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Preface


Much praise and gratitude are hereby given to Almighty Allah, to his Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) and to his companions and followers, who abided by Allah’s laws and followed Muhammad’s teachings as inspired by Allah, seeking nothing but Allah’s blessings and the welfare of all humanity.


Allah created humankind in different skin colours and shapes, with different languages, and inspired His creatures to communicate with each other through language and other means – including translation – in order to exchange feelings and ideas and benefit from each other’s experiences.


My motive in translating Imam al-Nawawi’s “Forty Hadiths” (hence the Prophet’s hadiths) is attributable to the Prophet’s words: “Allah, have mercy on my successors.” When asked, “O, Messenger of Allah, who are your successors?”, he replied: “They are those who report my sayings and teach them to people.”









Introduction


Some of the Prophet’s (pbuh) famous sayings (hadiths) have come through dubious sources, and cannot be traced to reliable compilations or authoritative collections, such as those of Muhammad al-Bukhari (Sahih al-Bukhari), Muslim Ibn al-Hajji (Sahih Muslim), Abu Dawud (Sunan Abu Dawud).


Abu Amr ibn al-Salah (d. 643 ah) compiled his famous collection of twenty-six of the Prophet’s reliable hadiths. They were completed by Imam Abu Zakaria Yahya ibn Sharaf al-Nawawi, who added more verifiable sayings from the Prophet. Together, they formed the whole of what became known as “al-Nawawi’s Forty”, which have been well received and studied by generations of Muslims.


What Is a Hadith?


Muslims adopt lifestyles prescribed as normative standards according to the teachings and practices of Muhammad and his interpretations of the Qur’an. The word hadith comes from the Arabic root meaning “report”, “account” or “narrative”. Hadiths are second only to the Qur’an in developing Islamic jurisprudence; they act as an important source of Islamic guidance, and are often referred to in matters of Islamic law or history.


Each hadith consists of two parts: the text of a narrative along with the chain of narrators that supports the authenticity of the report. Hadiths that were not verifiable were deemed “weak” (da’if), while others were deemed “authentic” (sahih) and incorporated into volumes during the eighth and ninth centuries. While the Qur’an had been officially compiled and its final layout endorsed by Caliph ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan – the third successor to Muhammad – the hadiths had not. One result was that the number of hadiths grew abundantly, and suspiciously. This is not surprising: the Sunni and Shi‘i branches of Islam each refer to different collections of hadiths, though the same incident described in a given narrative may be found in hadiths in different collections. As a result, Islamic scholars have used a number of techniques to determine authenticity, which Muslims now call “the science of hadith” on account of its profound and controversial influence on moulding commentaries (tafsir/sharh) on the Qur’an.


Al-Nawawi’s commentary is studied alongside the hadiths, and not as part of the hadiths themselves, on account of the need to understand the hadith and its jurisprudence. Al-Arba‘in al-Nawawiyyah (al-Nawawi’s Forty) is a compilation of forty hadiths by Imam al-Nawawi, most of which derive from Sahih al-Bukhari and Sahih Muslim. This collection of hadiths has been particularly valued over the centuries because it is a distillation – by one of the most eminent and revered authorities in Islamic jurisprudence – of the foundations of Islamic sacred law or shari‘ah. In putting together this collection, it was al-Nawawi’s explicit aim that each hadith be a great fundament (qa’ida/‘azima) of the religion, described by religious scholars as “the axis of Islam”, and a ruling that can be classified as sound.









The Life and Works of Imam al-Nawawi


Imam Abu Zakaria Yahya ibn Sharaf al-Nawawi (the name “al-Nawawi” refers to Nawa, near Damascus, a suburb of the city of Howran) was born in Nawa in 631 ah. His father, a virtuous and pious man, discerned his son’s intelligence and wisdom at an early age and resolved that he would be educated properly.


A saintly figure of Nawa, Shaykh Yasin bin Yusuf Marakashi, reported seeing Imam al-Nawawi when the latter was ten years old. Other boys his age, according to Shaykh Marakashi, would urge the young Imam al-Nawawi to play with them, but he would refuse in favour of reciting the Holy Qur’an. Observing the boy’s sagacity, Shaykh Marakashi developed a special affection for him and approached his teacher, saying that the boy would become a great religious scholar. The teacher related this incident to Sharaf al-Nawawi, who decided to dedicate the life of his son to Islam.


The younger al-Nawawi learned to read the Qur’an just before attaining puberty. At that time, there were no religious academies or institutes where one could receive excellent-quality religious learning, so his father took him to Damascus, then considered the centre of learning and scholarship. Al-Nawawi joined Madrasat al-Rawahiyyah. He later said, of his two years there, that he studied without complete rest and lived on a limited supply of food.


During his stay in Damascus, he studied under more than twenty celebrated teachers regarded as masters of their disciplines. Imam al-Nawawi learned hadith, Islamic jurisprudence and principles, syntax and etymology from the likes of Abu Ibrahim Ishaq bin Ahmad al-Maghribi; Abu Ishaq Ibrahim bin Isa al-Muradi; Abu al-Baqa Khalid bin Yusuf al-Nablusi; Sharafuddin Abd al-Aziz bin Muhammad al-Ansari; and Abu al-Faraj Abd al-Rahman bin Muhammad bin Ahmad al-Maqdisi.


The young al-Nawawi’s craving for knowledge can be surmised from his daily studying routine. He would read twelve lessons and write explanations and commentaries for each one. His intelligence, hard work, devotion and absorption in his studies amazed his teachers, who grew fond of him and were unsparing in their praise. Allah had endowed him with the gift of being able to commit knowledge to memory quickly, in addition to the profundity of his insight. He made full use of these faculties, and earned the highest honours.


The Imam feared Allah, and held the glorious aim of propagating the faith. He dressed simply and ate simple food, experiencing heavenly delight in such activities. He was known for his thirst for knowledge and its dissemination, his lack of worldly inclinations, his call to all that is good in Islam and monotheism and his rejection of all that Islam has forbidden.


Imam al-Nawawi’s life was very short; yet he enriched the library of Islam with a large number of books on different subjects. Every one of them is a masterwork and a treasure of knowledge, and they have benefited many people. Some of his works include a Sharh sahih al-Bukhari (Commentary on Sahih al-Bukhari); al-Arba‘in al-Nawawiyyah (The Forty al-Nawawi Hadiths); al-Minhaj bi sharh sahih Muslim (The Path and Commentary of Sahih Muslim); Riyadh al-salihin (The Meadows of the Righteous); Kitab al-adhkar (The Book of Remembrances); Bustan al-‘Arifin (Garden of the Gnostics); Sharh sunan Abu Dawud (Commentary on the Sunan Abu Dawud); and many others.


At the age of twenty-eight, Imam al-Nawawi returned to his hometown. There he soon fell ill and died, leaving behind an everlasting, invaluable treasury of books.









Hadith 1


Intention is the basis of all deeds


‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (Abpwh) said:


“I heard the Prophet Muhammad [pbuh] say, ‘Intentions are but the bases of all deeds, and everyone has his own intentions. A person who emigrates for the sake of Allah and His Prophet, his intention then will be for Allah and His Prophet. And he who emigrates to seek benefit in this world or for a woman to marry, his emigration then will be what he has emigrated for.’”


Reported by al-Bukhari and Muslim


Comprehension and Jurisprudence


1. This hadith shows that intention is part of piety, because it is the work of the heart.


2. A Muslim should know the judgment, whether legal or not, of his work before he performs it; otherwise, it is useless, because it is void of legal intention. It is intention that differentiates habit from worship.


3. It is essential to have intention, especially where dutiful deeds are concerned; otherwise, deeds cannot be relied upon.


4. Every useful and gracious deed, if accompanied by good intentions, becomes a worshipful deed.


5. He who intends to do a good deed and is prevented by a forcible excuse, such as sickness or death, will be lauded for the intention.


6. Intention must precede worshipful deeds; otherwise, any deed that is begun without it is considered invalid.


7. Hypocrisy is of two kinds: the first is when a person only seeks people’s grace in his worship; the second is when he is after the grace of Allah as well.


8. Emigration from a land of unbelievers or atheists to Muslim lands is obligatory, if feasible, for any Muslim who does not dare to declare his religion where he lives.


9. According to religious scholars, a Muslim should flee from a land of war to a land of Islam, or from heretical doctrines, or from a land overwhelmed by illegal deeds, or if one is afraid of being harmed physically or materially.


10. Some reasons for emigration are to seek knowledge; to perform pilgrimage (Hajj); to participate in jihad; for trade; or to visit co-religionists.
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