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Thank you for your interest in Burning Every Day. 

The goal of this guide is to promote further engage-

ment with the philosophy and wisdom of Ashura 

and expand spiritual and heart-based understandings 

of Imam Hussain’s sacrifice. Part of this initiative 

is rooted in discovering new and diverse teaching 

methods that move beyond traditional pedagogical 

activities used to teach religion. In particular, this 

guide seeks to explore the philosophical and mystical 

themes present in the story Burning Every Day. It 

takes meaningful messages from the story and creates 

a more accessible path for youth and adults alike 

to understand the deeper esoteric significance sur-

rounding Ashura while maintaining its religious and 

emotional weight. 

This guide is thus intended to supplement educa-

tion on Islamic philosophy and Ashura. We suggest 

utilizing this guide after you have read through 

Burning Every Day. The workbook itself is organized 

into three sections: questions and answers, themes, 

and activities. Our questions are intended to pro-

voke thoughtful discussion prompted by oneself, 

or  a teacher or parents to their child, resulting in a 

dialogue that leads readers to investigate their own 

understandings regarding Ashura. We recommend 

parents and teachers to read the questions and an-

swers beforehand. However, young readers should 

take heed to only read the questions and take time to 

reflect in their own hearts on what the answers might 

be. We believe this approach best facilitates learning.

The activities section open up opportunities for more 

creative interaction from young readers and games 

whose content provoke more nuanced thinking on 

symbols and themes from the story. After having 

gone through both the questions and activities sec-

tions, we suggest going through each answer with the 

child, making sure each point is broken down and 

fully comprehended.

 In classroom and other settings, we recom-

mend the same structure and approach found above 

along with an emphasis on discussion between stu-

dents. Locating students who more easily grasp the 

content and pairing them with other students who 

are having trouble with it is also suggested.
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1. Why does Imam Hussain sacrifice him-

self for Islam? What does that mean and 

what did that sacrifice entail? How does 

the sun explain it?

Imam Hussain’s sacrifice consisted in him giving 

up everything for God. Hussain gave up all of his 

material things, his family, and his own life. What 

this means is Hussain saved Islam by represent-

ing the best of Islam, by representing kindness and 

justice among other virtuous qualities, in the face 

of the worst of cruelities and evil done by Yazid. It 

is a rejection of the deviation from Islam occuring 

at the hands of the official “Caliph” of Islam of the 

time, Yazid. The Umayyad caliphate unjustly usurped 

power and claimed to represent Islam when in reality 

truth, justice, and authority lay with Imam Hussain 

and the path of the Ahl al-Bayt, the family of the 

Prophet.

2. What explanation did the sun provide 

for Lady Zaynab’s famous saying that 

“I saw nothing but beauty” on the day 

of Ashura? What is beauty? What made 

Ashura beautiful? What is light and 

dark, and what role do they play in the 

understanding of true beauty?

The sun explains that Lady Zaynab saw the light and 

goodness of Hussain clearly displayed in the face 

of the darkness and evil of Yazid’s cruel and tyran-

nical rule. Hussain’s mercy, compassion, courage, 

and self-sacrifice (among other virtuous qualities) 

are beautiful because those are the beautiful traits 

of God. Ashura’s beauty shines through because it 

shows the best of humanity, Hussain, (the best reflec-

tion of the beauty of God’s names) next to the worst, 

Yazid: the calamity of Ashura thus demonstrates the 

brightest light (Hussain) in the darkest night.  The 

selfless sacrifice of Hussain saves Islam because it 

shows true beauty and shines light on the best path 

to reaching God: the path of Imam Hussain and the 

Ahl al-Bayt.

Think of a sign of God in nature. Draw the sign as a piece of artwork and explain how it 

points to God. For example, draw an ocean to represent the vastness of God’s knowledge 

and mercy.

 Interactive Activity ff
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3. What is the nature of reality as the 

moon explains it? What does the moon 

say to the sun when he is describing the 

world as mirrors? What are signs? Why 

did God create everything as signs and 

mirrors?

4. Why is it bad to be attached to the 

world? What happens when we do not 

see everything as a sign to God? What 

does it mean to confuse a means for the 

end? Why were there so few followers 

of the Imam even though there were so 

many Muslims, many of whom were Shi’a 

Muslims? The moon explains to the sun that all things are 

reflections. He notes that he himself reflects the sun’s 

light (the moon itself does not have light to emit). 

The same is true for all other things, which are 

mirrors for God. Thus, mirrors that reflect God well 

become better signs. Signs of goodness are all proofs 

of God and point the way to Him.  God creates signs 

and mirrors in order for us to know, love, and grow 

closer to Him. The best signs are humans because 

they reflect the Light of God and the Ahl al-Bayt in 

their hearts (if they purify their hearts correctly!). 

The role of Imam Hussain in this mirror philoso-

phy is that he is the best mirror of God (as the best 

humans in existence are the Prophet and the Ahl 

al-Bayt). One should strive to be the mirror of Imam 

Hussain. For example, Abbas’s bravery, altruism, and 

self-discipline are out of his love for Hussain. Abbas 

is the mirror of Hussain and, therefore, among the  

best mirrors of God. Therefore, the way to find the 

correct and elevated path to God is to strive to be the 

best mirror of Hussain, like Abbas, standing faithful-

ly and truly by the Imam.

It is bad to be attached to the world because it is 

mistaking the means for the end–—similar to being 

attached to a mirror rather than what is reflected in 

the mirror itself. Everything is a sign for us to purify 

ourselves in order to serve God and reach Him. If 

we become attached to something besides God, that 

thing is an idol in one’s heart. Our goal in life should 

be to break all of the idols of our heart (like fame, 

wealth, prestige, pleasure, etc…) so that only God re-

mains in the heart. This is exemplified in the doctrine 

of “There is no god but God” (la ilaha illa Allah): all 

false gods and bad idols should first be negated in 

order for the Oneness of God to be affirmed.  People 

confuse means for ends when they look at signs and 

worship the signs, even though the point of a sign is 

that it leads back to God. They become results-orient-

ed rather than duty-oriented for God. This is why so 

many Muslims did not (and do not) follow the Imam. 

They fell in love with the world, with riches or fame 

or status, and did not see that all that they valued 

wrongly overshadowed their love for the Imam, the 

ultimate reflection of God, and what is proper to do 

to serve him and reach God.
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5. How is Burning Every Day a becoming 

story of the sun? What is “becoming,” 

according to Islamic thought? How does 

one become? How does the sun become?

6. Why is it necessary for the sun to seek 

out the moon? How is she able to find 

the moon? What does she have to do and 

why? What is the role of the moon in the 

sun’s becoming? Why does the moon say 

that the source of their light is the same? 

What is moonlight and why is that im-

portant from an Islamic understanding?

The Islamic journey of becoming takes someone 

from ignorance to knowledge and from darkness to 

light. It is the story of all of us, represented here by 

the story of the sun. One’s becoming, like a circle, 

starts with a descent and ends with an ascent. The 

sun experiences her descent after Ashura when she 

questions herself and seeks out the moon, a wise 

sage, to teach her. In order to truly become, human-

ity needs guides, and this is why we have the Imams. 

The sun ascends and flourishes when she learns the 

truth about Hussain’s sacrifice and beauty and strives 

to live in that path. As she learns more about the 

Imam, the sun learns more about herself and her 

duty. By the end of the story, the sun is awakened 

and becomes knowledgeable and determined to love 

God through recognizing, loving, and serving the 

Imam. To become, one has to sell oneself to God and 

live in the path of the Imam, striving to know, love, 

and serve him (all of the Imams, and in our time 

especially Imam Zaman). The foundational process 

is through self-purification and destroying all the 

false idols and bad qualities one has and to serve him 

by helping others find and understand the meaning 

of this path and help overcome the challenges and 

obstacles that may stand in our way.

The sun needs the moon because the only way for 

someone to become their true self and to learn is to 

find someone who is more knowledgeable and more 

virtuous in the path of the Imam. The sun seeks 

out the moon because of the moon’s good character 

and traits. In order to discover the moon, the sun 

needs to cover herself and her ego (symbolized by 

her self-veiling with the night). One needs to hum-

ble themselves and recognize that they do not know 

before they can learn or be taught. Only when that 

happens is the moon able to teach the sun. The moon 

also reminds the sun that his own light comes from 

a reflection of her light, which the sun had forgotten. 

This is important because that means they share the 

same light, so it is possible for the sun to become 

wise like the moon. Islam encourages us to emulate 

and be like those who are good because we, too, 

share light with one another. This light is the Light 

of Allah and that of the Ahl al-Bayt that exists in our 

heart. One can refer to the Light Verse in the Quran 

(24:35). Through cleaning and polishing the heart, 

the mirror can shine the Light of God. But if the mir-

ror rusts and becomes unclean, it cannot reflect that 

light: the heart will turn to stone.
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7. What does the sun learn from her talk 

with the river, Forat? How does love tie 

into one’s becoming? Who should one 

love, and why? What is one effect of cry-

ing for Hussain that the sun learns from 

the river?

The sun learns from the river the importance of 

love’s role in becoming. The river is able to become 

because of his love for Abbas. When the river saw 

Abbas, the river looked at Abbas’ amazing qualities of 

loyalty and devotion. The river fell in love with Abbas 

because of those qualities. This is important because 

we start to become more like the things we love. If 

we love bad things, like the army of Yazid, then we 

have a bad becoming. But if we love good things, like 

the honored and noble qualities of Abbas and Imam 

Hussain, then we will become good too. The sun also 

realizes that the river becomes more pure because 

of his tears for Hussain. The river’s tears cleanse his 

heart and allows him to more fully reflect the moon’s 

light. Tears for Hussain work to purify us and our 

hearts. We should strive to be a mirror of Imam 

Hussain, the best mirror of God, as Abbas showed 

himself to be the best mirror of Hussain.

8. What does the sun learn from the land 

of Karbala? How old is Karbala? How 

have all the Prophets cried for Imam 

Hussain?

The land of Karbala teaches the sun about Hussain’s 

importance at all times and all places. Karbala herself 

was elevated because of the blood of Hussain, the 

noblest of blood. Karbala announces that she is older 

than all the other lands because of the significance 

of Hussain’s sacrifice. All the Prophets throughout 

time mourned for Imam Hussain before Ashura 

because Karbala already existed from the beginning 

of creation and Ashura was foretold. The Prophets 

all had knowledge of the Ahl al-Bayt and loved them 

and sought intercession from them in order to reach 

God. Ashura was critical in this quest.

Grab your mirror and go outside—maybe your yard, a park, or just the sidewalk in front 

of your home. Find something that interests you. It could be a plant, a rock, a crack in the 

sidewalk, etc. Now, look at it using your mirror. How does this object reflect God?

 Interactive Activity ff
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9. Why is it important that the sun began 

at noon and returned at noon? What is 

the symbolism of starting and ending in 

the same place even when so much with-

in her has changed? Why does the sun go 

around in a circle? Why do the planets 

go around in a circle? What is the sym-

bolism of a circle?

The Islamic journey of becoming starts and ends with 

the same place because we all come from the same 

place and must return there: our origin and return is 

to God. A perfect line drawn from a starting point 

is a return back to the same point creates a perfect 

circle, an important symbol in Islamic philosophy 

and art. From the point of origin, there are two cycles 

or arcs: the descent and the ascent. The descent rep-

resents creation and revelation and the ascent refers 

to the intellect (‘aql) and the Imam in leading people 

back to God. Reflecting this philosophy, the becom-

ing story of the sun moves in a full circle away from 

and ultimately returning at noon.

10. What is the linkage between the 

burning of the sun and giving of light? 

What does it mean for something to 

burn? Think back to our earlier question 

of what is light and what is beauty. How, 

then, does the sun manage to give light, 

to become beautiful?

For something to burn, it must burn itself. Think of a 

match (or a candle, as is commonly used as a symbol 

in Islamic philosophy and poetry). When a match 

is lit on fire, fire envelopes and feeds off the match, 

creating light. The same is true for the sun. The sun 

chooses to sacrifice her “self ” in the same way she 

did when she covered herself up with the night in 

order to see the moon. The sun manages to give 

off light and become beautiful by casting her “self ” 

aside. She does so burning out of the pain of love 

for Imam Hussain, which in reality is burning out 

of love for God. Burning and purification through 

love is what makes one know, reach, and follow Light 

back to God. The symbol of the sun also alludes to 

its divine sign in the mirror philosophy as a sign of 

the Imam, of light, and of orientation towards the 

East (where the sun rises) in the pursuit of divine 

knowledge and God. The sun sheds light upon all. 

Also, the concept of occultation (or ghayba) of the 

Hidden Imam is compared to the sun being blocked 

by clouds. The sun still exists and its light is emitted, 

which sustains life on earth, even though one may 

not be able to commonly see the sun since it is cov-

ered by clouds.



9

11. What is the debate between the 

spears? Identify what each side is claim-

ing about their role in Karbala. Which 

side does the sun say is correct, or does 

the sun disagree with both? Explain why.

12. What did the tents get wrong about 

their service to the Imam? What does the 

Sun say to them at the end of the story 

and why? What does it mean to be a ser-

vant to the Imam?

One group of spears blame themselves for their role 

in the tragedy and repent. Historically, a group of 

Shi’a who did not join the Imam shortly repented 

after Hussain’s martyrdom and vowed to make up 

for their sin; they were called the Tawwabun. Anoth-

er group blamed the humans, calling them wicked. 

They believe it is ultimately the evil nature of man-

kind that created Ashura and that there was no way 

to overcome this as people will always be evil. A 

third group claimed God made it so and Ashura was 

destined to happen, it wasn’t their own fault and was 

a predetermined calamity. The claims of the third 

group reflect the debate between destination and free 

will or choice that is a prominent debate within Is-

lamic philosophy. The sun agrees with the first group 

of spears that they should all repent. She goes on to 

say that the spears are responsible, even if Ashura 

was based on God’s will, because everyone is respon-

sible for their own actions. Our actions are some-

thing we control--it is a choice, and God determines 

the result. We must act based on our duty and what 

is right to do. The sun also reminds the spears that 

it is not all humans who are wicked. There are good 

people who truly embody humanity, like Hussain, 

and bad people who do not represent humanity in its 

true form, like Yazid and his army.

The tents believed they were the ones who were 

helping Imam Hussain, an idea which could arise 

out of ignorance and arrogance. However, the sun 

reminds them that it was because of the Imam’s 

kindness, mercy, and help that they could even have 

the great opportunity and privilege of being with 

the Imam and helping in his cause. A true servant 

to the Imam recognizes the Imam’s high status and 

lofty character and his/her inability to reach or grasp 

such magnificence and beauty. We are not helping the 

Imam; the Imam is helping us. We can only aspire to 

truly love and serve him, wishes that can only come 

true through his recognition of us and granting this 

opportunity to us if we show our sincerity in truly 

living in his path, pursuing self-sacrifice, and polish-

ing our heart of all pollutants and idols. We should 

greatly yearn for meeting the current Imam, Imam 

Zaman, and speak with him, and commit to living in 

his path and destroying all of our selfishness and bad 

traits. 
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i• Moon as a guide

• Sun can only see the moon when her ego is  

covered

• Becoming story of the sun

• Full circle from noon to noon (descent and as-

cent)

• Two worlds (night and day)

• Invisible and visible

• Ontology of mirrors and creation

• Cleansing the heart/Purification

• Crying for Hussain purifies one’s heart

• Pollutants of the heart (fame, power, lust, wealth, 

friends, false love)

• Debate between spears about predestination and 

free will

i• Misunderstanding of tents who thought they 

were sheltering Hussain

• Theme of light, source of light shared between 

the moon and sun

• Sun understands she’s burning to give light for 

Hussain, becomes light, and serving as a sign for 

God

• Land of Karbala; Prophets all knew it; precreation

• The river telling a love story about Abbas (not 

willing to drink or be selfish, river unable to help 

because of Abbas’ love for Imam Hussain and 

God)

• Allusion to the Repenters with the spears (Taw-

wabun)

• Beauty of Ashura and brightest light in the dark-

est night

• Sacrifice of Hussain for Islam and the reasons for 

his sacrifice

Perform a play based on Burning Every Day. Decide who will say the lines of the different 

characters (such as the Sun or the Moon) and design costumes for each of them. Imagine 

what each character believes and how they feel. Why is this important?

 Interactive Activity ff
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Purifying the heart

Materials Needed:
• paper towel
• a perMaNeNt Marker
• washable Markers
• water

iNstructioNs:
• fold your paper towel iN half  

• draw a heart oN the top layer of your paper towel usiNg a sharpie/other perMaNeNt 
Marker 

• scribble oN the bottoM layer of the paper towel with your washable Markers 

• drop your fiNished paper towel iNto water 

• watch what happeNs with the color! what does this sigNify? 

Mirrors

Materials Needed:
• portable Mirror

iNstructioNs:
• grab your Mirror aNd go outside--Maybe your yard, a park, or just the sidewalk iN 

froNt of your hoMe. 

• fiNd soMethiNg that iNterests you. it could be a plaNt, a rock, a crack iN the sidewalk, 
etc. 

• Now, look at it usiNg your Mirror. how does this object reflect god? 
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CirCles
Materials Needed:
• paper
• color peNcils, crayoNs, aNd/or Markers

iNstructioNs:
• walk arouNd your hoMe aNd try to fiNd at least five circular objects or desigNs.  

• choose your favorite circle aNd draw it out.  

• label your drawiNg with desceNt aNd asceNt phases aNd review what this MeaNs.

Crying for hussain
Materials Needed:
• clear cup
• water
• food coloriNg
• liquid bleach

iNstructioNs:
• fill the clear cup with water. 

• add a few drops of food coloriNg iNto the cup.  

• slowly pour liquid bleach iNto the cup aNd watch what happeNs. what does this tell us?

Burning for hussain
Materials Needed:
• tea caNdle aNd Match

iNstructioNs:
• light a tea caNdle with a Match. 

• blow the flaMe of the caNdle out aNd hold a Match iN its sMoke.  

• watch what happeNs! what does the caNdle represeNt? what does the flaMe represeNt? 
what does this tell you about the suN’s jourNey?
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Brightest light in the Darkest night
Materials Needed:
• clear jar
• tissue paper
• tea light
• glue
• perMaNeNt Marker

iNstructioNs:
• rip tissue paper iNto tiNy pieces. 

• glue the tissue paper pieces oNto the jar, MakiNg sure to cover the outside of the jar 
eNtirely. 

• after the jar air dries, draw how you iMagiNe ashura oN the outside usiNg sharpie.  

• place your tea light iNto your fiNished jar. 

• wait for it to turN dark. with adult supervisioN, take your laNterN outside. talk about 
how ashura caN guide us through the dark! 

invisiBle anD visiBle

Materials Needed:
• paper
• water
• a leMoN or leMoN juice
• salt
• paiNtbrush or a cottoN swab
• spooN (optioNal)
• bowl
• Match aNd/or lighter
• tea caNdle 

iNstructioNs:
• add about oNe tablespooN of leMoN juice aNd oNe tablespooN of water to a bowl aNd 

Mix theM together usiNg a spooN or your paiNt brush.
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Covering the ego
Materials Needed:
• ziploc bag
• coNstructioN paper or cardboard
• scissors
• perMaNeNt Marker
• light source, like a desk laMp

iNstructioNs:
• usiNg your sharpie, draw a circle oN the ziploc bag aNd cut it out. 

• MakiNg sure your light source is faciNg a wall, place your cut-out circle as close to 
the light bulb as possible, MakiNg sure you do Not burN yourself. what do you see? 

• use the plastic circle you just Made as a teMplate. place it oN the coNstructioN paper or 
cardboard aNd cut out aN ideNtical circle.  

• MakiNg sure your light source is still faciNg a wall, hold your clear circle up to the 
light agaiN (iN the saMe way that you did before). Now, cover the clear circle with the 
solid circle (at the saMe distaNce). what differeNce do you Note?

• dip either your paiNt brush or your cottoN swab iNto the Mixture you just Made. 

• Now, write a word(s) froM the story oNto your paper.   

• allow the text to dry for thirty to forty five MiNutes. 

• ask aN adult to help you light your tea caNdle. 

• carefully, briNg your paper with your iNvisible text over the caNdle, eNsuriNg it is far 
eNough that it does Not catch the flaMe. watch what happeNs!
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sharing the saMe light- oPtion a
Materials Needed:
• three cups of the saMe size
• water
• red food coloriNg to sigNify the suN
• blue food coloriNg to sigNify the MooN
• two sheets of paper towels

iNstructioNs:
• add water to two (of the three) plastic cups. fill up about two thirds of each cup! 

• squirt seveN to eight  drops of red food coloriNg iN oNe of the water-filled cups aNd 
seveN to eight drops of blue food coloriNg iN the other water-filled cup. 

• liNe the three cups so that the eMpty cup is iN the Middle of the two (Now colored) 
water cups. 

• fold each paper towel sheet iN half leNgthwise uNtil it is about aN iNch wide. 

• place oNe eNd of each rolled-up paper towel sheet iN the water-filled cups. both of the 
other eNds go iNto the eMpty cup. 

• wait for a few hours to see what happeNs.
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sharing the saMe light- oPtion B
Materials Needed:
• two cups of the saMe size
• water
• yellow food coloriNg
• oNe sheet of paper towels

iNstructioNs:
• add water to both cups, filliNg up about two thirds of each. 

• squirt seveN to eight drops of yellow food coloriNg iNto oNe of the two cups. the 
other cup will oNly be clear water! 

• fold the paper towel sheet iN half leNgthwise uNtil it is about aN iNch wide. 

• place oNe eNd of the paper towel iNto each of the two cups. 

• wait for a few hours to see what happeNs. 








