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Series Note

The Islamic Reflections Series offers concise, meditative readings drawn from the spiritual classics of Islam. Each volume distils one theme of the inner path — love, humility, gratitude, self-knowledge — into a reflection of around four thousand words, adapted for modern readers seeking quiet understanding.
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Dedication

To those who look both within and beyond —for the light that guides the eye also illumines the heart.
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Part I – The Two Mirrors

— ✦ —

When Al-Ghazali opened the second gate of The Alchemy of Happiness, he began with a sentence that seems simple until you actually live it: “He who knows himself knows his Lord.”  Most of us nod and move on. Yet if those six words are true, they contain every map we need.

He had already taught that the heart is a mirror. In this next teaching he adds another: the world is a mirror too. One shows your own reflection, the other shows everything else, and together they form a single surface curved toward heaven. The first reflection teaches humility, the second teaches wonder; both reveal light, but only one can shine it back.

We spend our lives caught between these two mirrors. When one is ignored, the image distorts. To gaze only at yourself breeds vanity; to stare only at the world breeds blindness. The path of balance is to look inward until you glimpse the Source, then outward until you see the same Source everywhere. The two sights complete each other, like twin eyes forming depth.

Al-Ghazali lived in an age of scholars and empires, yet he spoke of the soul as if it were a single traveler walking through endless reflections. Every person, he said, carries two lights: one borrowed from the sun of creation, the other kindled from within. The first illuminates what we see; the second reveals what those sights mean. When the inner lamp grows dim, the world seems dull no matter how bright the sky.

The two mirrors therefore serve two kinds of knowing. The outer mirror shows forms—mountains, faces, tides, stars. The inner shows meanings—mercy, beauty, purpose, longing. One without the other is half-sight. A scientist may trace the orbit of planets yet remain unmoved by the hand that set them spinning. A mystic may close his eyes in devotion yet fail to notice the suffering in front of him. The complete believer joins both visions: clear perception joined to reverent awareness.

Think of a child seeing his own reflection for the first time. He reaches out, laughs, maybe cries. He discovers that the face in the glass moves when he moves but cannot be grasped. Self-knowledge begins there: the shock that what you see is both you and not you. All spiritual learning begins the same way. When you finally glimpse the heart as mirror, you realise the self you polish is not your possession but a surface on which something greater shines.

To look into that mirror honestly is frightening. You see not only your virtues but the layers of dust, the streaks of pride, the fingerprints of old desires. Yet even these marks prove the mirror is real. The false self feels nothing; the true one feels the sting of recognition and begins to clean. Al-Ghazali called that sting tawbah—the turning. He meant that repentance is not humiliation but movement toward clarity.
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