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The following is the text of a letter directed by a father to his son on his first birthday after 

leaving school. 

My dear son, 

Your birthdays have always been very happy and memorable occasions for me, because on every 

such occasion I have experienced the satisfaction of crossing one milestone on the highway of my 

aspirations for you. This is a happier occasion – happier for me because in your attainment to 

adulthood, I find the satisfaction of carrying out part of my duties successfully. Mine is the 

satisfaction of a gardener, who after a long period of anxiety and perseverance, one day happily 

finds out that the bud on his plant has bloomed into a flower – such flower that shall fill the 

surroundings with fragrance. Unless the warmth of your humanity goes on to revive the shattered 

faith of the neglected ones, unless the fragrance of your human personality out-smells the 

meanness and ugliness of corrupted human minds, your education shall have gone in vain. 

Because it is neither intelligence nor any amount of material knowledge only that goes on to 

make a person really educated. Intelligence may make you a clever person, but it does not 

necessarily make you a good person, and unless you are a good person first, I would not consider 

you truly educated. 

This is, perhaps, the most important and significant birthday of your life too, in that it shall mark 

the closing of one happy chapter of your life. You shall no more be looked upon by this world as 

an innocent child still at school, whose every fault should be over-looked and excused, but as a 

person of this world, whose every action – even a good one – should be reasoned and suspected. 

There will be times when your good actions will be misinterpreted, when you will be 

misunderstood, when your good and sincere actions will be mocked. It will be on such occasions, 

that your faith in divine justice shall undergo a severe test – if its impact on your life is only 

superficial, if its seed in you has not been properly nourished, such occasions are bound to shatter 



2 

 

 

Kassam, 1958  On the Threshold of Life 

  

   

your faith in God and humanity. You might start hating humankind, trying to fight with 

everything and anything that is good and human. You might strongly think that goodness and 

kindness are words to be found only in dictionaries to be taught to school children, which have no 

significance in daily affairs. From now onwards, it will entirely depend on how you react to those 

incidents, that your future career will be formed. Perhaps, as many do, you may try to adapt 

yourself to the new mental outlook. At times, you might even think that this would do you good 

in that your approach to life would be more practical. You may also begin to suspect every other 

person’s good actions just as yours have been suspected. You may reject and doubt every good 

act done to you as if everything in human affairs is only meant to be bought and sold. In other 

words, you may endeavour to blow out the sparkling light of humanity burning with you. Perhaps 

you will succeed and if you do, you shall have then vacated your heart of everything that is good 

and noble. From then onwards, you will continue to exist as many do, with the human being in 

you already dead. I hope nothing of this sort happens to you. I wish it should not, but some day, 

when the vicissitudes of life begin to threaten your moral courage, when the negative elements of 

the human mind begin to embitter your friendly relations with life, when you find yourself alone 

amidst the complications of life, this letter shall then remind you of someone who cared for and 

caressed you, who had thought and felt for you, who always watched your every action with the 

greatest concern. If this memory at that time goes on to instill in you the required courage and 

thus relax your tense relations with life, my efforts in writing this letter will then be justified. 

It has almost become fashionable these days to blame circumstances for making a person either 

good or bad. Not that circumstances do not play an important part in shaping human life or do not 

contribute anything towards the changing of human attitude, but I firmly believe, however hard 

and adverse the circumstances be, nothing can prevent a person from leading a good life, because 

the spark of humanity in a person is more powerful than any of such circumstances. And given 

favorable circumstances and environment, any person is capable of leading a good life, but it 

requires a truly noble heart to live honestly and honorably amidst the most adverse 

circumstances. Nothing will give me more happiness than to see that my son has such a heart that 

can lead a good life under any circumstances. 

Perhaps you will ask what I mean by a good life. Every person on this earth cannot be great and 

talented but whether or not you are a wealthy, learned and respectable person of society, you can 
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always be a good person. In your everyday life, in your daily affairs, there will arise many 

opportunities where you will be required to lend your support, when you are required to be kind 

and make a small sacrifice. And it will be such little sacrifices and such little, nameless, 

unremembered acts of kindness and love that will make your life worthwhile. It is such living 

that I refer to as good living. Perhaps you might not like my definition of a good life. It might 

look very dull to you, because it has no glamorous rewards. It will not make you a famous person 

or a renowned hero, but it will give you such enduring satisfaction in life, which will be worth 

any material achievements. Remember, there is no greater sin than the sin of hurting human 

feelings, and therefore, any achievement founded on the tortured feelings of a suffering humanity 

is bound to have an unhappy end. Try to promote someone’s good feelings, and your sentiments 

shall always be looked after. Try to cure the unhappiness of the poor and your burning emotions 

shall always be soothed, your wounds shall never go undressed. 

You might think that on this happy occasion of your birthday, I have put a gloomy picture of 

your future before you, but I have only tried to place red lights at the dangerous corners on the 

path ahead. After writing you all this, let me now tell you the silent feeling of my heart. In spite 

of all that I have said, my faith in you and your future is great. Something within me tells me that 

your education shall not go in vain. Not because you have passed your grade 12 with Distinction, 

not because you can memorize and quote Shakespeare fluently, but because you are what I have 

made you to be. Your education has not been confined to the four walls of the classroom. Since 

the death of your mother, when she left you a mere seven-day old child, I have worked hard to 

achieve one result only – to make out of you a good human being. I do not know whether I have 

been an efficient father, or if I have always treated you fairly, but whatever I have done has been 

motivated by this sincere desire. Since good and sincere actions always have reactions, I look 

towards you with greatest optimism. And you, my dear son, shall not betray my faith in you. 

Shall I now close this letter, lest it becomes too lengthy, and bore you on this happy occasion? I 

think I should. 

With my one thousand and one good wishes to you, 

Your loving father. 


