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Al Ghazali on the Remembrance of Death and the Afterlife: Book /XL of the
Revival of the Religious Sciences

When the great Persian mystic and jurist Al Ghazalcomposed his magnum opus, lhya’ Ulum al DifThe Revival of
the Religious Sciences), he did not merely compile a collection of legal rulings or theological treatises. He crafted a
living, breathing guide to the inner life of a Muslim, a roadmap that leads the seeker from the mundane to the
divine. Among its ten books, Book XL—often referred to as the “Book of the Remembrance of Death and the
Afterlife"—holds a unique place. It is the book that confronts the most profound reality of human existence: the
certainty of death and the reality of the hereafter. In this article, we will explore Al Ghazali’s insights on this theme,
examine how he weaves Qur'anic verses, prophetic traditions, and Sufi wisdom into a coherent spiritual framework,
and show how these teachings remain relevant for contemporary readers.

1. Setting the Stage: The Context of lhya’ Ulum al Din

1.1 The Life and Times of Al Ghazali

Abu Hamid Al Ghazali (1058 1111 CE) lived during a period of intellectual ferment in the Islamic world. After
studying under renowned scholars, he served as a judge and teacher. Yet, a turning point in his life—an existential
crisis and a profound spiritual awakening—led him to abandon worldly pursuits and devote himself to the study of
Sufism and the inner dimensions of faith. The result of this inward journey is the lhya, a work that synthesizes
jurisprudence, theology, and mysticism into a holistic system of religious practice.

1.2 The Structure of lhya’ Ulum al Din

The lhya is divided into ten books, each dealing with a particular facet of the religious life. The first nine books
cover the external aspects of worship—prayer, fasting, charity, and the like—while the tenth book, Book XL, turns
inward, addressing the heart's relationship with God, the remembrance of death, and the afterlife. This structure
reflects Al Ghazali’s belief that true worship is not merely a set of rituals but a transformation of the soul.

2. Book /XL: The Remembrance of Death and the Afterlife

2.1 The Core Theme: Death as a Catalyst for Spiritual Growth

Al Ghazali argues that the human experience is ultimately measured by the certainty of death. He writes, “Death is
the most powerful reminder of the impermanence of this world. It is the ultimate test of faith.” By constantly
reminding the believer of the fleeting nature of life, the mind is drawn away from worldly distractions and toward the
eternal.

2.2 Qur’anic Foundations

Throughout Book XL, Al Ghazali cites Qur'anic verses that emphasize the reality of the hereafter. For example, the
verse “Indeed, the soul is a pledge for the soul. But you are not [yet] certain of what you do” (Qur'an 75:36 37)
underscores the unknowable nature of death. These verses are not presented as abstract theology but as lived
experiences that shape the believer’s daily conduct.



2.3 Prophetic Traditions (Hadith)

The Prophet Muhammad’'s sayings further enrich Al Ghazali's discussion. He references the hadith: “Whoever
knows the truth about the Day of Resurrection will not be deceived by it, and whoever knows the truth about the
afterlife will be rewarded.” Al Ghazali uses such narrations to illustrate how knowledge of the afterlife can transform
the believer’s priorities and actions.

2.4 SufiWisdom and the Inner Journey

Al Ghazali draws upon Sufi metaphors to explain the psychological impact of death remembrance. He likens the
soul’s relationship with God to a traveler who, upon realizing the destination’s distance, accelerates his pace. The
traveler’s haste is not frantic but purposeful, driven by a deep yearning for the divine.

3. The Mechanics of Remembrance (Dhikr) in Book /XL

3.1The Role of Dhikr (Remembrance of God)

Dhikr is central to Al Ghazali's methodology. He asserts that “remembrance of God is the only medicine that cures
the soul of the disease of forgetfulness.” By repeatedly invoking God’s names and attributes, the believer keeps the
mind oriented toward the eternal and away from the transient.

3.2 Techniques for Effective Dhikr

1. Regularity: Dhikr should be performed at consistent intervals—before and after prayers, during breaks, and
even in mundane tasks.

2. Intention (Niyyah): The heart must be focused on God alone; distractions dilute the effect.

3. Mindfulness (Ihtiram): The believer should remain aware of each utterance, ensuring that the remembrance
is sincere.

4. Reflection (Tadabbur): After each session, the individual should contemplate the meanings of the phrases
recited.

3.3 Dhikr as a Shield Against the Fear of Death

Al Ghazali notes that the fear of death often leads to anxiety and avoidance of spiritual practices. He counters this
by encouraging believers to view death not as a threat but as a natural progression toward the divine. Dhikr,
therefore, becomes a shield that transforms fear into hope.

4.The Afterlife: A Detailed Exposition

4.1The Intermediate State (Barzakh)

Al Ghazali explains that after death, the soul enters a liminal realm called Barzakh, where it awaits the Day of
Judgment. He describes this state as a “waiting room” where the soul's deeds are weighed, and its consciousness
is sharpened.

4.2 The Day of Judgment (Yawm al Qiy O,

The Day of Judgment is portrayed as a moment of ultimate accountability. Al Ghazali emphasizes that the soul will
be confronted with the consequences of its actions. He encourages readers to live in a state of constant readiness,
ensuring that their deeds align with God’s commands.

4.3 Paradise (Jannah) and Hellfire (Jahannam)

Paradise is described as an abode of eternal bliss, while Hellfire is portrayed as a place of punishment for those
who deny God’s guidance. Al Ghazali urges believers to seek Paradise not through mere ritual compliance but



through sincere love, repentance, and continuous self-improvement.

5. Practical Implications for the Modern Muslim

5.1 Integrating Death Remembrance into Daily Life

Al Ghazali's teachings are not confined to the mystical. They provide a framework for everyday conduct. For
instance:

« Prioritizing the Hereafter: Allocate time for spiritual reflection, even amid busy schedules.
¢ Mindful Consumption: Recognize that material possessions are fleeting; invest in acts of charity.
¢ Regular Reflection: At the end of each day, review actions and seek forgiveness.

5.2 Overcoming Procrastination and Materialism

The certainty of death can serve as a powerful motivator to overcome procrastination. Al Ghazali reminds us that
“the soul is a pledge for the soul.” By viewing life as a temporary stewardship, believers can focus on what truly
matters—spiritual growth, family, and community service.

5.3 Enhancing Resilience in Adversity

When faced with hardship, remembering the afterlife can provide resilience. Al Ghazali's teachings encourage
believers to see trials as tests of faith, strengthening their resolve and deepening their connection to God.

6. Scholarly Commentary and Legacy

6.1 Influence on Later Scholars

Al Ghazali's Book XL has influenced countless scholars, from medieval Sufi masters to contemporary Islamic
thinkers. Scholars such as lbn Qayyim, Ibn Arabi, and modern scholars like Fazlur Rahman have drawn upon his
insights to articulate a nuanced understanding of death and the afterlife.

6.2 Contemporary Relevance

In an age marked by existential anxiety, Al Ghazali's emphasis on death remembrance offers a counterbalance to
nihilistic tendencies. His integration of dhikr, ethical conduct, and spiritual introspection provides a holistic approach
to mental well being.

7. Key Takeaways

1. Death is a central theme in Al Ghazali’s spiritual framework: It serves as a catalyst for self-reflection and
moral accountability.

2. Dhikr is the primary tool for keeping the heart oriented toward God: Regular remembrance mitigates fear and
fosters hope.

3. The afterlife is not an abstract concept but a lived reality: Understanding its mechanics encourages ethical
living.

4. Practical application is essential: Integrating death remembrance into daily life transforms routine into
spiritual practice.

5. Al Ghazali's teachings remain relevant: They provide a roadmap for navigating modern challenges with faith
and resilience.

Conclusion

Al Ghazali's Book XL of the Revival of the Religious Sciences is more than a theological treatise; it is a living guide



that invites believers to confront the most profound truth of human existence—the inevitability of death and the
reality of the afterlife. By weaving Qur’anic revelation, prophetic tradition, and Sufi wisdom, Al Ghazali offers a
comprehensive approach to remembrance (dhikr) that transforms fear into hope and worldly distractions into
spiritual focus. For modern Muslims navigating the complexities of contemporary life, these teachings provide a
timeless compass, reminding us that our true home lies beyond this transient world. Embracing the lessons of
Book /XL can lead to a richer, more purposeful life—one where every breath is a step toward the divine.
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