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Can the dead benefit from the good deeds of those who are alive?

Friday Khutba by Dr Zahid Aziz, for Lahore Ahmadiyya UK, 1 October 2021
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“And spend (on good works) out of what We have given you before death
comes to one of you, and he says: My Lord, why did You not grant me respite
for a little while (longer), so that I should have given in charity and been
among the doers of good deeds? But Allah does not respite a soul, when its
term comes. And Allah is Aware of what you do.” — ch. 63, v. 10-11.
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“Until when death catches up with one of them, he says: My Lord, send me
back, that | may do good in that which | have left (undone). By no means! It is
only a word that he speaks. And before them is a barrier, until the day they are
raised.” — ch. 23, v. 99-100

The first passage is addressed to the believers, as shown by the verse which occurs
before this passage. The second passage refers to all people, believers and un-
believers. And as regards the words “send me back” in this second passage, Maulana
Muhammad Ali points out in his Urdu commentary of the Quran that in the Arabic
used here is in the plural form (irji ‘ant) implying repetition of this request: “send me
back, send me back, send me back”. Just “send me” would be: irji ‘ni. So the person is

desperately repeating his request to be sent back into the world.

We learn from these passages of the Quran that people who don’t use the oppor-
tunity given to them in this life to do good deeds, at the time of death they will
immediately realize that they missed this opportunity and they will plead with God
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desperately to give them a little longer in this life, to return them to this life, in order
that they may do the good deeds which they failed to do. But God says that it is His
law that after death He does not return anyone to this life, even if their desire is to
return to make up for the good deeds which they missed doing. The second passage
tells us that the dead enter into a new phase, known as barzakh, and there is a barrier
between that phase and this world’s life which is not lifted even up to the Day of
Judgment. As we know from other places in the Quran, with each human being there
is a book or record being prepared of the deeds done by him in this life. This book is,
in fact, a part of his soul. That book is closed at his death and then presented before
the person in the next life to read for himself. Nothing further can be added to that

book or removed from it.

It is a common belief among Muslims that after someone has died his relatives can
still do things in his name to add to his reward in the life after death. If that had been
true, then it would have been stated here in these passages, and God would have
replied that although you can’t go back and do the good deeds yourself which you
missed, but your relatives can still do them in your name and you will have the
reward. In another place the Quran puts forward this law: “and that a human can have
nothing but what he strives for, and that his striving will soon be seen, then he will be
rewarded for it with the fullest reward” (53:39-41). The Quran also tells us that God
said to Moses when he chose him as His messenger: “Surely the Hour (of Judgment)
Is coming — | am about to make it manifest — so that every soul may be rewarded
according to its striving” (20:15). So how can any good deeds done by the living,
and those left behind, benefit someone who is dead? It can’t happen as people

imagine, but there is a sense in which it can happen, which I will come to later.

We all know that we pray for the forgiveness of the deceased. But those prayers
are not for any good deeds to be added to the account of the deceased. Although the
book of deeds is closed at death, there is still a scope for how harshly or leniently the
deeds will be judged. It is somewhat like an examination paper. After the paper has

been completed and handed in for marking, the examiner has scope for being harsh or
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lenient. So in praying for the forgivessness of the dead, we plead before God to exer-
cise leniency and to give more weight to the good deeds of the deceased and less
weight to his wrong-doings. The Quran lays down the rule: “Surely good deeds take
away evil deeds” — uu\w&w&\u\ (11:114). One meaning of this is that if you
do good deeds you will motivated to do more of them, and replace your bad deeds by
the good ones. It also means that, on the grounds of your good deeds which dominate
your life, your weaknesses and slips can be forgiven if God wills. Another point to
remember is that when we pray for the forgiveness of the dead we also pray for the
forgiveness of the living ones. In the funeral prayers we say: “O God, forgive our
living ones and our dead ones”. Then there is the well-known prayer of Abraham
which we say during our daily prayers: “Our Lord, grant me protection and my
parents and the believers on the day when the reckoning comes to pass” — ,ap\u)
Saadt 535 23 nse b3 G005 (14:41). The living ones still have the opportunity to gain
forgiveness by changing their deeds for the better. By such prayers we realise that one
day we will be in the position of those who have died before us and will be judged by
our deeds, good and bad, so we should try to improve our record of deeds as much as

possible before that time comes when we cannot change the record.

The concept of doing a charitable deed for the deceased by his relatives, which

brings reward to the deceased, is based on the following hadith in Bukhari:

“Aishah reported that a man said to the Prophet alu s 4le 4l La: ‘My mother has
died suddenly and I think if she could talk now she would give in charity. If | give in

charity on her behalf, will she get the reward?’ The Prophet said: Yes.” (hadith 1388)

The man’s mother was intending to give in charity. It was God’s decree of death
which prevented her from doing this. On that basis alone, it is only justice that she
would have her reward from God, as if she had given that charity. But if her son
completes what she intended to do, then the benefit of that act would also be seen in
the world when the charity reaches the recipient. That is the real purpose of charity,

that the receiver benefits from it. This shows that the reason for giving in charity is not
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just to get reward from God, but to benefit people. Maulana Muhammad Ali

comments on this hadith as follows in his Urdu commentary of Sahih Bukhari:

“This shows that if charity is given on behalf of a deceased, its reward reaches the
dead person. An objection is raised that when the deed has not been done by the
person himself, how can he be rewarded? Accordingly, it is mentioned in the hadith
that the questioner told the Holy Prophet that if his mother could talk she would
have given the charity. That was her intention but she did not get the opportunity.
And in fact every true believer always intends to spend in the way of Allah. However,
in the matter of reward for the dead for deeds done on their behalf, we cannot

generalize and must restrict ourselves to whatever the Holy Prophet has stated.”

I quoted earlier the words of the Quran: “a human can have nothing but what he
strives for” (53:39). Maulana Muhammad Ali, in his Urdu commentary of the Quran,
under this verse has mentioned a number of hadith reports about deceased people

getting a reward for what someone does on their behalf. He comments as follows:

“These hadith reports show that the deceased can benefit to some extent from the
deeds of others, but it must be remembered that, as these reports clearly tell us, this is
in case of such a close connection between the two that the doer of the deeds becomes
the representative of the deceased. In such matters we are not entitled to broaden the

scope of the teaching of the Shariah so as to invent an entirely new principle.”

We can draw the conclusion that if the deceased used to do a good deed of some
kind, and had set an example to others of doing so, then if they follow that example
after his death and continue his work, and take his work further, it means that the
original deeds of the deceased flourish more, acquire a greater value and continue to

benefit the world. That must give the deceased satisfaction in the next life.

You could say that this concept of continuing a deceased’s good work, and asso-
ciating it with his name, is also recognized by the world in general, including non-
religious people. When someone dies who has excelled in some field, for example in a

branch of science or the arts or other human accomplishment like sport, his work is
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honoured is various ways, for example, by naming an institute or establishment after
him, or awards and trophies are named after him, etc. so that later generations may be
inspired by their achievements and follow in their footsteps. Their prestige and fame
grows as more and more work is done in their names. The idea in Islam is very similar
to this. You are inspired by someone’s good work and you continue it as a tribute to

them, and in this case their ranks and grades with God rise to higher levels.

But the primary and main reward for the deceased is based on their own deeds
which they themselves did in this life. That primary reward has to be earned first

before the secondary reward based on other people’s deeds can be added to it.

Another way in which a living person’s good deeds, for example his charity, can
do benefit to a deceased person, is that the living person’s good and charitable deeds
make his prayers for the deceased more accepted by God. So if he gives in charity in
order to make his prayers of forgiveness for the deceased more effective, then this
benefits the deceased. But this should not be taken to mean that the giving of charity
by the living person is being counted as being the act of the deceased and he is

rewarded for it.

We pray that may Allah enable us to follow the true teachings of His Holy Book
and His Holy Prophet— Ameen.
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