
Straightening the Ṣufoof

When forming Ṣufoof or (rows for Ṣalāh) for Jamāt prayers, two aspects are very
important; straightening rows and closing the gaps between people. The first is
inescapable, as Masājid today have special carpets with patterns for where the feet
should be placed or lines marked on the carpet. Furthermore, worshippers usually
check their left and right and the Imām also ensures that those unaware are
standing appropriately in their row, especially the first row. It’s rare to find
someone who does not know how to stand and make a straight Ṣaff. 

This importance and training of straightening the Ṣufoof came from Nabi صلى الله عليه وسلم directly,
who implemented this with great diligence and care. Nu’mān bin Bashir رضي الله عنه‎
narrated:

ا مً يَوْ
جَ  رَ هُ ثُمَّ خَ نْ ا عَ نَ لْ قَ دْ عَ نَّا قَ ى أَ أَ تَّى رَ احَ حَ دَ قِ  ا الْ ي بِهَ وِّ  يُسَ

ا  نَّمَ كَأَ تَّى  ا حَ نَ وفَ فُ ي صُ وِّ  يُسَ
هِ صلى الله عليه وسلم  ولُ اللَّ سُ نَ رَ

 "كَا

مْ ‏"‏‏.‏ كُ وهِ جُ  وُ
نَ

يْ
هُ بَ نَّ اللَّ

 فَ الِ يُخَ
 وْ لَ مْ أَ كُ وفَ فُ نَّ صُ وُّ تُسَ  لَ

هِ ادَ اللَّ بَ
 ‏ عِ الَ قَ فِّ فَ   الصَّ

نَ
 هُ مِ رُ دْ يًا صَ

 لاً بَادِ جُ ى رَ أَ رَ بِّرُ فَ
 يُكَ

دَ  تَّى كَا امَ حَ قَ فَ

“The Messenger of Allah صلى الله عليه وسلم used to straighten our rows, as if he was straightening
an arrow with their help until he saw that we had learnt it from him. One day he
came out, stood up (for Ṣalāh) and was about to say: Allahu Akbar (Allah is the
Greatest), (marking the beginning of the prayer) when he saw a man, whose chest
was bulging out from the row. He said: ‘Slaves of Allah, you must straighten your
rows or Allah would create dissension amongst you” [Bukhāri & Muslim]. In another
narration it is mentioned that the Messenger of Allah صلى الله عليه وسلم said: “Make your rows
straight or Allah will cause your faces to be deformed” [Saḥih Muslim].

These narrations warn of severe consequences of not straightening the Ṣufoof, and
therefore, it cannot be taken lightly since it is an obligation and abandoning it would
be a sin. In another narration, Nabi صلى الله عليه وسلم said:

ة" لَا ة الصَّ امَ قَ  إِ
ن

وفِ م فُ يَةَ الصُّ
 وِ نَّ تَسْ إِ مْ فَ كُ وفَ فُ وا صُ وُّ "سَ

“Straighten your rows, for straightening the rows is part of perfecting prayer”
[Bukhāri & Muslim]. Another narration states: “Straighten your rows, for
straightening the rows is part of establishing prayer” [Bukhāri].

All these Aḥādeeth point to the benefit of straight rows i.e. one is establishing prayer
which is the fulfilment of the Qur’ānic obligation and it is part of the perfection of
prayer before Allah جل جلاله. 
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Closing the gaps in the Ṣufoof

The second aspect of making proper Ṣufoof is to avoid gaps between worshippers. In
regards to the importance of closing the gaps, the Messenger of Allah صلى الله عليه وسلم said: 
ه، هُ اللَّ لَ صَ ا وَ فًّ لَ صَ  وصَ

نْ
 ، ومَ يْطانِ

 اتٍ للش جَ رُ وا فَ رُ لا تَذَ ، وَ مْ نِكُ
ا وَ خْ ي إِ يْدِ أَ وا بِ نُ

ي لِ ، وَ لَ لَ وا الخَ دُّ اكِب، وسُ  المنَ
نَ

وا بَي اذُ حَ وفَ وَ فُ وا الصُّ يمُ قِ  "أَ

ه" عهُ اللَّ طَ ا قَ فًّ عَ صَ طَ نْ قَ
 مَ وَ

“Arrange the rows in order, stand shoulder to shoulder, close the gaps, be accommodating
to your brothers, and do not leave gaps for Shayṭān. Whoever joins up a row, he will be
joined to Allah (i.e., to the Mercy of Allah); and whoever cuts off a row, he will be cut off
from Allah (i.e., from His Mercy)” [Abu Dāwūd]. 

In another narration, He صلى الله عليه وسلم also said: “Stand close together in your rows, keep nearer to
one another, and put your necks in line, for by Him in Whose Hands my soul is, I see the
Shayṭān entering through the opening in the row like al-Ḥadhaf (i.e., a type of small black
sheep found in Yemen)” [Abu Dāwūd].

Feet touching

The above narrations and many others clearly show the importance of not leaving gaps in
between worshippers. However, there is a question of the extent of the gap. Most, if not
all, worshippers are already shoulder-to-shoulder when it comes to closing gaps between
themselves. But what is the position of the feet of two people praying next to each other?
Should they fill the gap by touching each other’s feet even though their arms are already
touching? The only narration where an explicit understanding can be derived is from the
action of the Companions رضي الله عنھم behind Rasulullah صلى الله عليه وسلم. The Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم said:

هِ‏.‏ مِ دَ هُ بِقَ مَ دَ قَ بِهِ وَ احِ بِ صَ نْكِ هُ بِمَ بَ
 كِ نْ قُ مَ زِ  يُلْ

نَا  دُ حَ  أَ
نَ

 كَا رِي‏"‏‏.‏ وَ هْ اءِ ظَ رَ  وَ
نْ

 مْ مِ اكُ رَ نِّي أَ إِ
 مْ فَ كُ وفَ فُ وا صُ يمُ قِ  "‏ أَ

“Straighten your rows for I see you from behind my back.” Anas رضي الله عنه‎ added: “Every
one of us used to put his shoulder with the shoulder of his companion and his foot with
the foot of his companion” [Bukhāri]. 

In this narration, it is clear that the joining of shoulders and feet was in response to the
command of straightening the Ṣaff by the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم. Some have considered it as his silent
approval since he could observe them behind him in Ṣalāh. However, as Ḥafidh Ibn Ḥajar
has pointed out in his commentary of this Ḥadith in Fatḥul Bāri, this response was رحمه الله
an exaggerated measure used to straighten the rows. It was never part of Ṣalāh itself. 

After Rasulullah صلى الله عليه وسلم passed away, Anas رضي الله عنه‎ mentioned regarding this act: “If I was to
try and carry out this practice i.e. The joining of the ankles with the ankles of the next
person, the people would run away like restive mules” [Muṣannaf Ibn Abi Shayba]. This
narration clearly confirms that Muslims disliked the act of touching feet as it was never
part of the Ṣalāh or a Sunnah of Ṣalāh in itself. Surely, the best generations would never
abandon a Sunnah [I’lā al-Sunan].

In terms of implementing this narration, it need not be abandoned completely and can be
applied in situations where no markings exist for forming a Ṣaff and without resorting to
this extreme measure, the Ṣaff may potentially be crooked. But it should never be seen as
a part of Ṣalāh. 

Finally, if you pray shoulder to shoulder, then you certainly have fulfilled Rasulullah's  
orders of straightening the rows and filling the gaps. You will, inshā Allah, be rewarded for
this obedience and subsequently saved from the warnings mentioned previously.
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