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IT is stated in Surah Al Ma’un of the Holy Quran: “Have you thought of him that denies the Day of Judgment? It is he who turns away the orphan and does not urge others to feed the poor.

Woe to those who pray but are unmindful of their prayer, who make a show (of piety) and give no alms; who do not give the things of necessity to the poor and keep aloof from any help to the destitute.”

In the matter of helping one’s needy fellow men, whether relatives or strangers, the spirit in which it is done is all-important. It should not be done, as the Quran points, as a matter of ‘charity’ just to get rid of the alms seeker or to show off but gracefully and with genuine feeling of sympathy, so that one goes out of one’s way to look for the needy. Those in need would then be able to retain their self-respect by not having to stretch their hand in supplication.

US president Woodrow Wilson expressed similar sentiments when he said, “Benevolence doesn’t consist in those who are prosperous pitying and helping others who are not. Benevolence consists in fellow feeling that puts you upon actually the same level with the fellow who suffers.”

The needy include not only those who are reduced to poverty by social maladjustment or injustice or by some natural catastrophe but also those who choose it voluntarily, because they wish to devote all their time to the service of their fellow human beings. It is the duty of society and of individuals in good financial standing to enable such people to pursue their cause without worrying about personal and family’s sustenance. But the Quran does not regard charity, which is given to impress others with one’s wealth or for the purpose of ostentation, as true charity. The spirit of the act counts as much, if not more, than the act itself. This is how the Quran puts it:

“It is not righteous that (at the time of prayer) you turn your faces towards the east or the west. Righteousness is the way of those who believe in God and the Last Day and the Angels and the Book, and all prophets of God, who spend their wealth out of love for Him, for their kin, for the orphans, for the needy, the wayfarer, for those who ask and for the ransom of the slaves, who are steadfast in prayer and practise regular charity, who fulfil their contracts when they have made them, who are patient and firm in pain and adversity and in times of panic. They are the people who are truthful and God fearing.” (2:177)

Goodness, as envisaged by Islam, does not consist of mechanical performance of certain acts that are described as ‘good’, but is largely the result of establishing the right relationship with the Maker and one’s fellow humans in all fields of activity. The duties of people have been described as those he owes to God, to fellow human beings (particularly those in distress) and those to the self.

It will thus be seen that what counts most in the matter of piety and goodness is not merely religious affiliation or formal acts of worship and prayer but the way we discharge our obligations to our fellow human beings. Charity (Zakat) need not be in the form of money and wealth. If one has knowledge then let him share it with his fellow human beings. If one has talent for some skill then let him share it with his fellow human beings. If one has talent for some skill then let him teach it to others so that they too may become skilful and meet their worldly and spiritual needs.

Not only in the Quran but also in the traditions of the Holy Prophet this is stressed again and again:” If you love Allah, you must love all His creatures.” This has been brought forth beautifully in the form of a parable in a well-known tradition of the Holy Prophet:

“On the Day of Judgment God will ask one: O son of Adam, I had fallen ill and you never attended on me. Surprised, he will ask, how could that be possible? Thou art the Lord of the universe. God will reply: ‘Do you remember that a neighbour of yours was ill and you never turned to him in solicitude? If you had gone to see him you would have found Me by his side.’ Then God will ask, ‘Oh son of Adam, I asked you to give me food but you refused. The man would reply: How could Thou be in need of food? God will reply: ‘Do you remember that one of my servants asked you for it but you refused. If you had fed him you would have found me by his side.’ Then He will say: “I asked you for water but you did not give it to Me.’ Again he will ask: How is it possible that Thou the sustainer of the worlds should be thirsty? God will again answer: ‘A servant of Mine asked you for water but you did not give it to him. If you had done so, you would have found Me by his side.”

Whenever the Quran speaks of fellow human beings and the importance of dealing with them justly and kindly, it does not enunciate the principle with reference to any one religion, sect or group but to all mankind whatever their religious beliefs or social standing. The Quran considers fairness in dealings, in social, political and commercial matters with all men, irrespective of their religious, or racial or colour labels. The definition of ‘good deed’ has not basically varied from age to age whether the message of God has come to Jews or the Christians or the Hindus and the Muslims.

“God’s grace is only vouchsafed to those who show compassion to their fellow humans.” “If you show mercy to those on earth, He will show mercy on you in Heaven.”

“God will show compassion to those who have shown compassion in their life, even to a little sparrow.”

These questions are important as they have been answered differently by different religions and by different schools of thought, but the essence of all this is love and compassion towards fellow humans, indeed all mankind.

Over 2500 years ago a Chinese philosopher Confucius had said, “A man of humanity is one who, in seeking to establish himself, finds a foothold for others and who, desiring attainment for himself, helps others to attain.”

Faith in God and the Eternal Moral Law form the basis of bringing the greatest happiness to the greatest number of people. If some fairly simple measures were taken most of the world’s suffering would be banished.

