;u_fwja_n}|

,19 S rJ; . e
eSS RIS
505 Y5 JLe Y asla f g

PR\

CHAPTER SEVEN 71



Keeping one’s promise

I

If you say ‘yes’ to something, follow through,
For ‘yes’ to noble men’s a debt that’s due!

If not, say ‘no’: relieve the both of you,

Lest you become a liar in men’s view.

II

God burdens none with what they cannot bear,
And men but give from what they have to spare.

So, promise not unless you will fulfill.
Do not diverge once you have said: ‘I will ...
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Guarding one’s tongue

Shafi7 said to this companion, Rabi': “Rabri, don’t speak on
matters that don’t concern you, because if you say a state-
ment, it owns you and you don’t own it.” Some wise individ-
uals have also said that the tongue is like a wild predator—
if it is not tied up, it will chase you and its evil will reach
you. And from what they narrate from Shafii on this topic
includes:

So guard your tongue, dear man, and on it clasp!
Allow it not to bite you: it’s an asp!

Graves oft hold men whose tongues had knocked
them dead,
Though while alive, they filled their peers with dread.
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Turning to Allab
The Most High
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Honouring Allab and being humble
in front of Him

Were learnéd men not marred by poetry,
I’d have outstripped Labid in poesy,

Been braver than all lions in fierce war,
Mubhallab’s folk, Bani Yazid, and more!

Had God, the Merciful, not humbled me,
I’d view all men my slaves, while I am free.

The special submission

If T wake up and find my daily bread,
Then free me, O delightful soul, of dread!

Don’t plant tomorrow’s worries in my mind
Tomorrow’s new provisions are assigned.

If God demands of me, submit I will,
And leave what [ have willed for what God wills.
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Do not despair of the mercy of Allah

If boldly you’ve been starting days in sin
But fear the day of God’s just reckoning,

Then know that pardon from your Lord has come,
And lavished you the greatest blessing’s sum.

Of God’s great clemency, be not forlorn:
Inside your mother, and when you were born

He did not want that you should rot in Hell,
So in your heart He made His Oneness dwell.

Whoever feared God, returned

If it yields good, my learning’s all I need,
For nothing takes man down but his own greed.

Whoever’s watchful over God relents
And from the evil of his sins repents.

No bird ascends in flight to skies up top,
Except that as it rose, it must then drop.
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Asking forgiveness and repentance

O Lord, Your Mercy’s eased my heart aright,
In secret, public, in the day, at night!

Reliance’ in the seeking of sustenance

I’ve placed my trust in God for daily bread,
Without doubt, fully certain, ‘til ’'m dead.

And my provisions will not pass me by
Though at the ocean’s bottom they might lie.

For God will bring them forth through His largesse,
Though my said needs, my tongue may not profess.

So how can things then hurt my heart inside
When for all things The Merciful provides?

Not everything is by intelligence

If smarts were means through which you got your needs,
You wouldn’t find a thing on Earth that feeds.

God gave you wealth to live, though you know naught.
You’re not the first fed madman on Earth’s plot.

> On Allah.
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Allab’s will

And what You will is, though I willed not,
And what I will, unless You will, is naught.

For You created slaves, and You know why.
You know both young and old, for You are nigh.

Amongst Your slaves are saved and wretched folk,
And ugly men and those in beauty cloaked.

To some You gave, and others are have-nots.
And some You’ve helped, and others You have not.

Keeping away from the doors of kings

Kings are a scourge wherever they may be,
So cast no shadow at their doors and flee!

What good can you expect, for in their ire
They strike, and when you please them, they grow tired.

Avoid their doors, enriched by God’s good grace.
By standing at their doors, you’ll be disgraced.
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Humiliation and to seek belp

By my meek stance before Your Strength Divine,
By mysteries too subtle for my mind,

By my admitted lowness and bowed head,
By hands — that wish for mercy, gifts — outspread,

By Your Most Beauteous Names, that when described
In part, exhaust the prose and verse of scribes.

By the Old Vow of: ‘Am I not Your Lord?’
By Him Concealed Who’s by His Names adored,

Grant us a draught of closeness, for those nursed
By Your love’s drink will know no harm, nor thirst.

The desires of man

While man desires all wishes be fulfilled
Allah refuses all but what He’s willed.

A man will say: ‘My wealth and my great gains!’
While piety’s the best he can attain!
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To deny the good (done to you)

You disobey the Lord, though love you feign —
A claim that’s as unique as it’s insane!

Had you been true in love, you’d have obeyed:
A loved one by his lover’s not betrayed!

He starts your every day with grace from Him
While you forfeit thanks due and follow whims.

I don’t care

You are enough for me. My heart and view
Find You enough, if views I have hold true.

As long as in Your love I am secure,
I’m not concerned with hardships I’ll endure.

Whatever becomes hard to bear shall
edase once more

Sometimes a blow of fate makes men distress
While through Allah alone is its redress.

It tightens, but as links refuse to yield —
A break, though I had thought my fate was sealed!
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Happiness with what Allab has decreed

Leave time alone to do as it may scheme,
And be at peace when fate rules, all supreme.

And panic not when blows of fate descend,
For everything in life will come to end.

Be strong when forced to face anxieties:
A man of pardon and of loyalty.

And if your faults are many ‘mongst your peers,
And secretly you’d wish they not appear,

Conceal your faults with generosity —
It’s said: no faults appear when men give free.

And manifest no lowliness to foes,
For schadenfreude’s of life’s bitter blows.

Seek not the pardon of the miserly,
For no one drinks of fire thirstily.

Deliberateness will not your bread decrease,
And toiling does not bring about increase.

No grief nor happiness remain for life,
Nor ease nor wretchedness, however rife.

If with contentment, your great heart’s been purled,
Then you’re no less than those who own the world.

When death descends upon a person’s court,
No land nor sky can its deep terrors thwart.
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God’s Earth is vast. But when one’s fate descends,
The vast expanse is narrowed as it ends.

Let time attack ofttimes in perfidy.
No remedy can treat death’s malady.
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Supplication
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Fear the supplication of the oppressed

How many tyrants’ wars have I been spared,

As they fell hard — their fate had been declared!

To me, Islam’s but worship that I yield,
And prayers that they cannot ward off with shields.

Suffice it that a tyrant turn while cowed
By arrows from the bows of those who bowed:

With lashes that observe the vigil fletched,
And arrowheads that in their tears are drenched.

The value of supplication

Of supplication, do you scoff, make light,
Whilst unaware of prayers and how they smite?

Night’s arrows do not miss, but they transpire
When their appointed time has thus expired.

He clasps them as He wills, my Lord sublime,
Deploying them at their appointed time.
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CHAPTER X
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Debate

Far travels deemed me one expatriate,
“Til I confronted some strange man I’d met.

Men recognized my tit-for-tat retort:
Were they but wise, to wisdom I’d resort.

The adornments of man are piety
and knowledge

Endure a teacher’s bitter discipline,
For learning’s hardships are when facts sink in.

When man, the bitter taste of learning shuns,
He’ll drink his folly ‘til his days are done.

Whoever skips on learning in his youth,
Is worthy of a funeral prayer in truth.

In piety and learning man is decked,
When they are absent, he gets no respect.
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By knowledge is built greatness

I’ve found that knowledge makes a noble man
Despite him being of a lowly clan,

Advancing as he may in rank and weight
Until our men of honour deem him great,

Following him in all his states and ways,
Like shepherds lead their flocks of beasts that graze.

If not for learning, joy could not have been,
Nor would we know what’s lawful from what’s sin.

Knowledge is that which is memorized

Learning’s my helping friend — with me it walks.
I keep it in my head, not in a box.

When I’'m at home, my learning’s with me there,
And when at market, I bear learning’s flare.
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The etiquettes of debate

If merit and true learning you possess
And know what’s old and new with great success,

Then argue with whomever, with repose,
Be gentle, do not curse, and don’t oppose.

He’ll gift you what’s he’s gained, without a gloat,
Of rarities and worthy points to note.

Steer clear of stubborn men and those who flaunt:
‘I’ve won,” and braggarts whose poor souls are gaunt.

The man is by what he knows

Please learn, for none’s a scholar by descent,
And those who know aren’t like the ignorant.

A leader of his people who knows not
Will shrink when hordes then ask about his thoughts

While men who’re deemed of little consequence,
Grow great in gatherings when speaking sense.
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The bumility of the scholars

Whenever I am disciplined by Time
It shows me how deficient is my mind.

And when I learn of something new by chance,
I’m more aware of my own ignorance.

The Light of Allab does not light up
except by the leaving of sin

I told Waki® my memory was bad,
So he advised: ‘Eschew your sins, my lad.’

He then informed me that to know is light,
And sinners are not granted its delight.

The conditions of attaining knowledge
are six

My brother, you won’t learn until you have
Six qualities I’ll list out as a salve:

Intelligence, avidity, and grit,
Your keep, a coach, and aeons to commit.
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The pride of a man is his knowledge

Yes, knowledge is the land where glory’s sown.
Beware you miss the honour that’s there grown.

And know that knowledge isn’t meant for those
Whose main concerns are eating or their clothes.

It’s but for students that pursue its zest
In both their states: when naked and when dressed.

So, with its many gems yourself endow,
Eschew sweet slumber’s call and furl your brow.

Perhaps one day, a meeting you’ll attend
And as its star and chairman, you’ll ascend.
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Striving in the quest for knowledge

The vigils that I keep with books retraced
Are better than a tryst or belle’s embrace.

The scratching sound of pens that I endure
Is sweeter than perfumes and paramours.

And better than a maiden’s tambourine
Is dusting off my books to rub them clean.

My rapture when resolving things obscure
Is more exquisite than fine wine’s allure.

I spend the night awake while you’re asleep,
Yet you still want to reach what I have reaped!

Knowledge comes from full occupation
with it
None reaches wisdom when he spends his life

Pursuing interests of his house and wife.

And never will a student truly learn
Until he’s free of thoughts and all concern.

For were Lugman, the Sage, who men sought out
On horses for his merit, without doubt,

A family man in need - let’s just presume —
He wouldn’t know dry hay from fresh legumes.
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The people served knowledge

One merit knowledge has is when it’s served,
Its servant’s served by all men, as deserved.

He must protect it with his might and mane,
As it protects, ‘mongst men, his blood and name.

If knowledge is conferred to those unfit
By learnéd, foolish men, they’ve cheated it.

Knowledge and its status

When Shafii came to Egypt he was met by the leading scho-
lars of the land on bhis arrival. Soon the talk turned to figh
and Shafit disagreed with them on a number of issues and
said:

Does it befit these sheep to say wise words,
Or forge some verse for men who tend such herds?

No, on my life, if lost in land forlorn
I would not waste my gems on this here swarm.

If God Almighty, through His grace, supplies
Me with those worthy of my knowledge, wise,

I’ll gain their friendship, then my gems reveal,
For otherwise, they’re safe with me, concealed.

For teaching’s wasted on a foolish throng,
And to deny those worthy of it’s wrong.
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The best of subjects

All studies, save Qur’an, at best, distract,
Except Hadith and laws on how to act.

For knowledge is what’s been transmitted well.
The rest is fiendish whispers straight from Hell.

Islamic Jurisprudence and asceticism
come together

Mere jurist or mere Sufi, neither be.
By God, take this advice to you from me!

The former’s heart lacks grace, and he is cruel.
The latter cannot thrive, for he’s a fool.
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CHAPTER XI
Love for the Family
of the Prophet &
and the Leaders
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His love for the family of the Prophet &:

At Mina, by Muhassab, stop your ride,
Implore those leaving Khayf and those inside —

At dawn, as pilgrims ‘twards dear Mina pour,
Like waves of the Euphrates crash and soar:

If love of Al al-Bayt is Shiism,
Bear witness, sentient life, that I’'m with them!

His love for the family of the Prophet #&:
and the righteous Caliphs

If Ali we prefer, they deem us as
Shiites — such are these ignoramuses.

And when I mention Abu Bakr’s great rank,
I’m termed a Nasib1 by those who’re rank.

Between these accusations, here I stand:
I’ll love them ‘til my head rests in the sand.

Loving the family of the Prophet &
is an obligation ordained by Allab

O Prophet’s household, love for you is sealed:
God’s bond in His Qur’an as He revealed.

Your glory is so great and paramount,
That prayers where you’re not mentioned do not count!
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The love of Ali and the Sons and Fatimah

If Ali’s praise in groups we chance to spur,
And his two sons, and Fatimah, the pure,

We’re told: ‘Good man, steer clear of such a course.’
‘Such is the way that Shiite folk endorse.’

Before my Lord, I balk at claims of some —
That love for Fatimites is Shi’ism.

To become Raafidi

“You’ve turned Shiite,’ they claim. I say: ‘No way!’
In creed and practice, I reject their sway.

I take as leader, from deep-down inside,
The best of leaders and the best of guides.

To love The Leader isn’t to defect!
But rather, it’s such claims that I reject!
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The righteous Caliphs

I testify no lord is there but God
And resurrection’s true, in faith, sans fraud.

The bonds of faith, which grows and shrinks, are two:
Clear testimony, actions that are true.

And as God’s viceroy, Abu Bakr prevailed,
And Umar strove for goodness unassailed.

My Lord’s my witness: Uthman’s merit stands.
And Ali’s merit was distinct in brand.

Leaders of men, whose guidance filled the Earth —
God damn whoever dares defile their worth!

Abu Hanifah

Abu Hanifah graced the Muslim lands
And those upon them — their imam most grand —

With rulings and hadiths and sacred law,
Like Psalms on parchment radiating awe.

Not East nor West produced for him a peer
Nor Kufa, nor horizons, far or near!

God’s Mercy be upon him - this we plead —
As long as people learn and men thus read!
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CHAPTER XII
Complaints of Mankind
and the Bitterness of Days
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The passing of great men

The men we’d emulate have since expired,
So too have men who’d chide acts undesired.

I’m with their brood, who pat each others’ backs
Where lacking men teach others who too lack.

They pass through roads and by their buildings stay,
But from the major route, they’ve lost their way.

The life of a noble man and of a cursed one

Lo! Donkeys are fed fodder, and they graze,
As hungry, thirsty lions pass their days.

The nobles of a people have no bread
While manna and roast quails to rogues are fed.

The Great Creator’s judgment thus arranged
And His decree no man can move or change.

So those who know life’s fraud and its disdain
Will persevere through tests and not complain.
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Mankind’s love

Indeed I’ve known more men than I can count,
And once I thought I knew all men’s accounts.

I tested them and found that everyone
Like life, would turn its back on me and shun.

The worst of them would curse me when away.
When sick, the best, a visit didn’t pay.

In my good times, they had no joy for me.
When times were bad, they liked my misery.

The shortage of friends during bardship

When I approached men, seeking from their flocks,
A brother I could trust for life’s hard knocks,

I faced times topsy-turvy, grief and ease,
And yelled amongst men: ‘Someone help me, please!’

I only found men pleased when I was sad
And those who envied me when I was glad.

The inner worship

Leave those who feign devotion to your face
But lurk alone like wolves ‘round sheep that pace.
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Troubles are from ourselves

We fault our age, while faults are ours alone
Other than us, our age’s faults are none.

We mock our age despite its sinlessness,
But we’d be mocked were it to speak to us.

A wolf does not eat wolves with which it vies
But man eats man before our very eyes.

Causing barm accidentally

While he meant good, he harmed against his will,
For on occasion, piety brings ill.

Thinking the worst

Just think the worst, no matter what, of men
For ill opinion’s man’s great acumen.

No man’s been left to starve his days and rot
Except ‘twas due to his kind words and thoughts.
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Ignoring one’s concerns

Some stay awake, some sleep most peacefully,
Regarding that which may or may not be.

So clear your mind of grief and all its pain,
For fretting over grief is just insane.

For He Who had sufficed you yesterday
Will be enough for you in coming days.

Friends during times of hardship

A friend who helps you not in misery
Is not too different from an enemy,

For lifelong friends and brethren are but there
To help each other when they face despair.

I’ve searched for one on whom I could depend
For all my life, distracted to no end.

I have been shunned by lands and by their men
As though their people feel I'm not of them.
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The basis of friendship

If one must strain to show you that he cares,
Then let him go and grieve not for his airs.

Let go, find peace: of men, he’s not the last.
Though far away, a heart in love stands fast.

Not everyone you love will love you too:
You’ll open up to some who won’t to you.

If purity of love is only feigned,
There is no good in lovers’ love that’s strained.

There is no good in friends who cross their friends,
Reciprocating kindness with offense,

Denying what they had and how it fared,
Disclosing secrets that they once had shared.

Goodbye, dear world, if you can’t even spare
An honest friend who keeps his word, who’s fair.
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The love of the righteous

I love the righteous, though I’'m but their chaff,
Perhaps they’ll intercede on my behalf.

And I hate men who buy and sell their sins,
Though evil wares may be what fill my bins.

The rareness of a true friend

Set out and travel with these times that flee.
Withdraw from people to your monastery.

And wash your hands of life and men, then shirk
Their love, you’ll reap of life’s tremendous perks.

I’ve looked around and found no friend of mine
To mingle with in this or other times.

I left the lowest of them due to harm
And left the best of them for lack of charm.
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Being alone is better than bad company

If pious friends aren’t found, then solitude
Is finer than a friend misled and lewd.

To sit alone for worship while unmarred
Is better than a man who’ll raise my guard.

The best of companions

I love my friends with whom I oft agree,
Who look away from flaws that they might see,

Agreeing on all matters that arise,
Protecting me in life and post-demise.

Where can I find one? Can he truly be?
I’d split all pious deeds ‘tween him and me!

Despite my many friends, I’ve searched and fussed
And found but few of them that earned my trust.
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The honourer of mankind

If only we’d have neighbours that were hounds!
If only we’d not see them in our bounds!

For hounds will find their way in their domain,
While men are lost! From harm they can’t refrain!

So run away! Enjoy your solitude!
You will be happy when men you exclude!

The ranks of man

I find myself amongst a group that fails
A cultured man, that sells its heads for tails.

For men are gathered by their unity
But vary in their minds, grace, dignity.

For yellow metals capture in their fold
Dull brass, while great esteem belongs to gold.

And were it not for fine scent, agarwood
Would be identical to firewood.
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The station of hope

If you seek golden deeds from men of gilt
Then seek men who a house of God have built.

For they are lions who protect their turf
And value friends alive and under earth.
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CHAPTER XIII
About Women

*
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
¢
L3

0000000900000 0009000090000000000000000000000000000000000000600600060060000

0000000090000 0 0000090000000 00000




This is a day of supplication

A woman came to Shafi‘t and said:

May God forgive all men who pray for those
Two lovebirds that had always been so close,
Until a slanderer spread sinful lies

Between them, thus ensuring love’s demise.

And Shafi't wept. “Today is not a day for contemplation,”
he told his students, “Today is a day for du‘a’.” And he con-
tinued weeping until his students left him.

Humility

How can I reach Felicity when peaks
Of mounts before her lie, and graves that shriek?

I’m barefoot, lack a mount, and penniless.
All roads that lead to her are perilous.

144 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY



S e st LS s
Al e VISR 1A 5 15 )

s 1

2, s s 8. Mt
g_‘b}_'b . 939 ‘;L‘?J\J-lﬁ

L S S TR S DU SN
dfwd_l{]aj\jj_a.‘/ag—&\j

[ skl > Ji]

Lo 5 58| ol oo OT )

[ ol o]

~

55530 ) J o 0 e

C3 a0 IV L i

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 145§



Love

A man came to Shafi'T and gave him a piece of paper on
which was written:

Ask Mecca’s mufti, who from Hashim hails,
If love becomes too much, what then avails?

So Shafi‘t wrote underneath it:

He treats his passion, then conceals his love,
Bears all things patiently, fears God above.

So the man wrote underneath this:

How’s passion treated when it kills a bloke,
And in his throat’s a lump that makes him choke?

And Shafi‘t wrote back:

If he can’t bear the test from which he sighs,
He’ll never be relieved until he dies.
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Kissing when fasting

A man came to Shafi‘t and gave him a piece of paper. Shafic
smiled and wrote something on the paper as a reply and the
man returned. The students with Shafi't wanted to know
what was this matter of Islamic Jurisprudence that they had
just missed out from learning about and chased after the man
and took the letter from him. It said on it:

Ask Mecca’s mufti if oft visiting
And gazes from a longing heart are sin.

And Shafit had written beneath this:

May God forbid that piety’s impugned
By fusion of two livers and their wounds!

And Rabi was shocked at the reply of Shafi‘t, for be didn’t
expect such a religious scholar to be encouraging out-of-
wedlock relationships and be asked him about this. Shafi‘i
told him that be had discerned that the man was someone
who had been recently married, and indeed when Rabi* went
and asked the man, he confirmed that he had been married
only a month ago. Rabir used to say he never saw a man with
better insight than Shafi‘i.

148 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY



(eI o]
Fut Sl Bl sy 315 S e S g

[ sl o]
Bz b SLST SO0 L Sl i s

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 149



Humour

It’s trying when you love someone,
But he won’t love you back.

He turns his face away from you,
But you don’t cut him slack!

Remain pure and your women will remain
pure too

Be chaste, and chaste will be your women too.
Avoid the acts a Muslim shouldn’t do.

To fornicate’s a loan to be repaid
To you among your folk, so be afraid!

O violator of men’s sanctity,
Destroyer of pure love, live ignobly!

If you were pure and of good family
You wouldn’t harm a Muslim’s sanctity.

Smear and be smeared, perhaps within your walls!
You’d understand if you had sense at all!
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The most difficult of bardships

Of women, much is said — here’s what men speak:
That women’s love is tribulation’s peak.

A woman’s love is not the problem, dear:
It’s when you do not love those who are near!
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CHAPTER XIV
Death and the Hereafter
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Preparing for the bereafter

O you who hug a world that will not last,
At morn, at eve, oft-travelling its vast.

If but you left a hug of this world’s vice,
That you might maidens hug in Paradise.

If everlasting gardens you desire,
Then never feel immune from the Hellfire.
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Leaving the world and preparing
for the bereafter

Shafi‘t said on his deathbed:
O God of Man, to You I hoist my need —
Be Generous, though guilty I now plead!

But as my heart grows cold and exit strait,
I climb with hope to Your great pardon’s gate.

My sins forewarn, but next to God’s good grace,
I find my sins no longer have a place.

Through Your abiding pardon and largesse —
Out of benevolence — You pardon us.

Without You, saints would not defy Iblis,
For Adam he misled, on him be peace!

I wish I knew: will I to Heaven get
In bliss, or else, to blazes in regret?

With God are this believing, keen man’s deeds,
Whose overflowing love ensures eyes bleed,

Who hosts his own sad funeral as night
Grows dark, and as he’s overcome by fright,

Most eloquent when mentioning his Lord,
Ineloquent when men with him discourse,

Recalling youthful days of what had been,
And what had passed of ignorance and sin.

He partnered grief at length in daytime’s light,
And spoke to God as men would sleep at night,

158 IMAM SHAFI‘I’S POETRY



Loyt 3 52015 N5 S O
W28 e
Lol 8540 Ols 35 8,

2zl Z ¢ Sl s 51
\_Aj_i.:j 4_~f R bj_?u

ISR RS

Lk i U Lk
sl =i Y U_M_c m_ng
L«i@?r}—%g—@{‘j}ﬁ)—jﬁ
PR IET IR
Ll G 2l 833 e i e
L5108 57 3315w b 35
L ey Les 56 s
wij;ﬁusléﬁfdbw\ui
Waaa3 Vil ol 3 38
L) e Ula &5 35

G- ~

L35 a5 Ll sl 2

[ skl 1]
ﬁjéjié—gd‘:‘—‘lél-jl
PO RO B
B Ll 8 bl
5 oI Ul 8 45 15 & L
Mo ok atar J AN, G

3,@0_9@5&@09
T
wa — V_.LMJ" d‘j

1 o @ o8 @ -
L /j a2 8 P CIE
5,55 s DB | L

o V- 4w€ /q~//
wld e cas AL S0

T [T
ol Ik gl o B Sl

o
.

M 1 -t i
et &5}3—”’ < e Jsi
,_M;f*:xi} ,_M;f*:fp L;.}.f\ | |

g .°/€ _ o To _ -
uijjj%*idwy‘ijuﬁw

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 159



He said: ‘O my Beloved, my wish, desire,’
‘Naught greater than Your Grace have men acquired!’

Aren’t You who nourished me and guided me,
“Til now providing blessings lavishly?

Perhaps the Generous shall clear my lapse,
Concealing faults of mine and sins of past!

Bereavement

A man became filled with despair upon the passing away of
his son so much so that be stopped eating and drinking.

Shafit advised him thus:

My consolation is an act for God,
Not that I know I’ll stay above the sod.

The one consoling won’t outlive his friend:
Live as they may, grim death’s a mourner’s end.
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Preparing for death

So many men laugh as death’s overhead
While had they known, of grief they’d all be dead.

Whoever doesn’t know if he’ll survive,
What good is food to men that aren’t alive?

The ship of the believer

Amongst God’s slaves, some who’re astute have left
This world and trials that deem men bereft.

For after knowing this poor world erodes,
They knew it couldn’t be life’s true abode.

They deemed it but a sea with many waves,
And built their boats of deeds, and they were saved.

The death of loved ones

I’ll bear my death when it approaches me
For it will come for sure eventually.

If I live on, my loved ones will then die
And words of sorrow, that pain will belie.
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Death is the fate of everyone living

Some men have wished that I should die. I'll die
Like everyone: all men with death comply.

No harm befalls me when death deems men gone,
But can survivors deem that I live on?

Perhaps the man who prays for my demise
Will die reviled and right before my eyes.
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Greyness showing up and the best of actions

The ash of my hair’s parting cooled my blaze.
My night grew dark whence its star shone like day.

O owl that has perched above my head -
Despite myself — my head’s old raven fled,

You found me in decline and visited,
For you seek out, on earth, all things aged.

Should I enjoy my life when omens grey —
That dye won’t hide — upon my cheeks will stay?

A man is in his prime before he greys,
And when his youth departs, his life is razed.

When skin turns pale and hair turns white, man’s best
And most enjoyable of days must rest.

So leave alone indecent acts unfit,
That God does not allow us to commit.

And pay zakat on your prestige. Conclude,
That just like wealth, you have enough accrued.

Be good to noble men: with that you’ll reign,
For winning them is truly your best gain.

Do not traverse the highlands with great pride,
For soon you’ll be beneath them when you’ve died.

Whoever’s tried this world, I’ve tried it too:
I’ve tried its sweet and bitter, each its due.

I’ve found it but a vain and sly barrage:
A shiny patch of sand: it’s a mirage.
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Reviver of the 2nd Hijri century, Imam Shafi1

is the titular founder of one of the schools
of Sunni jurisprudence. But even before he
was a scholar of Islam, Muhammad ibn Idris
was a noble of Quraysh and a quotable

authority (hujjah) on the Arabic language.

For lovers of poetry, we have arranged
a collection of the Imam’s verse, with
side-by-side English, as an introduction to

the Imam in his role as poet and Arab noble.
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