On the Historical Significance 

of the Bonds of Brotherhood 

Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law


This paper is intended solely for the edification of Master Magicians as to the historical context of the Bonds of Brotherhood. A Sufi philosopher and scholar originally composed a treatise entitled On the Duties of Brotherhood late in the 11th century. This exegesis will provide a brief biographical sketch of the author as well as a bit of historical information about the origin of the Bonds of Brotherhood. It is my hope that it will be found of interest and of use to those who have been initiated to the III(.

The life and times of Al-Ghazali

Abu Hamid al-Ghazali was born in 1058 in Tus, a town in what was then referred to as Persia. Today it is situated in the North East of Iran. During his lifetime the First Crusade was launched, Jerusalem fell to the Christian invaders, and Spain was still under Islamic rule. His full name was Abu Hamid Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Tusi al-Shafi’i al-Ghazali. Al-Tusi refers to his birthplace in Tus; al-Shafi’i indicates that he followed the teachings of al-Shafi’i, founder of one of the four main schools of Islamic jurisprudence.

Al-Ghazali is perhaps best known for his unique combination of scholarship and applied philosophy. He studied law and theology in his youth, and became the principal teacher at a college in Baghdad in his early thirties. Al-Ghazali was also a student of philosophy and it was at this time in his life that he reached a spiritual crisis. He had studied the spiritual sciences his entire life yet his own personal gnosis evaded him. With this conflict in his heart, he left Baghdad behind to seek his own Truth.

After making a pilgrimage to Mecca, al-Ghazali decided to take on the life of the Sufi. During this time he experienced his Truth as a ‘flash of light’ sent by God. From that point on, he set forth to revitalize the entire Islamic tradition through the integration of the mystical life of the Sufi with that of the man of science. In this endeavor he was very successful. According to Muslim belief, at the beginning of each century a Renewer of the Faith will appear. Al-Ghazali was the sixth man to bring “fresh fire from the skies” in order to renew the faith of Islam in the hearts and minds of its adherents.

Brotherhood throughout the ages


During the course of his prolific career, al-Ghazali was perhaps best known for his magnum opus Ihya’ ‘ulum al-din or ‘The Revival of the Religious Sciences.’ The treatise covered here is a portion of that work entitled On the Duties of Brotherhood. 

In Islam, it is accepted practice to declare a fraternal brotherhood of spirit between two adherents. With this declaration come strict guidelines of behavior not unlike our own. Unlike the seven bonds of our catechism of the third degree, al-Ghazali lists eight brotherly duties. The first duty is of material assistance. Al-Ghazali writes that, “Two brothers are likened to a pair of hands, one of which washes the other.” In the seven bonds that are employed in the O.T.O.’s system, it is stated that mutual help should not destroy mutual respect. This holds true for both interpretations of fraternal conduct.

There are three degrees of sincerity within this first duty of brotherhood. The lowest degree is that of attending to your brother’s needs only from your surplus when you have more than you require for yourself. The second degree consists of putting your brother at the same level as yourself in your consideration - giving him equal share in all that is yours. The highest degree of material assistance is that of placing your brother’s needs above your own at all times. This should be done out of the kindness of your heart without consideration for yourself, for if he is a true brother your needs will be looked after as well.

The second duty is that of personal aid in the satisfaction of needs. As in the first duty of brotherhood, the second has varying degrees of sincerity. The first is joyfully attending to the needs of your brother out of your surplus when asked. The second is of rating your brother’s well-being as if it was your own. The third degree is that of tending to the needs of your brother without being asked. This should be done in such a manner that it was as if no aid was rendered in the first place. Also, no praise for your actions should be accepted. Your attentiveness to brother’s welfare should be so important to you that his succor should be second nature.

The third duty is that of holding one’s tongue. This is more than merely maintaining the fourth power of the sphinx. One should know when to keep quiet and when to speak with brutal honesty. According to al-Ghazali, a true brother should keep silent about his brother’s faults “…in his absence or his presence.” Silence should also be kept about the secrets he confides in you. “My bosom keeps your secrets close.” Crowley added an important clause to this duty, “My mouth speaks to you, truth in song.” In other words, one should be honest with his brother at all times.

The fourth duty is of speaking out. Al-Ghazali states that, “you should indicate by word and deed that you disapprove of all circumstances that are disagreeable to [your brother], and use your tongue to let him know that you share his joy in all conditions that give him pleasure.” Indeed, Mohammed says that, “if one of you loves his brother, let him know it!”

This duty also covers slander. One should “[repel] the blame of enemies and the criticisms of fault-finders.” Two scenarios are given on how to act properly in this instance. If something is said about your brother, you should ponder what you would want him to say if it were you being slandered. The second method of action is to pretend that your brother is behind a nearby wall within earshot. In the catechism of the third degree we are instructed to “inform [our brother] immediately of the name of his slanderer and the matter of the slander.” Truly, “my arm defends you from your foes.”

Forgiveness of failings and mistakes is the essence of the fifth duty. It is al-Ghazali’s belief that the failing of a brother would be either in his religion or in the failing of his brotherly duties. In the case of a persistent religious offence, al-Ghazali instructs us to notify our brother of his deficiency and to aid him in returning to a virtuous state. If this is impossible, there are two philosophies about how to proceed. One path is that of hating your brother as passionately as you had previously loved him. The other is to continue to support your brother to the best of your ability. To this end a story is related of two brothers, one of which was smitten with desire. His brother hearing of his distress made a compact to forgo food and drink until his heart was changed. For forty days his brother persisted in his desire as the fasting brother wasted away. On the fortieth day, the desire of the offending brother dissipated and he was able to eat again.

The sixth duty is that of prayer. “You should pray for him as you pray for yourself, making no distinction at all between you and him.” This should be done during his life and after his death. One of the early believers in Islam is quoted as saying:

“Prayers for the dead are on the same footing

as gifts for the living. The angel goes in to

the dead with a tray of light, bearing a cloth of light,

and says, “This is a gift for you from

your brother so-and-so, from your relative so-and-so.”

And he delights in it just as a living man rejoices in a gift.”

Loyalty and sincerity mark the seventh duty of brotherhood. Some interesting points on loyalty are raised with this duty. Al-Ghazali states that “envy cannot co-exist with [affection], whether in religion or in worldly affairs.” As he puts it, “how can one envy one’s brother when all the benefit of what is his accrues to oneself?” Another point made is that “loyalty does not extend to concurring with a brother in what is contrary to the Truth in a matter of religion. Indeed loyalty then calls for opposition to him.” Provisions are also made about not listening to gossip about your brothers for “[gossip] is one of the subtlest devices for stirring up strife.”

The eighth duty is of informality or relief from discomfort and inconvenience. This is exactly what it appears to be. One should not burden their brother with things that are awkward for him. It is better to ease his heart of its cares and needs. In fact, a true brother should not create a burden by asking for assistance for as seen in the earlier duties, relief should be forthcoming without request. As for informality, Ja’far ibn Muhammad al-Sadiq said:

“The heaviest of my brothers upon me is the one 

who discomforts me, and with whom I must observe 

formality. The lightest on my heart is he with whom 

I can be as I would be on my own.”

Despite the detailed instructions given on how to properly be a brother to a fellow Muslim, al-Ghazali warns not to make the way of brotherhood narrow. He also gives instructions on what kind of person to seek brotherhood with. He postulates three types of people: those that you can benefit from, those that can benefit from you though you may not receive a benefit from them, and those that you cannot benefit from and who will undoubtedly cause you hurt. He councils the reader to avoid the third type of person but to heartily embrace the first two. Even though you may not receive an earthly benefit from the second type of person, you will receive a heavenly benefit as a result of their prayers.


At times there are striking dogmatic differences between al-Ghazali’s duties of brotherhood and Crowley’s seven bonds of brotherhood. However, despite these differences, in view the message stays the same. Above and beyond the interesting historical significance of On the Duties of Brotherhood, I find it extremely comforting to know that the bonds truly do endure through time.

Love is the law, love under will

Fr. Mutatio est Stabilitas

Anno IV:viii

