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For the new Muslim
who is learning to speak,
to the One who has been listening
all along.




Preface

The first thing a new Muslim learns to do, after the shahadah, is to pray. The second thing they learn — though no one usually announces it — is how to talk to Allah outside of prayer.

Du’a is what they call this. It is the most ordinary act of Muslim life and, simultaneously, one of the most consequential. Muslims make du’a dozens of times a day. They say it before eating and after eating, before sleeping and on waking, when leaving the house and when entering it, when mounting any form of transport, when seeing rain, when hearing thunder, when breaking their fast, when entering the bathroom, when finishing a meal in someone else’s home. They say it during prayer, between prayers, on Fridays, in Ramadan, in Hajj, on every occasion that has ever mattered to them. They say it when they are afraid. They say it when they are grateful. They say it when they have done something they wish they had not done. They say it, eventually, when there is nothing else to say.

This book is for the new Muslim who has noticed all of this and wants to understand what it actually is.

What it is, in the end, is not complicated. Du’a is the act of a slave calling on his Master. It is the lowest position in creation addressing the highest. It is the most natural thing a created being can do — for what is more natural than to ask the One who made you, sustains you, and will return you to Himself? — and at the same time it is the most extraordinary, because the One being addressed has, in His own words, promised to answer. “Call on Me, I will answer you” (Surah Ghafir 40:60). The verse is not a metaphor. It is a contract.

The new Muslim, encountering this practice for the first time, often gets it wrong in one of three predictable ways. Some treat du’a as a wish-list to a vending machine — they ask for things, the things do not arrive on the timetable they expected, and they conclude that du’a does not work. Others freeze in the opposite direction: they decide that since the prophetic supplications are in Arabic, and since their own Arabic is poor or non-existent, they had better stick to memorised formulas they only half understand. They stop talking to Allah in their own words. The third group simply gives up — the practice feels artificial, the times of acceptance feel arbitrary, the etiquette feels intimidating, and they reduce du’a to whispered Arabic phrases at the end of prayer, said quickly, without much hope that anyone is listening.

None of those is what du’a is.

Du’a is — and this is the central claim of this book — a relationship. Not a transaction. Not a recitation. A relationship between a person and his Lord, expressed through speech. The speech can be in any language. It can be in any words. It can be loud or silent, formal or informal, eloquent or broken. It can use the Prophet’s ﷺ words, which are the most beautiful, or it can use your own, which Allah is no less interested in. What it cannot be — what it cannot ever be — is rote.

That is the first thing. The second is that the relationship is not symmetrical. The slave does not negotiate with the Master. He asks. He hopes. He waits. He receives — sometimes the very thing he asked for, sometimes something else, sometimes a deferred answer, sometimes a protection from a harm he never knew was approaching. The hadith on the three responses to du’a, narrated by Abu Sa’id al-Khudri and recorded in Musnad Ahmad, settles this question for anyone who has wondered whether a du’a was wasted: “There is no Muslim who calls upon Allah with a du’a in which there is no sin and no severing of kinship, but Allah will give him one of three: He will hasten his answer, He will store it for him in the Hereafter, or He will divert from him an evil equivalent to it.” The companions said: “Then we will ask much.” He said: “Allah has more.”

Read that hadith carefully. There is no fourth category. The du’a of a Muslim is never lost. The question, then, is not whether du’a works — it always works — but whether the new Muslim has the patience and the framework to understand the form the answer takes.

This book is the framework. It is not a book of supplications, though it ends with forty of them; for that, Hisn al-Muslim and similar collections are excellent and any new Muslim should own one. It is not a book of theology, though theology is always in the background; for that, Ihya’ Ulum al-Din and the works of Ibn al-Qayyim go further than any short book can. What it offers is something different: a clear primer on the practice itself — what du’a is, how a Muslim makes it, when and where it is most likely to be answered, what to do when the answer seems not to come, and how the practice, repeated over a lifetime, shapes the person making it.

The Prophet ﷺ said that du’a is the worship (Sunan Abi Dawud 1479, graded sahih). He did not say it is part of worship. He said it is the worship — that the act of asking, of acknowledging dependence, of turning the face toward the One who alone can give and withhold, is itself the heart of what a Muslim is doing when he prays, fasts, gives, or stands in the night. Everything else is structure. Du’a is the conversation that fills the structure.

May Allah make the conversation easy for you. May He answer when you call. And may He, when the answer takes a form you did not expect, give you the patience to recognise it as the answer.

— Ali Imam
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A Note on This Edition

This is the second edition of a book first published in 2026. The text has been read again from the first page to the last. Small corrections have been made where a reference, a date, or a transliteration could be made more exact, and the series has been set in its final order — twenty books, listed at the back — so that each volume now knows where it stands among the others. The tone, the scope, and the promise of the book are unchanged: plain English, no jargon, honest about where scholars differ, and never in a hurry.

If you own the first edition, you own the book. This one is simply tidier.




Part One — What Du’a Is




The Two Words

There are two Arabic words a new Muslim hears constantly in the territory of supplication: du’a and dhikr. They are not the same thing, and the new Muslim who collapses them will eventually be confused.

What du’a means

The word du’a (دعاء) comes from the root d-’-a, which means to call, to summon, to invoke. The same root gives the word da’wah — the call to Islam. When a Muslim makes du’a, he is calling on Allah. He is saying, in effect: I am here, You are there, and I am addressing You.

The verb is significant. It is not the verb of asking (though asking is part of du’a). It is the verb of calling. A child calls his father from across the garden. A slave calls his master from across the room. The caller is in one position; the one called is in a higher one. The one called has the option of answering or not answering. The act of calling presumes nothing about the answer; it only presumes the relationship.

This is what du’a is, at its root. A Muslim, in the position of slave, calls on Allah, in the position of Lord. Whatever the slave wants — guidance, forgiveness, sustenance, healing, protection, mercy, a child, a spouse, a job, an end to suffering, a sign — is asked for in the second movement. The first movement is just the call. Ya Rabbi. Ya Allah. O my Lord. The relationship is established before any request is made.

Du’a, then, includes asking but is wider than asking. It includes praising. It includes acknowledging. It includes thanking. It includes seeking refuge, seeking forgiveness, seeking guidance. The category covers any speech directed to Allah by a slave, in the slave’s own voice, outside the fixed forms of prayer and recitation. The Prophet ﷺ used the word for all of it.

What dhikr means

The word dhikr (ذكر) comes from the root dh-k-r, which means to remember, to mention, to call to mind. Dhikr is the practice of remembering Allah by mentioning Him — saying Subhan Allah (Glory be to Allah), Alhamdulillah (Praise be to Allah), La ilaha illallah (There is no god but Allah), Allahu akbar (Allah is the greatest), and the dozens of other formulas the Prophet ﷺ taught. Dhikr is what fills the empty time of a Muslim’s day. Du’a is what fills the moments when the Muslim has something specific to say.

The two overlap. Many of the prophetic adhkar (the plural of dhikr) include du’a inside them — for example, the morning and evening adhkar are full of supplications for protection. And many du’as include dhikr inside them — most prophetic du’as begin with praise of Allah before the request is made. But the categories are usefully distinct. Dhikr is unidirectional: the slave mentions Allah. Du’a is bidirectional: the slave addresses Allah, and Allah answers (in one of the three ways the Prophet ﷺ described).

A useful way to keep them apart is this: if the slave is

Why these words matter
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