Lessons in Life –Seeking A Balance in Life
By Shams O’Muyiwa

“O you who believe! Fear Allah and let every soul look to what (provision) he has sent forth for the morrow.  Yea fear Allah: for Allah is well-acquainted with (all) that you do. And be you not like those who forget Allah; and He made them forget their own souls! Such are the rebellious transgressors!” (Qur’an 59 verses 18-19)

Giving a review of life’s lessons at this stage of my life sounds like a Mid-Life or End-time Review? But in reality, no one knows the length of their life, thus no one can pin-point a mid-point, talk little of an end-point. Therefore, there is a need of constant (daily or regular) review. This sort of evaluation is called Muhasibah. Caliph Umar (RA) advised, “Hold yourself to account regularly when it is easy, before a day when you will be called to account on a day when it will be difficult.” 
Coincidentally, we are at the end of the Hijra Calendar, the end of 1430 and the beginning of 1431 since the migration of Prophet Muhammad from Makkah to Madina. This time of the year calls for a personal and communal Muhasibah. For me, the review of Life’s Lessons is deep evaluation, where learning log is prepared and improvement opportunities are identified. (Leading on to resolutions e.g. new year resolutions?)
The scholar, Hasan Al-Basr said: 'O Children of Adam! You are nothing but a collection of days, when a day passes by; a part of you withers away.' Therefore, as we progress from day to day, we should take account and evaluate: learn from the events of yesterday, implement the lessons of today and plan for tomorrow. It is often said that those who fail to evaluate themselves will never fulfil their purpose on earth. Succinctly put, “if you fail to plan, you have planned to fail.”
Before, a project is reviewed, it is important to be reminded of the “objectives” of that project. That is, the purpose of life! What is the purpose of life generally or why did God create life on earth? Also, what is the purpose of OUR life or, what does God expect from us in our day-to-day existence and for which He gave us unique gifts and characteristics? Finally, why are we Muslims and if we are contented with our deen then it means we have an attachment to Islam. If this is so, then what is the purpose of that way of life called Islam?

When Allah created human life in the person of Adam, He gave clear purpose for this. In a discussion with the Angels, He said (revealing exactly what He intended for Man): “Behold thy Lord said to the angels: "I will create a vicegerent on earth."  They said "Wilt thou place therein human who will make mischief therein and shed blood?”  (Qur'an 2 verse 30). The purpose of man on earth therefore is to “take care of God’s Earth and then inherit it.” How have we accomplished that purpose as a human being representing Allah on Earth as His vicegerent, guarding, preserving and positively transforming the good nature of all things He created? To what use do you put His blessings? 

What is the point of OUR existence, why did God create us as a humans? Our entire existence is to serve Allah, through our livelihood, our relationships, our leisure and our interactions. Allah says: “I have only created jinns and men that they may serve Me.” (Qur'an 51 verse 56) Have we been dealing with all who come our way with absolute God consciousness or fear of God? Do you worship Allah or your desires? Allah has provided clear guidance from compulsory acts of worship to guiding principles for all occasions; failure to follow these is a failed mission.

Islam means peace. It is a religion which provides a world-view of establishing “Peace between man and His Creator, peace between man and man and peace between man and the creatures of Allah.” How then have you managed the peace, which is the hallmark of your religion? Islam also means submitting to the Will of God, so that you can have peace with your Creator and all His creations. This is the path to success with Allah and He has designed it so: “…This day have I perfected your religion for you completed my favour upon you and have chosen for you Islam as your religion…” (Qur'an 5 verse 3)
Apparently our mission and life purpose is seemingly simple, but with Shaytan in the picture, a lot of complexities have crept in. And we have allowed him so easily. How else can we explain two grown ups fighting over how toothpaste is used? Neighbours spending over £100,000 on a court case over the ownership of a pathway which does not add more than £25,000 to the value of their property? Or faithfuls killing faithfuls faithfully over immaterial differences of opinion? 
In life, I have had to think about livelihood and economic survival. What lesson have I learnt from the Credit Crunch? I have had to think about the Recession. Ever wondered why it did not affect the Islamic Banks? Avoid interest. It does not make you really prosper, that is an illusion. Allah says: “O ye who believe! Devour not usury, doubling and quadrupling (the sum lent); but fear Allah; that you may (really) prosper.” (Qur'an 3 verse 130) There are no benefit in usury, rather, it causes sadness and strife in society, “That which ye give in usury in order that it may increase on (other) people's property hath no increase with Allah; but that which ye give in charity, seeking Allah's countenance, hath increase manifold.” (Qur'an 30 verse 39) Refusal to get away from usury is tantamount to drawing the battle line with God, “O you who believe! Observe your duty to Allah, and give up what remains (due to you) from usury, if you are (in truth) believers. And if you do not, then be warned of war (against you) from Allah and His messenger. And if you repent, then you have your principal (without interest). Wrong not, and you shall not be wronged.” (Qur'an 2 verses 278-9). 

A major lesson in life where money is concerned is that to earning is possible, spending is easy, but keeping money is hard. Therefore, crunch your need to a modest mode; curb your greed to avoid being swindled, save for the rainy day and seek financial wisdom. George Clason wrote, “Without financial wisdom, money is lost by those who have it. With financial wisdom, money is secured by those who do not have it” (The Richest Man in Babylon) Let us look deep at our situation, what have we been up to that has not benefit us? Is it not time to leave them and move unto something else? 
In life, I have learnt that knowledge and personal and communal development is important. When we think we know too much is when we become complacent and complacence is the murderer of progress. So I say: Don't be complacent with your personal development. When you are green you grow, when you are ripe you drop. You'll be evergreen if every experience is a learning curve. Those we develop always seek 'what's next?' Therefore always set your aims. Someone said, “Aim for the moon, you may land amongst the stars.”
I asked a few people we regard as mentors what they have learnt in life and what they will advise young people who are just starting in life. One is one of the most successful and ethical bankers and entrepreneurs in Nigeria, the other is one of the most influential Face of Islam in Nigeria. They identified the following as key to success in life: personal discipline, hard-work, knowledge of oneself and what you want in life and finally, strong family values, parental influence, steadfastness, patience, see big-picture, forgiveness. 
In life, I have always wondered why very good natured people go off tangent? The Qur'an refers to the “Whispers of Shaytan.” The book, The Tipping Point points at The Broken Window Theory. Another good book which explains this phenomenon is the book titled, The Lucifer Effect –Why Good People Turn Evil. Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) defined good and evil within the context of conscience (Hadith). It is therefore important that we keep in remembrance that Allah is the All-Aware, Ever present & All Knowing.
In life, I have learnt that successful relationships do not come naturally or easily; it requires hard-work, tolerance and persistency. Communication is vital to keep the Shaytan away. Mismanaging or neglecting flow of communication only give room to misinformation and rumours. I have come to realise the importance of see beyond people’s action but rather accept their declared intention which is often positive though the outcome may appear negative. Friends must know the limits of their relationship; they must learn to mind their business and not pry into private and personal affairs; that they must have some levels of trust, truthfulness and allowance for differences. Friends must value their relationships, because it may lead to unintended and unexpected outcomes. (Khadija -from Boss to Wife; AbuBakar -from Friend to Deputy and Successor; Hamza -from Uncle to Protector; and a true story of a relationship between a shop staff and a customer –from London Shop-floor to Special Adviser to a Nigerian State Commissioner).
I have learnt that unguarded comparison is dangerous. There is a tale of two Alhajis I know. They are friends, but while one is very wealthy and his children are successful and can buy anything he need for him, the other has his own business, fairly doing well, but his children are all just about managing but stable and professionals. However, they secretly envy one another. The second measured success by looking at his friend’s cars and how he travels abroad a lot and the circle he moves in. But what he did not know is that his friend is not happy. He has poor health; most of his children have left Islam and secretly admires the friend’s good health, his professional children who are also active within the Muslim community and peace plus mutual respect within their family. Moral of the story: we need to be careful how we measure success and know that there is a lot we don’t know about people unless we scratch beyond the surface. Such is the allure of mirage.
Indeed, life is not that straightforward or arithmetical as we would like to imagine. Life operates on a different nature and mysteries and laws. It may even appear as a gamble to us, but do not be hoodwinked or frustrated, nor waste no time; but have a mission in life. A bomb exploded a few metres away from two soldiers, standing side-by-side. One died instantly, the other was thrown but not hurt. The surviving soldier could only leave it to divine intervention and purposefulness in life. Our life is not our own design, fulfil the Designer’s desire, waste no time, have a mission.
Time is a mystery. It flies. Where was I twenty years ago? How will I be in another twenty years? I have learnt in life that we have no control of time, though we always like to think It is in our hand. Time belongs to Allah, it must not be misused or abused.  Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) said: “Allah said, 'The offspring of Adam abuse the Dahr (Time), and I am Ad- Dahr; in My Hands are the night and the day’!” Indeed, time is the only non-renewable resource. You can't re-use it, so don't abuse it or misuse it. Use it wisely. Also, consider your health. When you have it, you don’t value it. But little things in life cause ill-health, which in turn causes pain and distress and take control of our plans. Ignore thy health at thy peril. Know thy health and care for it. Allah gives and takes and test by it. Health is a tool of Allah to humble us; He also purifies and cleansed us by it. Allah also uses health to change the fortune of people. Some who are destined to inherit riches could find themselves impoverished by it.
I have wondered why poor and impoverished people are often happier than rich and powerful people. The source of happiness is within the heart. Lighten your heart with the Qur'an, brighten it with enlightenment and sharpen it with useful occupation; you will feel tranquillity (sakina) deep within you, regardless of your situation. 
In life, Allah has imbued us with different abilities. Some people are Heads (thinkers, talkers and imaginative), some are Hands (doers, workers and implementers) and some are Hearts (workplace soul, mind and motivators). Further, leadership qualities do not reside in everyone. So whereas some are natural followers, some are natural leaders. This is the design of Allah. The Rasul gave leadership position to a few and yet, turned down other’s request for such positions. We have a duty to participate in governance. We must recognise our potentials and those of people around us and ensure that people more deserving are given the opportunities and those who are followers must be conscientious with that responsibility. Misrepresentation of personal qualities will allow wrong people in the wrong place. Leadership can be a marked difference between progress and backwardness. Successful leaders are vision, mission and have holistic perceptions. These are their most discerning qualities. This is why former Governor Lateef Jakande who turned 70 this year is still a reference point in good governance. This is why current Governor Fashola will be a benchmark for a long time and not only in Lagos State, but throughout Nigeria.
World-view: Respect all human and treat everyone equally, expect good even in Non-Muslims. Be careful of your assumptions and prejudice. Remember that everyone is equal and the only parameter for elevation is PIETY and no man is a judge of that. Similarly, Only Allah knows who will enter Paradise and who will be in Hell. The Rasul (peace be upon him) said none will enter Paradise based on their good actions alone, we all require the mercy of Allah. Hence, let no one act as if they are confirmed candidates of Paradise and others are definitely doomed to eternal damnation. Further, there is wisdom is all culture, so seek and learn (e.g: Fulani Family Financial Strategy: 1 chicken → 15 chickens → 1 goat; → 5 goats → 1 cow (calf) → cattle herd → leading to Financial Security and solution for investment marriage, Hajj, motorcycle, etc.).
Life is intertwined. Your life is connected to other people; hence we cannot live in solitude. No man is an island unto himself. Think about your life and you can make of list of people who directly impacted on your life. Why not set target for yourself to influence someone else too. (Hadith: Importance of women in society development; parent with three daughters, saving a life/humanity and care for even animals and trees). Be a mentor start with close relatives or circles. Change some lives for the best. A great life is not a personal enjoyment or personal satisfaction, it is impacting on others and making the world a better place then you met it.

Finally, what is a great life? “I think a great life is using your strength, understanding what it is you are put on this earth to do, understanding what it is that makes you unique, and what is the truest expression of who you are; doing that persistently, in the service of something larger than yourself. That is a great life!” -Daniel Pink
Concluding Quote:

“Say: Lo! My worship and, my sacrifice and my living and my dying are for Allah, Lord of the Worlds.” (Qur'an 6 verse 162)

- Shams AbuSuad O’Muyiwa

shamsomuyiwa@gmail.com 

