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The Employment of Prayer by the Shi'i Imams in
Teaching the Principles of Belief

Prayers (du’a) constitute a substantial portion of the
narrated heritage of the Shi’i Imams, to the extent that
Abstract early hadith compilations devote separate sections to

them under headings such as “Kitab al-Du’a” and “Bab
al-Du’a.” This study aims to demonstrate that, for the Shi’i Imams,
prayer was not merely a means of drawing near to God and communing
with Him; particularly during periods of intensified state surveillance
and restricted access to direct instruction and teaching sessions, the
Imams skillfully used prayer as a vehicle for conveying the doctrinal
content they intended to teach their followers. A close reading of the
content of the prayers transmitted from the Imams reveals that, given
the needs of the community — especially in light of the doctrinal
deviations and innovations (bid’ah) that came to dominate the Islamic
world after the death of the Prophet — the teaching of the principles of
belief was a priority for them.
The five principles of Imami belief — divine unity (tawhid),
prophethood, imamate, divine justice, and resurrection — were all
taught through prayer. In particular, the Imams incorporated into their
prayers various dimensions of the doctrine of divine unity that were
under threat from groups such as the Mushabbihah (anthropomorphists)
and the zanadiqah (heretics), thereby instructing their followers in
the essential, attributive, active, and practical dimensions of tawhid.
With respect to imamate — a doctrine contested by various Islamic
sects — the Imams incorporated into their prayers themes such as the
divine appointment of the Imam, his infallibility (‘ismah), and his
knowledge and authority, in order to teach that imamate is not a matter
of human selection but of divine appointment. Prayer likewise proved
an effective vehicle for teaching the remaining principles of belief,
underscoring the significance of du’a and its pedagogical role.
The study is organized, on a descriptive-analytical basis, around two
questions: (1) why did the Shi’i Imams choose prayer as a method of
instruction? and (2) which principles of belief were taught through
prayer?
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