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Introduction

 

أعوذُ باللّٰهِ مِنَ الشّيطانِ الرَّجِيْم

بِسْمِ اللّٰهِ الرَّحْمٰنِ الرَّحِيمِ

الْحَمْدُ للّٰهِ وَ كَفٰى وَ سَلَامٌ عَلٰى عِبَادِهِ الَّذِيْنَ اصْطَفٰى

 

All praise and thanks are due to Allah, and He is sufficient for us. Peace be upon His servant Muhammad ﷺ, whom He has chosen.

 

In every human heart lives a quiet yearning — a longing for purpose, peace, and connection with something far greater than the self. This longing is not a weakness; it is the soul’s innate awareness of the Divine. Islam, in its essence, is not merely a religion of rituals or laws; it is a way of being, a spiritual path that realigns the human heart with its Creator.

 

This book is a humble attempt to present Islam as a spiritual journey, one rooted in divine revelation, illuminated by the life of the Prophet Muhammad ﷺ, and enriched by the Qur’an’s eternal wisdom. It is not meant to be a scholarly tome, nor an exhaustive theological discourse. Instead, it is a collection of reflections, insights, and reminders from the Qur’an and Hadith. It is designed for a general audience — believers who seek to deepen their faith and seekers of truth who wish to understand Islam beyond headlines and stereotypes.

 

The chapters are arranged to guide the reader through the foundational themes of Islam, the afterlife, its rewards, and how to achieve the highest place in Jannah—covering the miraculous nature of the Qur’an to the character of the Prophet, from the pillars of belief to the ethics that shape daily life. Along the way, we explore questions many modern hearts wrestle with: Why is Arabic central to understanding the Qur’an? What does Islam say about science, the cosmos, or the soul’s destiny? Can faith and reason coexist?

 

At its heart, this book is an invitation: to pause, to ponder, and to return to the Qur’an, to the Prophet's example, and ultimately to Allah, who says in the Qur’an:

 

“Indeed, in the remembrance of Allah do hearts find rest.” (Surah Ar-Ra’d, 13:28)

 

You may not find all your questions answered here. But you may see, as many do, that Islam’s answers are less about information and more about transformation, not just knowing about God, but coming to know Him.

 

May this book spark reflection, ignite curiosity, and deepen your journey, wherever you may be.

 

Mohammed Sajid Khan

May 2025
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Chapter 1 – Islamic View of Death 

What Happens Between Death and Resurrection in Sunni Islam

 

 


Death And The Departure of the Soul

 

In Islam, death is a transition, not an end. The process of dying differs for believers and non-believers. The Qur’an alludes to the angel of death and his assistants: "[They] take away the souls while you know not" (6:93) The process of dying (sakrat al-mawt, the throes of death) is described in both the Qur’an and hadith, especially highlighting a difference between the death of a believer and that of a disbeliever or evildoer. The Qur’an mentions that angels gently take righteous souls but strike wrongdoers' faces and backs (Qur’an 16:32, 8:50).

 

A famous and detailed narration from al-Bara ibn ʿAzib (recorded by Imam Ahmad and others and authenticated by scholars such as Ibn Ḥibban and al-Albani) illustrates the soul's journey at the moment of death. The Prophet ﷺ taught that when a believing servant is about to leave the world, angels with bright, glowing faces descend from the heavens. These angels bring with them a shroud from Paradise and sweet fragrances. They sit at a distance, awaiting the soul. Then the Angel of Death approaches the dying believer's head and says: "O good soul (nafs al-Mutmainnah), come out to the forgiveness and pleasure of Allah!" With that, "the soul exits the body as easily as a drop of water pouring from a jug." The Angel of Death gently takes it, and within an instant, the attending angels gather and wrap the soul in the heavenly shroud scented with musk. An exquisite fragrance emanates, more fragrant than any perfume on earth. The angels then ascend to the heavens carrying this noble soul. As they pass by groups of angels, those ask, "Who is this beautiful soul?" The escorts answer with the best names and titles the person was known by in Dunya: "It is So-and-so, the son of So-and-so," using honorable names. At the gate of the lowest heaven, permission is requested for entry, and the gates open in welcome. The most distinguished angels of each heaven then accompany the soul to the next heaven until it reaches the seventh heaven. There, Allah Almighty will say: "Record the book of My servant in Illiyyin (the highest register)" – as alluded to in Qur’an 83:18 – and He will command, "Return My servant to the earth, for from it I created them, to it I shall return them, and from it I will bring them forth again. .” The soul is then returned to the body in the grave, whereupon (as covered in Part I) the two angels of interrogation arrive and make the person sit for questioning. Having answered satisfactorily, the believer then begins the blissful rest of Barzakh.

 

In contrast, when a disbelieving or wicked person dies, the angels from the heavens have dark, grim faces. Instead of a fragrant shroud, they carry rough, harsh sackcloth (some reports refer to it as musuḥ, a coarse cloth from Hellfire). They keep their distance until the Angel of Death comes and says: "O malicious soul (nafs al-khabitha), come out to the wrath of Allah and His anger!" The soul, dreading this announcement, clings to the body and tries to hide within. The Prophet ﷺ said the Angel of Death then forcefully drags the soul out, likening it to "pulling a thistle through wet wool" – the soul rips the veins and nerves in its agony. As soon as the angel seizes that soul, the surrounding angels do not let it remain in his hand, even for a moment. They stuff it into the foul sackcloth. The most putrid odor emanates from it, more vile than any stench on earth. They ascend to heaven with this wretched soul, but when they seek to enter the lowest heaven, the gates do not open for them.

 

Regarding this, the Messenger quoted the verse: "The gates of heaven will never be opened for them, nor will they enter Paradise until a camel passes through the eye of a needle" (Qur’an 7:40) . After this rejection above, Allah pronounces: "Record the book of this soul in Sijjin (the lowest record)," and commands, "Cast the soul down to earth." The Prophet ﷺ again cited scripture: "Whoever associates partners with Allah, it is as though he fell from the sky and was snatched by birds or carried by the wind to a distant place" (22:31) . The terrible end of this ayah mirrors the soul being flung back to its body. Once reunited with the corpse, the angels Munkar and Nakir arrive for questioning, and the doomed soul cannot reply satisfactorily. Thus begins its punitive experience in Barzakh, as described earlier.

 

These accounts of the soul's departure underscore a core Islamic teaching: the manner of one's death will reflect one's spiritual state. The Prophet ﷺ prayed, "O Allah, make the best of my deeds the last of them, and the best of my life its end, and the best of my days the Day I meet You." Achieving a good khatimah (conclusion) – dying upon faith and righteousness – is considered a great honor, and the hadith above provides a window into the unseen honor or disgrace accorded at that critical moment.

 

Barzakh: The Journey After Death in Sunni Islam

 

In Islam, death isn't the end; it's a journey. This journey involves several stages, beginning with the moment of death, proceeding through an intermediate realm called Barzakh, and ultimately culminating in the Day of Judgment and the eternal afterlife in either Paradise (Jannah) or Hell (Jahannam). Sunni Islamic teachings explain these stages in detail based on the Qur’an and Hadith (sayings and actions of the Prophet Muhammad, ﷺ ).

 

The Barzakh is a crucial stage that comes right after death and lasts until the Day of Resurrection. The word "Barzakh" itself means a "barrier" or "partition," signifying a separation between worldly life and the ultimate Hereafter. It's like a waiting room for souls, where they experience a taste of what's to come, either comfort or punishment, before the final judgment. Ibn Kathir, a famous Islamic scholar, explained that in Barzakh, souls don't eat or drink like in this world, nor are they fully rewarded or punished as they will be in the Hereafter.

The Prophet Muhammad ﷺ taught that once someone dies, there's no return to do good deeds. The Barzakh is a one-way trip until the Day of Resurrection. This is why when disbelievers ask to return to do good, their plea is rejected, because the barrier of Barzakh is between them and their goal.

 

Qur’anic Evidence of Barzakh and Grave Life

The Qur’an provides insights into life after death, particularly in the grave context. For example, it describes Pharaoh's people being exposed to fire "morning and evening" after death. Then, on the Day of Judgment, they are told to enter the "harshest punishment of Hell" (Qur’an 40:46). Scholars, such as Ibn Kathir, interpret this as evidence that a form of punishment occurs before the Day of Judgment.

 

Similarly, the Qur’an says about martyrs (those who die in God's cause): "Do not think of those who are slain in Allah’s cause as dead. Nay, they are alive with their Lord, receiving provision" (Qur’an 3:169). This means martyrs enjoy an extraordinary life in Barzakh, often described as their souls dwelling inside green birds in Paradise, freely enjoying its delights until Resurrection.

Another part of the Qur’an (Surah al-Waqi’ah (56:83–94) describes what happens at the moment of death. Those close to Allah receive "rest and bounty and a Garden of Bliss," the righteous get "peace and safety," but disbelievers face "scalding water and burning in Hellfire." This indicates that even at the moment of death and in the early Barzakh, souls experience different fates based on their faith and deeds.

 


 

Hadith Accounts: Questioning by Munkar and Nakir

Authentic Hadith vividly describe what happens when a person is buried. A key part of Sunni belief is the questioning by two angels, Munkar and Nakir. The Prophet ﷺ said that when someone is buried, these two angels make the person sit up and ask: "Who is your Lord? What is your religion? Who is this man that was sent among you?"

 


		For believers: They will answer with faith: "My Lord is Allah, my religion is Islam, and that man is Muhammad, the Messenger of Allah." The angels will confirm their answer, and their grave will expand, be filled with light, and a door to Paradise will open. They will rest peacefully until Resurrection.”



 


		For hypocrites or unbelievers: They will stumble, saying, "I heard people saying something and I just said the same; I do not know." The angels will rebuke them, a door to Hell will open, and the grave will tighten until their "ribs interlock." They will be struck with a hammer, crying out in agony, a sound heard by all creatures except humans and jinn (as a mercy, so the living don't hear these horrors).



 

This questioning and its consequences are a firmly held Sunni belief, known as the trial of the grave (fitnat al-qabr). It's connected to the Qur’anic verse: "Allah will keep firm those who believe, with the firm word, in the life of this world and the Hereafter…" (Qur’an 14:27), meaning true faith helps believers answer correctly. The Prophet ﷺ often advised his companions to "Seek refuge with Allah from the punishment of the grave," showing how seriously this trial is taken.

 

Punishment and Comfort in the Grave

 

Sunni doctrine teaches that the grave can be either a garden of bliss or a pit of torment.


		For the righteous: The grave expands, is lit, smells of Paradise, and provides peace. The person might even converse with a pleasant figure representing their good deeds. They are told to "Sleep in peace like a newlywed."



 


		For wrongdoers/unbelievers: The grave is dark, tight, and terrifying. They face severe squeezing and blows from an iron hammer, causing screams heard by all except humans and jinn.



 

The Qur’an supports the idea of grave punishment, as seen in the verse about Pharaoh's people (40:46) and another verse about angels striking the faces and backs of wrongdoers at death, indicating ongoing punishment in Barzakh (Qur’an 6:93). The Prophet ﷺ once identified two graves where people were being punished for minor sins. These and similar reports confirm the reality of grave punishment for sinners and grave blessings for the pious.

 

Sunni scholars agree that this punishment or reward in Barzakh affects both the soul and the body differently from worldly experience. Even if a body is not intact or buried (e.g., eaten by animals or burned), the punishment still reaches them. Scholars emphasize accepting these unseen events as described by the Prophet ﷺ, without trying to understand "how fully."

 

It's essential to note that not everyone faces severe consequences. Allah's mercy may forgive many souls. The extent of bliss or torment also varies. For righteous believers, the grave is viewed as the first peaceful station of the Hereafter, a crucial "milestone" on the soul's journey.

 

States of Different Souls in Barzakh: Prophets, Martyrs, and Others

 

Different souls have different experiences and locations in Barzakh:

 


		Prophets and Messengers: Hold the highest status. Their bodies do not decay, and they are described as "alive in their graves, praying." Their souls are in the highest heaven, 'Illiyyin, near Allah. Prophet Muhammad ﷺ met other prophets in the heavens during his Night Journey, showing their elevated status.



 


		Martyrs (Shuhada’): Explicitly described as alive and provided for. Their souls dwell in green birds in Paradise, roaming freely near Allah's Throne. They are so honored that they wish to repeatedly return to Earth and be martyred. However, scholars like Ibn al-Qayyim note that individual shortcomings (like unpaid debts) can affect their full bliss.

		General Believers: Their souls experience comfort. A Hadith describes the believer's soul as a "bird that feeds on the trees of Paradise" until Resurrection, suggesting a provisional taste of Paradise's blessings. They are shown their destined place in Paradise "morning and evening," which adds to their joy.



 


		Disbelievers and Ungodly People: Their souls face confinement and punishment. When a disbeliever's soul leaves the body, it's wrapped in a foul-smelling cloth, and the gates of heaven are barred to it. It's then thrown back to Earth to join "the souls of the wicked" in their grave, where it experiences darkness, tightness, and torment, often with a "foul smell." Some scholars debated the exact location (Hell proper, its gates, or their graves with a view of Hell), but all agree on their torment. This torment is a preview of their final punishment.
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