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			Preface

			Almost all idealists are inspired by their heroes, and they shape their identities by attempting to emulate the actions and behavior of those heroes. Naturally, depending on the person taken as a role model, emulation may have a positive or a negative effect on the devotee. 

			Looking at the issue from this perspective, it is possible to predict the character-development of a person who openly asserts the name of his hero. 

			Ali, the outstanding hero of the futuwwa spirit,1 appears as a role model for all the self-sacrificing heroes awaited by the world of tomorrow. This brave figure was cultivated at the feet of the master of all masters. Not only was he a symbol of courage and gallantry, but he was also a leading figure in the depths of the metaphysical and spiritual worlds. 

			Even today, those who face the toughest challenges, calamities raining down upon them, will no longer need condolences. They will forget their troubles and burdens once they delved into the life of Ali, may God be pleased with him, to witness what he has endured. 

			Building new foundations in the name of righteousness and at a time where the ground has become rather slippery can only be achieved by those who possess his sagacity. 

			Here is the exemplary life story of this valiant role model…   

			

			
				
					1	Derived from fata’ (young man), the term futuwwa has become a symbol of rebellion against all evil and striving for sincere servanthood to God. As a term, futuwwa is a composite of virtues, such as benevolence, munificence, modesty, chastity, trustworthiness, loyalty, mercifulness, knowledge, humility and piety. It is, therefore, a fearless struggle against tyranny, and above all, it is love and mercy. It means placing other people above oneself, being generous and altruistic; it is self-denial, immunity to disappointment, and indulgence of other people’s shortcomings. Considering all these aspects of this rich Arabic term, we can say that futuwwa, or chivalry, can best be summed up in the person of Ali ibn Abi Talib as he is one of the greatest representatives of the futuwwa spirit. 

				

			

		

	
		
			An Episode of His Heroism

			Ali, may God be pleased with him, was the first person to pop into minds when bravery was mentioned amongst the Companions of the Prophet. He was hero that stood out in every battle he participated in, beginning with the Battle of Badr.2 

			When God Almighty revealed the verses testifying to the mortality of the Messenger of God like those who came before him and commanded his followers to stay on the right path after the Prophet’s death, never turning back, it was Ali’s voice that rose from among the early Muslim community: “I swear by God, since he is the one who has guided us onto divine path, we will never turn back. On his path, we shall fight to the death, even if he is martyred!”3 

			As destiny brought them all the way to the Battle of the Trench three years later, there was no change in his disposition and resolve. In contrast to previous battles, Prophet Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him, had changed his strategy of defense. He had ordered the digging of trenches around the city. His plan was to stop the enemy from reaching their lines. In spite of this, there were a few enemy soldiers who had managed to leap over the trenches. Amongst them was a man called Amr ibn Abdiwud. Those days, he was dubbed a man who had the power of a thousand men. Not only had he leaped over the trench, but he invited Muslims to a challenge, as he shouted: “Is there anyone amongst you who has the courage to face me!”

			The young Ali, who was wearing armor, could not hold back anymore and asked for the permission of the noble Messenger: “Let me confront him, Oh Messenger of God!”

			The Prophet knew that Amr was not an easy man to defeat, hence he replied: “This is Amr, so stay where you are!” Obviously, the Prophet was waiting for someone who could match Amr’s strength and experience. However, Amr continued to provoke, as he shouted: “Is there not a man amongst you who has the courage to face me?” Then he added, “Where is the Paradise that you believe you would enter as martyrs?” 

			His intention was to intimidate the Muslims by demoralizing them. Ali’s patience had run out. How could the voice of a non-believer have dominance upon the battle field? Once again, Ali turned towards the noble Messenger and said: “Let me confront him Oh Messenger of God!” However, the Prophet continued to instruct him to stay put. 

			By now, Ali had become quite restless. He wanted to put an end to Amr’s arrogant insults as soon as possible. He could not hold himself back anymore, so he said: “Permit me to fight Oh noble Messenger, for I face two beautiful scenarios. If I defeat him, he will be sent to Hell, or if it is I who suffers defeat, I shall be sent to Paradise!” 

			This was a reflection of a robust faith. When necessary, one had to show that he was ready to die for the cause of God. However, his intention was not to become an easy prey for Amr. On the contrary, his prime goal was to send Amr where he belonged. 

			Amr, on the other hand, was having quite a time. His confidence grew by the minute since there was no one around to accept his challenge. He recited poems with implications of insults and taunted the Muslims with his degrading words. 

			Such insolence had to be dealt with in a way it deserved. Once again, Ali roared like a lion, asking for permission. Alas, the Messenger’s reply was no different. “That is Amr!” said the noble Messenger, as he cautioned Ali, reminding him about the reputation of his opponent.

			Nevertheless, Ali had already made up his mind. According to him, no one had the right to act in such manner in the presence of the noble Messenger. Those who dared had to be punished accordingly so that a message would be sent to future culprits. This time, Ali stood up and implored: “Even if he is Amr, permit me to fight Oh Messenger of God!” 

			Perhaps, Ali’s faith was strong enough to overcome Amr’s strength. Therefore, the noble Messenger gave in to his persistence and granted him permission. 

			Ali wasted no time, as he stood face to face with Amr. Amr asked who he was and upon hearing Ali’s identity, he became more impudent, shouting in an intimidating manner: “Oh the sons of Manaf!4 Oh the son of my brother! Couldn’t they find someone older amongst your uncles to challenge me? I will take no pleasure in spilling your blood.” Ali’s reply came quickly: “I have no problem spilling your blood!”

			Words were magical in essence, and Ali wished to utilize them in a most efficient way. He had successfully made his initial move. Amr, on the other hand, fumed with rage. Quickly, he began to swing his sword. His blows came so rapidly that sparks flew from Ali’s shield each time his sword made contact. 

			However, this time Amr’s opponent was Ali, the Gallant Lion. Unexpectedly and to everyone’s surprise, Ali had defeated Amr with a striking move. They all stared at each other with shock on their faces. The lifeless body of the legendary Amr had fallen to the ground. Who could stand before this young man who defeated Amr with ease? As Muslims began to chant Allahu Akbar (God is the All-Great,) the noble Messenger displayed a sigh of relief. Ali had finally sent Amr to the eternal place Allah had appointed for him, and no one doubted this. The news that came with the words Allahu Akbar was patiently awaited by all those who were praying for victory. Ali was smiling as he approached the noble Messenger. Upon seeing this, Umar ibn Khattab said: “Why didn’t you take his armor? No one amongst the Arabs has a finer armor.” “I felt ashamed to strip him of his armor,” replied Ali. 

			Who was Ali, this unique hero of the soul of benevolence? Where was he raised, and what sort of upbringing did he have? What were the dynamics that formed Ali? What sort of a future did destiny have in store for him? Let us now analyze his life story and discover what made him a role model for all of us…  

			

			
				
					2	The Battle of Badr which took place at Badr, southwest of Medina, in the second year after the Hijrah (624 ce) was a decisive victory against the army of the polytheist Quraysh that was three times larger than that of the Muslims.

				

				
					3	Hakim, Mustadrak, 3/136 (4635).

				

				
					4	The sons of Manaf were the descendants of Abdi Manaf, who was the great great grandfather of the Prophet and the leader of the Quraysh—the most important tribe in Mecca. 

				

			

		

	
		
			The Environment in 
Which He Was Raised

			His father’s name was Abdi Manaf ibn Abdul Muttalib (Abu Talib), and his mother was Fatima bint Asad. He was born in the Ka’ba thirty years after the Elephant Incident.5 His grandfather, Abdul Muttalib was one of the most respected chieftains of Mecca. The Muttalib family presented a picture of unity with Ka’ba. Perhaps, this is why he was the first and only child who was born in Ka’ba. No one before or after him was to be credited with such honor. 

			His mother thought “Haydar” which meant “The Lion”, would be the most appropriate name for him, but his father Abu Talib called him Ali. Abu Talib was the Prophet’s biological uncle. The Prophet’s father had died before Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him, was born, followed by his mother when he was only six. Young Muhammad was an orphan now, and according to his grandfather Abdul Muttalib’s will, he was to be raised by his uncle Abu Talib. For this reason, they lived in the same house. Prior to his death, Abdul Muttalib had pulled his son Abu Talib aside and said, “Oh Abu Talib! You see this son of mine, his status is very important. Do not allow for even the smallest harm to reach him.”6

			Many years had gone by, and the most trusted of human beings had grown up. He would join his uncle on trade journeys now. This was the way that he met Khadija and married her. Following his marriage to Khadija, the noble Messenger moved out of Abu Talib’s house, but he was a man of loyalty, so he frequently visited his uncle’s house to ask if the family needed anything. It was around this time when Abu Talib’s younger son Ali was born. 

			This was the period of scarcity in Mecca, and Abu Talib’s family was also affected by the shortage of rations. They were going through tough times, and the noble Prophet, peace and blessings be upon him, felt deeply concerned about their situation. In order to look for a solution, he went to his other uncle Abbas and said: “Why don’t you take responsibility for one of his children and I for the others.” 

			The Prophet’s compassionate solution was quite logical, and Abbas gladly accepted the offer. Quickly, they went to Abu Talib, and together they convinced him to accept their proposal. Abu Talib became quite emotional with his nephew’s sensitive offer as he remembered the day he had came to his house as an orphan. He realized how accurate his decision was when amongst all the brothers; he was the one who had taken responsibility of young Muhammad. He said that Ali’s elder brother, Aqil can remain with him, but they could take responsibility over the others. Ja’far was taken by Abbas, and Ali went with Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him. At the time, Ali was only five years old.7 

			From that day on, Ali was under the supervision of the noble Prophet. He was raised by the manners of the noble Messenger in a companionship that would last for five years, until the day Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him, was given the mission of Prophethood. This togetherness also protected Ali from the filth of ignorance and prepared him as a guide to a life of purity. In fact, Ali was one of the few people who opened his eyes to Islam at such a tender age. Indeed, he was raised by the Chosen Messenger who himself received his manners from the All-Merciful and the All-Compassionate. In this pure environment, Ali was protected from the negatives of the age of ignorance, enabling him to develop a will power as tough as granite. Ali’s foundation was quite solid, but many challenging tasks and demanding situations awaited young Ali. 

			

			
				
					5	Since the army of Abraha, the Abyssinian ruler of Yemen, brought some elephants with them to attack the Ka’ba in the year 571 ce, their campaign came to be known as the Elephant Incident, which is commonly used as a marker in Arab history.

				

				
					6	Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa’n-Nihaya, 2/281.

				

				
					7	Haythami, Majmau’z-Zawaid, 8/153.

				

			

		

	
		
			Ali’s Embrace of Islam 
and His Chivalrous Spirit

			The eternal sun had risen from the cave of Hira on top of the Mount of Light to brighten the universe, and its initial rays descended upon Mecca. Obviously, the noble Messenger’s primary ally would be Khadija as she was the first person to embrace the divine light. The excitement occurring in the home of Muhammad the Trustworthy and the frequent visits to Waraqa ibn Nawfal was an indication that something innovative was developing. Young Ali was also aware of these changes as he watched them perform the prayers with curious eyes. He was only ten at the time. First he asked what they were doing, and the Messenger of God replied: “I am performing the prayer (Salah) for the Lord of the worlds.” 

			This was the first time Ali had heard of such a thing. Once again, he asked attentively, “Who is the Lord of the worlds?” 

			The noble Messenger of God sat Ali on his lap, and like a compassionate father, he began to explain his experience on the Mount of Light (Jabal an-Nur) and how he was given the mission of Prophethood. Then the noble Prophet added: “He is the One and only Allah. He has no partners. He has created all beings and provides their sustenance. Everything is in His powerful grasp. It is He who creates life and death. He is the All-Powerful who possesses the power to do anything.” 

			These were the words of a compassionate fatherly figure, and they were spoken directly into the heart of young Ali. He trusted the Prophet so much that he would not even hesitate to walk towards death with him. However, this was an important decision, so he felt the need to consult his father. In any case, a father’s place was inimitable. The noble Prophet also had a request; he advised Ali not to tell anyone else about their conversation.

			That night, Ali thought about the whole issue and argued in his mind, “Why do I need to consult my parents over such an important matter as belief in God?” Finally, he had made his mind up. As the morning sun rose above Mecca, he went to God’s Messenger and said, “What did you explain to me yesterday and what is your invitation?”

			Perhaps Ali was experiencing maturity at such a tender age by deciding to make his own mind up without consulting his father. This would include him into the exclusive few who had embraced Islam first. The noble Messenger instructed him to sit beside him and invited Ali to declare the Shahada, or testimony of faith. Young Ali, who was at the tender age of ten when the first revelations came down, became the first person following Khadija to accept Islam. He had recited the Kalima at-Tawhid by saying La ilaha illallah Muhammadun rasulullah, which means “There is no deity other than God, and Muhammad is the Messenger of God” even before his elders and believed in the All-Merciful and the All-Compassionate with his own free will.8 In any case, how could he refrain from faith, living in a house where the sound of divine Revelation echoed constantly and the future plans in the name of Islam were drawn on the walls that trembled with divine Revelations?

			From that point on, young Ali would never leave the side of his uncle’s son Muhammad, the Messenger of God. He wished to be the first to hear the divine Revelations as they came down and flowed from the lips of the noble Messenger. As the noble Messenger extensively used the house of Ibn Arqam9 for religious gatherings, Ali went with him to become a regular member of the new community. An important duty awaited Ali now. He was to bring news of the developments occurring outside while he competed with others in educating himself with divine Revelations as well. With each passing day, a new face would dive into the pool of faith, purified of all ignorance to be included in the ranks of faith. 

			Ali seemed like the twin of the master of all masters… He had become one with the Prophet so much so that during one occasion when they distressed him, Ali shouted with anger: “You may ask me whatever you wish…As much as you wish…Ask me anything from the Book of Allah..! By Allah, I know very well which verse came down for what reason, where, and when!”10

			He was the foremost student of the noble Messenger and the leading pupil of the holy Qur’an. Many greats had fallen behind in the race towards Islam, and Ali became a guide to those who came after. 

			Abu Talib was a tolerant father, and he had total confidence in his nephew, Muhammad the Trustworthy. One day, he had seen Ali perform the prayer behind the Prophet. He knew about the Revelations received by his nephew and his months of seclusion on the Mount of Light, but he had no knowledge of Ali’s pledge to Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him. At first he preferred to remain silent for a while but young Ali was quick to use his brilliance. Assuming that his father may jump to conclusions, he rushed to him upon the completion of his prayer and said, “Oh my dear father!” 

			The tone of his voice was velvety and sensitive as he continued, “I believe in God and His Messenger. Father, I…I pledge to follow Muhammad.” 

			Abu Talib would have never given consent to such a change if he had not known his nephew Muhammad so well. However, the person his son chose to follow was no other than Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him. Therefore, he replied: “Continue on your path my son, for he will only call you to good!”11 

			On another occasion, Ali stood behind the Prophet to perform the prayer. Upon seeing this, Abu Talib turned to his other son Ja’far and said: “Go my son, stand behind your uncle’s son and perform the prayer!”12 

			Not long after, they were joined by another person who was blessed with the opportunity of growing up in the Prophet’s house. He was a young slave who had been emancipated by the noble Messenger. He was Zayd ibn Haritha, and not only was he liberated by the Prophet, but he was also raised to the level of masters. Those around the Prophet were young but they represented the spirit of chivalrous heroism. Every one of them was dedicated to convey his message throughout Mecca. As the noble Messenger spoke to Ali and Zayd, who lived with him, he was preparing them for the challenging days ahead. He wanted to educate them as problem solving heroes of the future. 

			Indeed, Ali was a Muslim now, but in those days embracing Islam brought along many difficulties, and Ali was well aware of this. They were closely monitored by the polytheist Quraysh and were followed every step of the way. Wherever they went, whoever they spoke to, there would be a pair of eyes watching them. Anyone who interacted with them would be approached and spoken to. The disbelievers used false excuses and lies to deviate people from embracing Islam. 
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