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			Introduction


			Praying for health is a significant Islamic custom. That is, prayer for healing is an important tradition of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, (Sunnah) and has become a vital part of Muslim culture. Almost all Muslims, practicing and non-practicing, engage in some form of healing prayer. The practice of praying for health and recovery from illness is encouraged not only by theological reasons, but also by sociocultural and economic factors, which will be discussed later. 


			When discussing the power of healing prayer with Muslims, many individuals maintain that their relatives or friends have benefited from such prayer. I have rarely encountered an individual who prayed for healing and did not benefit from it, whether physically or psychologically.


			In the Qur’an, Muslims are commanded to offer supplication (du‘a) during times of trouble (i.e., both personal difficulties and widespread calamities such as physical or mental illness, war, natural disasters, and economic turmoil). The faithful is also commanded to remember God and pray in moments of joy as thanksgiving. Support for the healing power of prayer can be found in the Qur’an. 


			And your Lord says, “Call on Me; I will answer your (prayer). (40:60)


			And when (O Prophet) My servants ask you about Me, then surely I am near. I answer the prayer of the supplicant when he prays to Me. So let them respond to My call (without hesitation), and believe and trust in Me (in the way required of them), so that they may be guided to spiritual and intellectual excellence and right conduct. (2:186)


			Call upon your Lord (O humankind) with humility and in the secrecy of your hearts. Indeed your Lord does not love those who exceed the bounds. (7:55)


			Say, “My Lord would not care for you were it not for your prayer. Now that you have denied (His Message), the inescapable punishment will cleave to you.” (25:77)


			Various verses in the Qur’an state that true peace of mind and spiritual tranquility can be found by having faith in Allah and remembering His presence during prayer. The Qur’an declares:


			Pray for the believers because that is a source of security, serenity and tranquility for them. (9:103)


			Those who believe, and whose hearts find rest in the remembrance of Allah, do the hearts find rest in the remembrance of Allah. Those who believe and do right, joy and true happiness is for them and a beautiful plea of find return. (13:28-29)


			In the Qur’an, there is mention of pre-Islamic prophets and their adherents offering supplication during distress and illness. Adam, the father of humankind, called upon God for forgiveness when he had committed an error that lead to his being cast out of Paradise (2:36-37). 


			Prophet Abraham asked God to cure his affliction, saying “When I am ill, it is He who cures me” (26:80). He believed that “If God touches you with an affliction, no one can remove it but He” (6:17). The Prophet Zakariah prayed for a child, and was blessed with a son when his wife was well past childbearing age (19:1-13).


			The Prophet Yunus (Jonah) was swallowed by a large fish or whale on a stormy night. Exhausted and trapped in the belly of the sea creature, he cried out to God, saying “There is no god other than You. Glory be onto You! Indeed, I was among the wrongdoers” (21:17). The Prophet Isa (Jesus) held the power to heal the blind and the leper by God’s will (5:109-110). 


			Another well-known example of supplication during times of distress and illness is Prophet Ayyub (Job) who was afflicted with numerous illnesses. He demonstrated extraordinary patience and devotion to God during his illness. When the worms generated by his wounds penetrated to his heart and his tongue, the seat of the remembrance and knowledge of God, he feared that his duty of worship would suffer, and so he said in supplication, not for the sake of his own comfort, but for the sake of his worship of God, “O Lord! Harm has afflicted me. My remembrance of You with my tongue and my worship of You with my heart will suffer” (21:83). God accepted Prophet Ayyub’s sincere supplication and granted him good health (Nursi, 1995, 21-23).


			The prophets described above serve as role models for Muslims. Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, followed his predecessors’ actions and prayed during illnesses and offered prayers for others afflicted with various diseases. He was granted similar miracles that were bestowed upon previous prophets. 


			In hadith books of both Sunni and Shi‘a Muslims and biographies of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, there are chapters dedicated to supplication and passages related to healing prayer through medical means and miracles. These narrations form the basis of a religious science called Tibb an-Nabawi, Medicine of the Prophet. Foremost of compilers and writers include Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyyah (d. 1351), Muhammed Ibn Ahmed Al-Dhahabi (1274–1348) and Jalal Ad-Din al-Suyuti (1445–1505). Books compiling the supplications of the Prophet, his Companions, and the saints have been produced which contain details indicating when specific supplications should be made. 


			Sa’d ibn Abi Waqqas was one of the ten Companions given the glad tidings of Paradise, military commander during the life of the Prophet, the commander-in-chief of the Muslim army during the reign of Caliph Umar, and the conqueror of Iran. In Qadi Iyad’s (1083-1149) Shifa ash-Sharif (Sacred Healing), a book on Prophetic healing, Sa’d narrated:


			I was beside Allah’s Prophet in the battle of Uhud… In the course of this, Qatada bin an-Nu’man [one of the Companions] was hit by an arrow, and one of his eyeballs poked out. God’s Prophet, with his auspicious blessed hand, placed the eyeball back in its socket. The eye healed at once, as if nothing had happened to it, and became even better than the other one.


			Reported in Bukhari (810–870) and Muslim (817–875), two authentic hadith compilations named after their compilers, it is stated that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, had appointed his cousin, Ali ibn Abi Talib, as the flag-holder at the Battle of Khaybar; however, Ali had been suffering severely from a painful eye condition. The Prophet applied his healing saliva to his [Ali’s] eyes, and at that moment, the pain ceased and his eyesight became much better.


			Authorities on the Prophet’s biography, above all, Nasa’i (819–925), another authentic hadith compiler, records a from Uthman ibn Hunayf, a Companion of the Prophet: 


			A blind man came to the Prophet of God and said, “Pray for my eyes to open.” God’s Prophet said, “Go, make ablution, and then pray two rek’ats [cycles of ritual prayer], and say, ‘O God, I ask You, while turning toward You, for the sake of Prophet Muhammad, the Prophet of Mercy. I turn toward Muhammad’s Lord, for your sake and through you, asking that He uncover my sight. O God, make him my intercessor.’” He departed to do what he had been told. When he came back, his eyes had already been opened. 


			Hadith expert Imam al-Bayhaqi (994-1066), reports that once, the Prophet’s cousin, Ali, was so ill that he could not help moaning. When he was alone and praying for his cure, the Prophet came in and said, “O my Lord, heal him!” He then said to Ali, “Stand up!” nudging him with his foot. Ali was cured at once. Moreover, Ali said, “Since then I have never caught the same illness.”


			Imam Bayhaqi and Nasa’i reported that Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, healed a boy named Muhammad ibn Khatib whose arm had been scalded with boiling water. The Prophet stroked the boy’s arm and applied his saliva to it.


			Abu Abdurrahman al-Yamani was one of the greatest scholars of the generation that followed the age of the Companions. Indeed, Abu Abdurrahman al-Yamani had conversed with many of the Companions. He reported that “Whenever an insane person came to God’s Prophet, he was cured as soon as God’s Prophet put his hand on the chest of the ill person; there was no exception to this.” (Nursi, 1994, p. 173)


			Abu Darda’, another Companion, narrates that he heard the Prophet say:


			If any of you is suffering from anything or his brother is suffering, he should say, “Our Lord is Allah, Who is in the heaven, holy is Your name, Your command reigns supreme in the heaven and the earth, as Your mercy is in the heaven, make Your mercy in the earth. Forgive us for our sins, and our errors. You are the Lord of good men. Send down mercy from Your mercy, and remedy from Your remedy on this pain so that it is healed up.” (Bukhari)


			The Prophet recommended the following prayer to Anas ibn Malik, another close Companion, “O Allah! The Lord of the people, the Remover of trouble! (Please) cure (this patient), for You are the Healer. None brings about healing but You, a healing that will leave behind no ailment.” (Bukhari) 


			According to historical sources, the Companions of the Prophet and Saints offered prayer for the ill, and witnessed the recovery of those they prayed for. Muslims implicitly believe that such prayer has both physical and spiritual benefits and have continued this tradition since the time of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, based on the methods he performed them. 


			Criteria for Healing Prayer


			Supplication, including healing prayer, follows a set of guidelines. Said Nursi, a leading contemporary Islamic scholar, stated that there are two forms of supplication (du‘a): active and passive prayer (Nursi, 1994, p. 355). When an individual takes the necessary steps to achieve a specific outcome (e.g., seeking a return to good health through medical intervention or exercise), he or she is said to be engaging in “active” prayer. When an individual seeks help from a divine power, he or she is engaging in “passive” prayer.


			A supplication is deemed acceptable when the individual engages in both active and passive prayer. An individual may offer verbal prayer alone; however, it is considered to be incomplete in seeking a return to good health since obtaining medical treatment is also obligatory in Islam (Nursi, 1994, p. 355).


			Nursi (1994) stated that supplication is “a mighty mystery of worship indeed, it is like the spirit of worship” (p. 353), referring to the Prophet’s words, “Supplication is the essence of worship.” Nursi (1994) observed: 


			Through supplication, the servant proclaims his own impotence and poverty. The apparent aims mark the times of the supplication and the supplicatory worship; they are not the true benefits. The benefits of worship look to the hereafter. If the worldly aims are not obtained, it may not be said, “The supplication was not accepted.” It should rather be said, “The time for the supplication has still not ended” (p. 355).


			The acceptance of supplication is in God’s hands, not within human power. It is the responsibility of humans to pray at the appropriate time, particularly during a time of need. Nursi states:


			There are two ways in which voluntary supplication by word is acceptable. It is either accepted exactly as desired or what is better is granted. Also, sometimes a person makes supplication for his own happiness in this world, and it is accepted for the hereafter. It may not be said, “His supplication was rejected,” but that “It was accepted in a more beneficial form.” And likewise, since Almighty God is All-Wise, we seek from Him and He responds to us. But He deals with us according to His wisdom.


			A sick person should not cast aspersions on the wisdom of his doctor. If he asks for honey and the expert doctor gives him quinine, he may not say, “The doctor did not listen to me.” Rather, the doctor listened to his sighs and moans; he heard them and responded to them. He provided better than what was asked for (p.356). 


			If the doctor complied with all the wishes of the patient, the patient would think that he knew more than the doctor and could heal himself. Likewise, according to Islamic theology, if God granted what was asked for in every supplication related to the worldly realm, people would begin thinking of themselves as all-knowing godly beings. Nursi continues:


			The best, finest, sweetest, most immediate fruit and result of supplication is this, that the person who offers it knows there is someone who listens to his voice, sends a remedy for his ailment, takes pity on him, and whose hand of power reaches everything. He is not alone in this great hostel of the world; there is an All-Generous One Who looks after him and makes it friendly. Imagining himself in the presence of the One Who can bring about all his needs and repulse all his innumerable enemies, he feels a joy and relief; he casts off a load as heavy as the world, and exclaims, “All praise be to God, the Sustainer of All the Worlds!” (p.357)


			Supplication relieves the feeling of suffering alone. When others make supplication for the ill person, he or she feels that others are sympathetic and considerate. When he or she prays for herself, it relieves him or her to know that, at any given time, someone will be listening.


			Nursi elaborates on this:


			Supplication is the spirit of worship and the result of sincere belief. For one who makes supplication shows through it that there is someone who rules the whole universe; One Who knows the most insignificant things about me, can bring about my most distant aims. Who sees every circumstance of mine, and hears my voice. In which case, He hears all the voices of all beings, so that He hears my voice too. He does all these things, and so I await my smallest matters from Him too. I ask Him for them. As the saying goes, “If I had not wanted to give, I would not have given wanting” (357).


			According to Islam, medical professionals, medication, and the body’s immune system are the instruments that God employs to help us regain our health. Hence, it is the duty of all Muslims to seek medical assistance when ill.


			Guidelines for Making Du‘a (Supplication) 


			Du‘a may be offered at any time. However, there are parameters and recommendations for offering supplication that can be classified into three categories. These guidelines are based on the Qur’an, Sunnah (traditions) of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, and works of Islamic scholars, including Imam al-Ghazali’s (1058-1111) Book of Supplication in Ihya Ulum ad-Din (The Revival of Religious Science), Imam Nawawi’s (1234-1278) Riyadh as-Saliheen (Gardens of the Righteous), Said Nursi’s (1877-1960) The Letters and The Flashes, and Wahbi Zuhayli’s The Encyclopedia of Islamic Jurisprudence. 








I. Physical and spiritual preparation before making du'a




a.

To appeal to the worldly causes and

factors needed to gain what is desired. For example, if one is ill, one must seek

medical treatment and take necessary steps to heal.




b.

If possible, to have ablution (wudu) and ensure that clothes are clean.




c.To have faith that the du'a will be accepted as desired in this world, or in

another form in the Hereafter.




d.

To offer supplication during

auspicious times, such as during times of distress, when travelling, on

Fridays, during Ramadan, on holy nights (Laylatu al-Qadr), and after obligatory prayers.




e.If possible, to offer supplication

in certain places such as in the Ka'bah in Makkah, the Prophet's Mosque in Madinah,

or Masjid al-Aqsa in

Jerusalem.




f.

 If possible, to find a quiet place

where one won't be distracted.




g.

To earn a halal

(lawful) livelihood and consume halal food.




II. Conditions while making du'a




a.

To begin the du'a

with Basmalah, in the name of God, praises to God,

and blessings upon the  prophet.




b.

 To offer du'a sincerely and have the heart, tongue, and mind focus

on it.




c.

To ask for forgiveness from God and repent from

sins committed intentionally or unintentionally.




d.

To begin praying for humanity, followed by

Muslims, family and friends, and finally, oneself.




e.

To follow the format of du'a

in the Q ur'an or in the examples of Prophets, their

companions, and saints. However,one

can pray in a personal format as well.




f. To ask for realistic things and that which

contains no sin or harm. 




g.

To not expect any worldly rewards when making du'a, but to expect all results from God, especially in the

Hereafter.




h.

To exert oneself and ask from the bottom of the

heart. If possible, to cry when asking.




i.

To conclude the du'a

as it was begun, with praises to God and blessings upon Prophet Muhammad,  eace

be upon him.




III. Etiquette after du'a




a.

Believing that accepting the supplication is

within God's hands, and that God knows best, even if the supplication is not

accepted for this world.




b.

To remain patient in expecting results.

According to the Qur'an, God answers prayers, but may not accept right away,

grant what was desired in the exact form, or grant what was desired in this

world.




c.

To be insistent in making du'a and offer it many times. Prophet

Muhammad offered certain supplications daily and throughout his lifetime.




d.

To not allow oneself to feel proud if the du'a is accepted in this world, assuming that God accepted

the du'a due to one's noble character. On the

contrary, to ask for forgiveness once the du'a is

granted to prevent pride from seeping into the soul.




e. To

continue believing that the du'a will be accepted in

one way or another. Just as medicine will not be effective if not given during

the suitable time, in the right amount, and for the right sickness,

supplication also has theological conditions which make it more valid to receive

what is requested.










			In most research done on the effects of supplication and prayer, the guidelines measured in medical studies have not been encompassed both scientific and religious guidelines. I examined more than two hundred articles and read many books on prayer and healing, but have yet to read about a study conducted in Western countries which follows all of the above criteria, whether the test group is Muslim or non-Muslim. 


			One example is Benson et. al’s research team who conducted one of the most scientifically rigorous investigations on the effects of prayer on illness over a ten-year period on 1,800 patients at six different hospitals in the US. The results showed that intercessory prayer for cardiac bypass patients had no positive and lasting effect. There were no set religious guidelines for the intercessory prayer, especially for the Muslims who took part in the study (Benson et al., 2006, 940).


			Few studies on prayer and healing involving Muslims follow Islamic guidelines for prayer. The results of previous research on prayer and healing may not be valid from the Islamic perspective if the guidelines are not taken into consideration.


			This study has taken as many guidelines as possible into consideration. This study is part of my doctoral thesis titled, “The Effects of Prayer on Muslim Patients Well-Being”, which was accepted by the School of Theology at Boston University in 2007. The monogram of the thesis is available through at the University Library. However, both this introduction and cases from my personal experiences in Chapter 5 are new additions.


			Another addition is 25 Remedies for the Sick from Said Nursi’s The Gleams, translated by Hüseyin Akarsu. Said Nursi (1877-1960) is a contemporary Turkish Islamic scholar, thinker, and revivalist. His booklet explains and elaborates on the concept of sickness and how a Muslim should view it in light of Islamic belief. I distributed it to patients and their families during my chaplaincy work in hospitals. Both patients and their families felt a great sense of relief after reading it and became inspired to be more patient towards the difficulties they experienced. 
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