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PURIFICATION OF THE HEART: A
SPIRITUAL JOURNEY WITH
HAMZA YUSUF

In  a  world  filled  with  constant
distractions,  material  pursuits,  and
emotional turbulence, the quest for inner
peace has never been more urgent. For
millions of Muslims and spiritual seekers
worldwide,  the  concept  of  heart

purification—tazkiyah—offers  a  path
back to clarity, sincerity, and closeness
to  the  Divine.  Few  contemporary
scholars  have  articulated  this  ancient
science  with  as  much  depth  and
accessibility  as  Hamza  Yusuf.  His
teachings  on  the  purification  of  the
heart  draw  from  classical  Islamic
sources, particularly the works of Imam
al-Ghazali and Ibn Ata’illah, and present
them  in  a  way  that  resonates  with
modern readers. This article explores the
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essence of Hamza Yusuf's approach to
spiritual cleansing, why it matters today,
and how you can begin your own journey
toward a purified heart.

WHO IS HAMZA YUSUF? A BRIEF
INTRODUCTION

Hamza  Yusuf  is  one  of  the  most
influential  Western  Islamic  scholars  of
our time. Born in Washington State, he
embraced  Islam  after  a  profound
spiritual  search  that  took  him through
Europe, Africa, and the Middle East. He
studied  under  renowned  traditional
scholars in Mauritania, the United Arab
Emirates,  and  Morocco,  and  later  co-
founded  the  Zaytuna  Col lege  in
California—the  first  accredited  Muslim
liberal arts college in the United States.
Yusuf  is  known for  his  clear,  eloquent

English and his ability to bridge classical
Islamic  scholarship  with  contemporary
challenges.  His  lectures,  books,  and
translations  have  reached  a  global
audience.  Among  his  most  impactful
contributions  is  his  emphasis  on  the
purification  of  the  heart,  which  he
teaches through the lens of  traditional
Islamic  spirituality  (tasawwuf).  His
commentary  on  the  Forty  Hadith  of
Imam  Nawawi  and  his  translation  of
works  like  Purification  of  the  Heart:
Signs,  Symptoms  and  Cures  of  the
Spiritual Diseases of the Heart (by Imam
al-Mawlud) have become essential texts
for those seeking inner transformation.

UNDERSTANDING PURIFICATION
OF THE HEART (TAZKIYAH) IN
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ISLAM

In the Islamic tradition, the heart (qalb)
is not merely a physical organ but the
spiritual center of a human being. It is
the  seat  of  intention,  faith,  love,  and
sincerity. The Qur’an repeatedly refers to
hearts that are blind, sick, or sealed, as
well  as hearts that are pure, peaceful,
and receptive. The goal of every believer
is  to  achieve  a  sound  heart  (qalb
salim)—one  that  is  free  from  spiritual
diseases  like  arrogance,  envy,  greed,
and hypocrisy.
Hamza Yusuf explains that purification of
the heart is  not an optional  luxury for
saints; it is a fundamental obligation for
every  Muslim.  He  often  quotes  the
prophetic tradition: “Beware, there is in
the  body  a  piece  of  flesh;  if  it  is  sound,

the  whole  body  is  sound,  and  if  it  is
corrupt,  the  whole  body  is  corrupt.
Verily,  it  is  the  heart.”  This  hadith
underscores  that  external  actions  are
rooted in internal states. Without heart
purification, acts of worship can become
hollow rituals.

The Three Levels
of the Soul
Yusuf  teaches  that  the  journey  of
purification involves moving through the
stages of  the soul  as described in the
Qur’an:

The Commanding Soul (an-nafs
al-ammarah) – inclined toward evil,
driven by desires.



4

4 Purification Of The Heart By Hamza Yusuf 2023-10-24

The Blameworthy Soul (an-nafs
al-lawwamah) – aware of its faults
and strives to change.
The Peaceful Soul (an-nafs al-
mutma’innah) – content and at
peace with God.

The  work  of  purification  is  to  transform
the  first  into  the  last  through  self-
accountabil ity,  repentance,  and
consistent  spiritual  practice.

KEY TEACHINGS FROM HAMZA
YUSUF’S WORK ON HEART
PURIFICATION

The Classic Text:

Purification of
the Heart by
Imam al-Mawlud
One of the most widely used resources is
the book Purification of the Heart: Signs,
Symptoms  and  Cures  of  the  Spiritual
Diseases  of  the  Heart,  which  Hamza
Yusuf  translated,  introduced,  and
annotated.  The  original  Arabic  text  by
Imam al-Mawlud is  a  concise guide to
diagnosing  and  treating  over  sixty
d i seases  o f  the  hear t .  Yusu f ’ s
commentary  makes  it  accessible  to
English-speaking  audiences.  Each
chapter  covers  a  specific  spiritual
i l lness—such  as  anger,  envy,
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b a c k b i t i n g ,  l o v e  o f  f a m e ,
m i s e r l i n e s s ,  a n d
heedlessness—along  wi th  i t s
symptoms, causes, and cures rooted in
the Qur’an and Sunnah.

The Principle of
Repentance
(Tawbah)
Yusuf  emphasizes  that  purification
begins  with  sincere  repentance.  True
repentance  involves  three  steps:
stopping the sin, feeling genuine regret,
and resolving never to return to it.  He
warns  tha t  many  peop le  de lay
repentance,  assuming they  have  time,

but  the  heart  hardens  with  each  sin.
Regular  repentance  softens  the  heart
and keeps it spiritually alive.

Self-
Accountability
(Muhasabah)
Another  cornerstone  of  Hamza  Yusuf’s
teaching  is  the  pract ice  of  sel f -
accountability. He suggests taking a few
minutes  each evening to  review one’s
thoughts, words, and actions. Ask: “What
did I do today that brought me closer to
God? What hurt my heart? Where was
my  intention  flawed?”  This  honest  self-
reflection  allows  for  course  correction
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before small habits become entrenched
spiritual diseases.

THE ROLE OF DHIKR
(REMEMBRANCE OF GOD) IN
PURIFICATION

For  Hamza  Yusuf,  dhikr—the constant
remembrance  of  Allah—is  the  most
powerful  tool  for  heart  purification.  He
explains that the heart is like a mirror;
when  it  is  polished  by  dhikr,  it  reflects
divine light. When neglected, it becomes
rusted  and  darkened.  He  recommends
simple,  consistent  practices  such  as
saying  SubhanAllah,  Alhamdulillah,
Allahu Akbar, and especially La ilaha illa
Allah, with presence of heart.
Yusuf also highlights the importance of
silent meditation (tafakkur)—reflecting

on  the  signs  of  God  in  creation  and
within  oneself.  He  often  quotes  the
verse:  “Do  they  not  reflect  upon  the
kingdom of the heavens and the earth?”
(Qur’an  7:185).  This  reflective  practice
helps  detach  the  heart  from  worldly
obsessions and reorients  it  toward the
eternal.

OVERCOMING COMMON
SPIRITUAL DISEASES: INSIGHTS
FROM HAMZA YUSUF

Envy (Hasad)
Envy  is  one  of  the  most  destructive
diseases, and Yusuf often addresses it.
He  explains  that  envy  is  essentially
discontent  with  God’s  distribution  of
blessings. The cure is to recognize that
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God  gives  and  withholds  in  perfect
wisdom. He advises practical steps like
making dua for the person you envy and
celebrating their success. This gradually
transforms resentment into goodwill.

Arrogance (Kibr)
Arrogance  is  considered  the  first  sin  in
Islam (the  sin  of  Iblis).  Yusuf  teaches
that  the  antidote  is  humility—seeing
oneself  as  no  better  than  others.  He
suggests  reflecting  on  one’s  own  flaws,
remembering death, and serving others
without  expecting  recognition.  In  his
lectures, he often says, “The more you
humble yourself for God, the higher He
raises you.”

Love of Fame
and Status
Many  people  crave  recognition  and
applause. Hamza Yusuf warns that this
desire  corrupts  sincere  intentions.  He
recommends  performing  good  deeds
secretly,  avoiding praise,  and regularly
reminding  oneself  that  true  honor  lies
not  in  people’s  opinions  but  in  God’s
acceptance. He also points out that the
desire  for  fame  often  leads  to  riya’
(showing  off),  which  nullifies  the  reward
of worship.

PRACTICAL STEPS FOR DAILY
APPLICATION
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Start the day with intention.1.
Each morning, set an intention to
please God in all your
actions—work, family, worship,
and rest.
Guard your tongue. Avoid2.
gossip, slander, and harsh words.
Yusuf advises to speak only if it is
better than silence.
Practice gratitude. Count your3.
blessings daily. Gratitude purifies
the heart from entitlement and
resentment.
Connect with the Qur’an. Read4.
with contemplation, even if only a
few verses. Let the meanings sink
into your heart.
Seek knowledge. Study5.
traditional Islamic sciences,
especially the works of scholars

like Imam al-Ghazali and Imam al-
Mawlud. Hamza Yusuf’s lectures
and books are an excellent
starting point.
Keep company of the6.
righteous. Surround yourself with
people who remind you of God and
who themselves strive for heart
purification.
Pray at night (Tahajjud). Even a7.
short prayer in the deep hours of
the night can powerfully soften the
heart.
Give charity in secret. This8.
helps cure love of money and
develops sincerity.

WHY THIS TEACHING MATTERS
TODAY

Modern  life  is  saturated  with  stress,
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comparison,  and  materialism.  Mental
health crises are rising, and many feel a
deep  emptiness  despite  outward
success.  Hamza  Yusuf’s  message  offers
an antidote: the purification of the heart
is  not  just  a  religious  concept  but  a
universal  need.  When  we  cleanse  our
h e a r t s  f r o m  e n v y ,  a n g e r ,  a n d
attachment,  we  experience  genuine
peace. Relationships improve, decision-
making  becomes  clearer,  and  we  find
meaning  beyond  the  superficial.
Moreover,  Yusuf  presents  these
teachings  without  extremism  or
harshness.  He  emphasizes  mercy,
balance, and compassion. His approach
makes  heart  purification  accessible  to
those  who  may  have  been  put  off  by
rigid  or  judgmental  presentations  of
spirituality. He often quotes the saying

of  the  Prophet  Muhammad,  peace  be
upon him: “Allah does not look at your
bodies or  your forms,  but  He looks at
your hearts and your deeds.” This hadith
reminds us  that  the inner  life  matters
most.

CONCLUSION

The  journey  of  purification  of  the
heart  as  taught  by  Hamza Yusuf  is
both  timeless  and  urgently  needed.  It
offers  a  roadmap  to  inner  freedom,
sincerity,  and  closeness  to  God.  By
studying  his  works,  implementing  the
practices  of  self-accountabil ity,
repentance, dhikr,  and service, anyone
can begin to heal the spiritual diseases
that  burden the  soul.  The path  is  not
easy, but it is transformative. As Hamza
Yusuf  often  says,  “The  heart  is  the
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vessel of your faith—keep it clean, and
everything else will follow.” Start today

with one small step: a sincere prayer, a
moment  of  reflection,  or  a  kind  word.
Your  heart  will  thank  you.


