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Commentary of Chapter 2 - Al-Baqarah (The Cow), Verses 261-274                      Allamah as-Seyyid Muhammad Husayn at-Tabatabai
بِسۡمِ ٱللهِ ٱلرَّحۡمَـٰنِ ٱلرَّحِيمِ
In The Name of Allah, the Beneficent and the Most Merciful
(Arabic Version and translation of the above Verses – Please refer to the Holy Qur’an)

SPENDING IN THE WAY OF ALLAH
COMMENTARY

QUR'AN: So his parable is as the parable of a smooth rock... does not guide the unbelieving people.:

"They shall not gain" refers to "him who spends to be seen of men", because "him" stands for the whole group of showy persons. The sentence "They shall not gain anything of what they have earned" describes the reason for the analogy; and it is the common factor of the two sides of this simile. The sentence "And Allah does not guide the unbelieving people" describes the general principle: a man who does a deed to show to people is in that particular respect an unbeliever, and Allah does not guide such people. This sentence, therefore, gives the reason for the forfeiture mentioned in this verse.

The man who spends to show off to people can get no reward for such spending. Look at a smooth rock, upon which is some earth, then a heavy rain falls upon it. Now, rain, and especially a heavy downpour, is the apparent cause of the earth coming to life again; it makes it green and adorns it with plants. But if earth settles on a smooth rock it cannot remain in place in a heavy rainfall; it is washed away and the bare rock is left there for everyone to see - the rock which cannot absorb water, nor can it nourish a seed to grow. Rain and earth both together are the most important causes of plant life and growth; but as their place was a smooth rock their effect was totally nullified, although none can attribute any fault or defect to these two life-giving ingredients.
Thus is the case of the man who does a good deed but not with intention of seeking the pleasure of Allah; his action becomes totally null and void, even when the deed, for example, spending in the way of Allah, is among the most effective causes of getting divine reward. But the heart of such a man is like that smooth rock; it is unable to receive divine mercy and grace. And thus he gets nothing of what he had earned.

The verse shows that the acceptance of a deed depends on sincere intention and on the pure aim of seeking the pleasure of Allah. Sunnis and Shi'ahs have narrated from the Prophet that he said: "Verily, deeds are according to intentions."

QUR'AN: And the parable of those who spend their wealth seeking the pleasure of Allah and keeping firm their souls:

"Seeking the pleasure of Allah" means doing what Allah has ordered His servant to do. When the master gives an order to his servant and the servant complies with that order, the master faces him, pleased with him. Likewise, Allah orders His servant concerning certain things and when the servant obeys His command Allah turns towards him with pleasure and mercy.

Allah, first, unconditionally praised spending in His way, and mentioned that it had a very great reward in the presence of Allah. Then He excluded two kinds of spending, because Allah is not pleased with them and no reward will be given for them:

1) spending to show off to people, and such a deed is null and void ab initio;
2) spending that is followed by reproach and injury, for although such a deed is valid initially, it becomes nullified because of the subsequent sins of reproach and injury.

In these cases the deed is nullified, either because the doer does not seek the pleasure of Allah from the very beginning (as in the first case) or because his soul changes the initial correct intention and seeks worldly satisfaction through reproach and injury (as in the second case).

Now Allah describes the condition of His good servants who spend purely for His sake. These are they who spend to seek the pleasure of Allah and then "keep firm their souls" on this pure intention without following it with bad deeds which could nullify it.

In short, "seeking the pleasure of Allah" means that the doer of a good deed should not contaminate his intention with showiness or other such things which would indicate that his action is for other than Allah. And "keeping firm their souls" means that he should fix his soul firmly in that pure and uncontaminated intention.

To be continued next week, Insha-Allah
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