Spending for God

By Imam Muhammad Magid with Samuel Ross

rom the moment she was first observed by foreign eyes, visitors to the New

World have hailed its extraordinary bounty. Columbus wrote, “There are
great and beautiful mountains, vast fields, groves, fertile plains, very suitable for
planting and cultivating... This Hispana, moreover, abounds in different kinds of
spices, in gold, and in metals.”

Four hundred years later, as Muslims in America we continue to enjoy God’s
bounty. Our combined numbers, collectively earn nearly $300 billion every year,
almost equal to the entire economy of Saudi Arabia. Yet let us take a moment to
consider God’s warning: “Rivalry in worldly increase has distracted you...but you
will come to know...you will be questioned about the blessings [you have been
given]” (Qur’an 102:1-8). Are we ready for His questioning?

For example, while we enjoy the fruits of American life, more than 13 million of
our neighbors regularly forgo meals just to make ends meet. Another 3 million
experience homelessness every year. God reminds us: “As to the Righteous...they
feed, for the love of God, the poor” (76:5-8). Are we feeding the poor around us?
Can we truly expect to be counted among the righteous?

In Surah al-Bagarah, God compares the charitable to a garden on a hilltop: “And
the likeness of those who spend their wealth in search of God’s pleasure and for
the strengthening of their souls is as the likeness of a garden on a hill-top. If
abundant rain falls upon it, it yields up twice its normal crop; and if no heavy rain
falls upon it, it is watered by a light shower. God sees well all that you do”
(2:265). Let us reflect upon this beautiful ayat of Allah. In nature, though the
ground retains much of the water that falls upon it, it lets some flow downhill to
irrigate the neighboring land. So generous is the Earth in fact that whole valleys
donate enough excess water to form whole lakes and rivers that eventually
transport the water to far away regions. Human history is filled with civilizations
that were sustained by water from distant climes; the ancient Egyptians, for
example, survived off water that pooled in Lake Victoria and was transported
thousands of miles to the north through the Sahara Desert.

Like the generous Earth, we too can pool our resources and give to our neighbors,
near or far. In so doing, though, we should remember that there are many
different types of sadagah; we need not only give money. The Prophet Muhammad
(salla Allahu *alayhi wa sallam) taught that anything that benefits our fellow human
beings constitutes sadagah, whether it be removing an obstacle from the roadway,
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helping with an arduous task, or even smiling. One particularly valuable form of
wealth that we can share is our skKills.

We must also give to our institutions. Their similitude is the lake, which ensures
the sustenance of plant and animal life when the rain does not fall. How much of
Allah's creation would perish if it could only drink water when it rained? All of us
have benefited from the existence of institutions and the charitable contributions
that sustain them. As you sit listening to Qur’an for example, or making du’a, or
even reading this article, take a moment to consider that none of this might be
possible had Khadija (radia Allahu anha) not written arguably the biggest check in
Islamic history and financed the Prophet’s mission. We owe our Islam in part to
her and to all the generous Muslims of previous generations who devoted their
time, wealth, and talent to the preservation of our deen.

The next aspect to consider is our priorities in giving. The Prophet taught, “The
best dinar that a person spends is a dinar spent on his family”. Ali ibn Ali Talib
(radya allahu anhu) said, “To give a friend of mine one dirham would be better for
me than giving twenty dirhams to other than my friend.” Our obligation lies first
with our families, next with our friends, next with our immediate communities,
and lastly with the broader world. Unfortunately, many of us can mix up our
priorities and give only to fellow Muslims or only to far away lands, while people
suffer in our very own neighborhoods. God reminds us in the Qur'an: “You are
the best of the nations raised up for (the benefit of) men” (3:110). Similarly, the
Prophet taught, “People who show mercy to others will be shown mercy by the
All-Merciful. Be merciful to those on earth, and He who is in heaven will be
merciful to you”. Neither the Qur’an nor the Prophet singled out only Muslims. It
is essential that we become involved with local programs and strive to help all
people, especially those who live close to us, in need.

Although commanded by God, many of us may still find it hard to reach into our
pockets. What holds us back? First, we can fail to recognize our role as a trustee —
not an owner — of our wealth. Though our paychecks appear as though made out
to us, the wealth they represent is not ultimately ours. As God emphasizes
repeatedly in the Qur'an: “It is He Who gives wealth and contentment” (53:48).
Once we change our perspective, it becomes much easier to give.

Second, we can fail to trust God. We may worry that if we part with our money,
we will never regain it. However, He reminds us on numerous occasions that He
is ar-Razzaq, the Sustainer. If He gave us wealth the first time, can He not surely
do it again? In fact, the Prophet swore, “No money will decrease because a person
has given sadagah.” Of course, this does not mean that one’s bank account balance
will not decrease after giving, but rather that God may reward us in the future,
either by bringing new wealth into our lives, removing a future calamity that
would have been very costly, or rewarding us in the akhirah.

Third, we can fail to understand the tremendous benefit that accompanies sincere
sadagah. Sadagah, as investors would say, is the highest-yield, lowest-risk
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investment one could ever make. It is high-yield because our reward comes
directly from the Most Generous, and, unlike any of the goods we purchase in this
world, the goods of heaven never expire nor fall into disrepair. It is zero-risk
because our guarantor is al-Wakeel, the Trustee. He says: “This is the Book; in it
is guidance sure, without doubt, to those who fear Allah, Who believe in the
Unseen, are steadfast in prayer, and spend out of what We have provided for
them ...They are on (true) guidance, from their Lord, and it is these who will
prosper” (2:2-5).

For these reasons let us strive to have unshakeable belief that sadagah is not a loss,
but rather an investment in the ultimate retirement account — one not used at the
end of our employment but rather at the end of earthly existence itself.

Lastly, it is important that we not regard sadagah in isolation. As Muslims, our
entire life is unified. Ours is neither a religion of only faith or action, of only
public works or only private devotion. Rather, it is a complex and organic
integration of all aspects of life. This can be discerned in numerous chapters of the
Qur’an, such as: “Believers are those whose hearts tremble at the mention of
Allah, and when the signs of Allah are recited to them their faith increases, and
who trust in their Lord, who establish the ritual prayer, and spend of what We
have bestowed upon them” (8:3). When we increase our trust in God, we increase
our desire to give because we are reassured that He will provide for us. When we
increase the quality and quantity of our prayer, we also increase our desire to give
because we feel less attached to worldly possessions. When we give in charity, we
increase our closeness to Him, because we see His blessings in our lives and
increase in our desire to thank Him. Summarizing this, one sheikh observed, “The
people who put their hands on their chest in salat are more likely to put their
hands in their pocket for sadagah.”

The next time we sit in a fundraising gathering, let us strive to remember the unity
of the ummah and of all human beings. Let us listen not just to the speakers but
also to our own hearts. When the ummah gains, we gain. Its well-being is our own
well being. May God make us as a lush garden on a hilltop.

We look forward to incorporating your feedback and questions into our future columns. Please send all
correspondence to: foodforthespirit@isna.net. Please also visit us at our website where you can download this
and previous columns at: http://www.isna.net/foodforthespirit
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Below are several questions and exercises we can ask use to help us increase our
level of sadagah. Please feel free to cut them out and place them in your home,
office, car, etc:

1. What is the source of our income? Is it from a pure source? Do we work for
your pay? If we are paid to work 40 hours a week do we work the entire
period?

2. What do we spend our money on? Do we spend excessively on things that
we don’t really need?

3. Do we pay our zakat on time?

4. How much do we give in charity?

5. Are we giving our share to American Muslim institutions, or are we asking
others to pick up the bill?

6. Are we generous with our own family?

7. Are we aware of the people in your community that are in need?

Exercises:

1. Include sadagah in your next monthly budget.

2. When we spend money to purchase something, remind ourself that the
source of all provision is God.

3. Buy stock in akhirah. Identify an institution to which we can give that will
provide continuous charity after our death.

4. Remind and teach our children to give sadagah by occasionally providing
them with money to use only for this purpose.

5. Take our own family or community members to a soup kitchen and help

feed the poor.
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