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In the name of Allah, the most Compassionate, the most Merciful
	The idea of a universal Messiah has existed since before the time of the Prophet (s.a.w.s). In fact, most major religions believe in such a figure. In Judaism, the Messiah is the expected king of the Davidic line who would deliver Israel from foreign bondage and restore the glories of its golden age. In Christianity, the Messiah was Jesus (a.s), whose second coming is still awaited today. In Islam, the Messiah is referred to as “Mahdi”. From a Shiite standpoint, the world is awaiting his return from occultation; similarly, Sunnis wait for the Mahdi to be born. Despite the differences in their identification of the Mahdi, both Sunnis and Shiites believe that he will restore faith to its original form and eradicate moral corruption. 
[bookmark: n4][bookmark: n5]The Prophet (s.a.w.s) has reportedly said: “The world will not come to an end until a man from the descendants of Hussein takes charge of the affairs of the world and fills it with justice and equity as it is filled with injustice and tyranny” (Bihar al-Anwar, Vol. 51, p. 66). This hadith is accepted by both Sunnis and Shiites as a strong one. Yet it raises the question of what the duty of a Muslim is during the time of the occultation. Many have claimed that the duty of Muslims is to do nothing at all, for when the Mahdi reappears, he will rid the world of its problems. Others have gone so far as to propose that Muslims should spread mischief and fitnah throughout the world so as to hasten the Mahdi’s arrival. These beliefs are both absolutely incorrect, and go completely against the teachings of the Prophet (s.a.w.s) and the Imams (a.s). In order to fully understand the situation and the duties during the time of occultation, one must examine the reasons behind the disappearance. 
The concept of the Mahdi and his occultation has been around since the early history of Islam. Indeed, some have claimed to be the Mahdi within a few decades of the Prophet (s.a.w.s)’s death. One such man was Muhammad ibn Abdullah ibn Hassan, who led a revolt in Medina in the year 145 AD. According to Abul-Faraj al-Isfahani,
“When Muhammad b. Abdullah rose in rebellion, Abdullah b. Jafar, a scholar, jurist, and a man of traditions (Muhaddith), also supported him. But when Muhammad b. Abdullah was killed, Abdullah b. Jafar fled, and remained in hiding until he was assured pardon.’ One day Jafar b. Sulayman, the ruler of Medina came to him and addressed him thus, ‘Despite your knowledge, jurisprudence, understanding and wisdom, why did you rise with Muhammad b. Abdullah? Abdullah b. Jafar replied, ‘My association with Muhammad b. Abdullah was due to the fact that I took him to be the ‘Promised Mahdi’, on the basis of traditions which has reached us. I did not doubt him till he was killed, which is when I realized my mistake. After this I shall never repeat such an error.” (Maqaatelut Taalebeen p. 195)
Several important conclusions can be made from this information. The first is that the Muslim Ummah was aware that there was to be a Mahdi from the lineage of the Prophet (s.a.w.s) who would come to rid the world of corruption. Another conclusion is that because Muslims were aware of Mahdaviyat since the early days of Islam, this concept is not an innovation; rather, it is an essential part of Islam.
The concept of the occultation was also presented to the Ummah before the birth of Imam Mahdi (a.j). This idea was often met with the Muslims questioning the reasons behind the disappearance. Three main reasons have been given by various Imams. The first reason is that the disappearance is a test to the Muslims. Imam Musa al-Kazim (a.s) said, “When the fifth descendant of the seventh Imam disappears, watch out for your faith. Allah forbid, if someone may drive you away from your religion. Undoubtedly, the Master of the Command will have such an occultation that a group of believers will turn away from religion. Allah will test the believers with the occultation [of their Imam]” (Bihar al-Anwar, Vol. 52, p. 113). This is the most common reason given for situations in which the Ummah suffer hardships. Likewise, in this situation, in which the Imam of the time is hidden from the people, the Muslims suffer from lack of religious knowledge, and their faith is tested to the point where they wonder if the Imam even exists. The second reason is given in a tradition from Imam Reza (a.s). Hassan ibn Faddal reports the Imam saying, “‘I see my followers in the aftermath of the death of my third descendant [i.e., Imam Hassan Askari) looking for their Imam everywhere and not finding him.’ I [Hassan ibn Faddal] asked him the reason for that. He [the Imam (a.s)] said: ‘Because their Imam will have entered the state of occultation.’ I went on to ask the reason for the occultation. He said: ‘This will be so that when he reappears he will have paid no allegiance to anyone.’” (Bihar al-Anwar, Vol.51, p. 153). In Islam, it is obligatory to follow the terms of any treaty which is signed, and it is equally obligatory to obey the commands of an individual to whom one has sworn allegiance. If the Imam (a.j) were visible to everyone, many unjust and corrupt rulers would attempt to force the Imam (a.j) into swearing allegiance with them, and if the Imam (a.j) refused, they would kill him. The final reason given is that the occultation is necessary to preserve the life of the Imam (a.j). This is provided as a cause of the disappearance by Imam Sadiq (a.s). 
	Yet despite these three reasons, the Imams have all maintained that the true reason for the occultation is a secret which shall be revealed when the Mahdi reappears. Abdullah ibn Fadl Hashimi narrates from the fourth Imam (a.s), 
The one entrusted with the command will necessarily live an invisible life. This will lead those who are already astray into doubt. I am not permitted to reveal the reason [for this]. It is [due to] the same wisdom that existed in the prior situation when other proofs of Allah also went into occultation. However, the true understanding behind this occurrence will not take place until after he has reappeared, just as the wisdom behind making the boat defective, killing the boy, and repairing the falling wall [in the story of Musa and Khidr in the Qur'an] were revealed to Musa only after the two had decided to part company. The subject of occultation is among the divine secrets and a concealed matter whose knowledge is only with Allah. Since we regard Allah to be wise we must also affirm that His acts are based on that perfect wisdom, even when the detailed understanding is not accessible to us. (Bihar al-Anwar, Vol. 52, p. 91).
Knowing this hidden reason for the occultation is largely irrelevant when determining the duties of Muslims during this time, especially when examining the other reasons given by the Imams. The cause which is most significant is that the Imam (a.j) disappeared as a test to the believers. The Muslims must therefore strive to pass this test by retaining their faith in spite of the many difficulties. Indeed, holding one’s faith during the time of the disappearance is so hard that Imam Ali (a.s) proclaimed this task to be more difficult than holding flames in one’s hands. But it is precisely this which is the duty of the Muslims. As Muslims, we cannot give in to the false belief that having an Imam who is unseen is as useless as having no Imam at all. In fact, Imam Mahdi (a.j) himself has said, “The benefit that people will have from me during my ghaybat is the same as the benefit people have from the sun, even though it may be invisible behind the clouds”. Our inability to see the Imam (a.j) does not mean we cannot benefit from his knowledge and wisdom. Therefore one of our duties as Muslims awaiting the return of the Qaim is to remain steadfast in our belief and faith.
But perhaps more important duty we have as Muslims is to try and fix the problems in the Muslim Ummah and society in general. Simply because the Imam (a.j) will eliminate the dilemmas and crises when he returns does not give us an excuse not to try to solve them. Inaction in the face of oppression is as bad as oppression itself. We cannot simply sit and pray for our problems to disappear; we must take action and resolve them ourselves. In Palestine, for example, we cannot merely hope for the best and pray for a miracle to eradicate the tyranny there. The occupation in Iraq or Afghanistan will not end through inaction. We, as Americans, have the ability to solve the world’s problems. Our representatives in the government have the power to alter this country’s foreign policy. We can be the change which rids the world of oppression. But we cannot do it through inaction and laziness.
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