Tawba – Istighfar (Repentance)
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وَقَالَ النَّبِىُّ صَلَّى اللهُ عَلَيْهِ وَسَلَّمَ:
مَنْ سَاءَتْهُ خَطِيئَتُهُ

غُفِرَ لَهُ وَإِنْ لَمْ يَسْتَغْفِرْ

Dear Brothers,

As stated by our Prophet (SAV) in a hadith: “Every child is born with a true faith -i.e. to worship none but Allah Alone(1)”. The essential idea in man’s responsibilities in this world is preserving this original nature until the time of death. All of the good acts that can lead one to eternal happiness are pertinent to protect this original nature, whereas all of the forbidden acts that might lead one to destruction are apt to corrupt it. While believers should build up sound sets and barriers against destructive sins on the one hand, they should constantly seek ways of preserving their original nature in untainted form. Every sin committed is a deformation with respect to human nature. Restoring one’s original nature after such deformation is only possible through istighfar—asking the forgiveness of Allah Almighty.
Tawba (repentance) means that one feels regret and, filled with remorse for his or her sins, turns to God with the intention to obey Him. According to truth-seeking scholars, repentance signifies a sincere effort to no longer oppose the Divine Essence in one's feelings, thoughts, intentions, and acts, and to comply sincerely with His commands and prohibitions. Repentance does not mean being disgusted with what is bad or prohibited and thus no longer engaging in it; rather, it means remaining aloof from whatever God hates and prohibits, even if it seems agreeable to sense and reason. 

As Muslims, we need to strive for a positive atmosphere to keep us clean from sins and avoid dangerous grounds, just like one escapes from (the venomous bites of) snakes and scorpions. Such resolution and alertness can be achieved only by those with a believing heart and profound conscience that feel as if he or she is falling into Hell with every sin. If one does not feel disgusted at a sin, then it is possible to judge that that person’s heart has already lost its vitality.

In another Hadith, narrated by Enes ibnu Malik (RA), the Messenger of Allah (SAV) said (2):
مَنْ سَاءَتْهُ خَطِيئَتُهُ

غُفِرَ لَهُ وَإِنْ لَمْ يَسْتَغْفِرْ

In translation: “A person who feels the deep pain of true remorse will be forgiven if he does not repent with his tongue” 
A heart that does not feel upset and react against one’s wrongdoings or a heart that does not cause the person to lose sleep in remorse resembles a dead body. For this reason, a true believer’s heart reacts against sin. And the foremost reaction to be shown is istighfar—seeking God’s forgiveness and protection from wrongdoings.
As a believer says “Astaghfiru’llah” (I seek the forgiveness of God), he or she actually says that I seek Your forgiveness all the time as I am now asking and will always ask forgiveness from You. In this way the repentant one renders the wish for forgiveness of a past sin as a petition that includes an entire future. In fact, the All-Forgiving Allah may accept a single repentance and demand for forgiveness as forgiving of all sins of that person. However, what befalls on us is not sufficing with a single petition but continuing to ask forgiveness for a lifetime and bearing the remorse within. Sometimes one should be unsatisfied even with that much, and say “alfu-alfi (a million times) Astaghfiru’llah,” trying to feel it within a million times over.

In the Quran, Allah (C.C) gives the glad tidings about the repentant ones who do good in the following ayat: 
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In translation: “Except for those who repent, believe and do righteous work. For them Allah will replace their evil deeds with good. And ever is Allah Forgiving and Merciful.” (Furqan 25:70)

As He erases the record of deeds from sins, He can fill those gaps with beautiful things out of His infinite mercy. It is a different manifestation of the fact that His mercy surpasses His wrath. (3)
A Muslim should live with the hope that “My Lord is the source of mercy, may He forgive my errors.”
This is because in hundreds of verses Allah Almighty describes Himself as “Gafurun rahim”, that is One Who forgives much and protects.
Our Lord has commanded us to beg His forgiveness and to repent to Him in numerous verses in Quran. In these verses Allah Almighty’s mercy comes in waves like the sea and gives great hope to humanity:
Here is an example from Quran:
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 “O my servants who have ruined themselves by committing great sins! Do not despair of Allah’s mercy, because Allah forgives all sins. He is the oft-forgiving, the One who has great Mercy.” (Zumar 39:53) That is to say, “All but the unbelievers should never despair of Allah’s mercy.” Thus, no matter how many errors or sin a person makes, no matter how deeply immured they may be in the swamp of sins, they should never fall into despair of Allah’s forgiveness.
According to a Hadith-e-Qudsi:

 

Allah, the exalted said: “O son of Adam! I shall go on forgiving you so long as you pray to Me and aspire for My forgiveness whatever may be your sins. O son of Adam! I do not care even if your sins should pile up to the sky and should you beg pardon of Me, I would forgive you. O son of Adam! If you come to Me with an earth-full of sins and meet Me, not associating anything with Me in worship, I will certainly grant you as much pardon as will fill the earth.” [At-Tirmidhi]

Let me conclude with one final point. Even though there are certain times when tawba istigfar is more acceptable, it is not necessary to allocate a special time for seeking God’s forgiveness and protection from sins; indeed, limiting istighfar to certain segments of time is wrong. One can and should ask forgiveness from God at any time during night and day, taking every moment of life as an opportunity for it. Whenever possible, one can draw to a corner, sit on bent knees, or prostrate oneself, and turn to Allah repentantly and ask forgiveness. One can open up to Allah through istighfar while walking somewhere, driving, or waiting for someone; one should make use of every available moment in this respect. Death can come any time, and meeting death with lips mumbling istighfar is a very important means in terms of walking to the realms beyond in a purified state.
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