My First Ziyarat - Karbala 2025

Before: Longing for Karbala

Working at Al-Mustafa Islamic College in Uganda gave me the rare blessing of being closely
exposed to the school of thought of Ahlulbayt (a.s). The College’s calendar of activities is deeply
attuned to the lives of the Prophet (s.a.w.w) and his holy progeny, with regular commemorations of
their births, martyrdoms, and legacies through lectures, workshops, plays, competitions, and

gatherings.

In preparation for these events, I often immersed myself in documentaries and videos of the Arbaeen
pilgrimage. I would watch in awe the endless caravans of people walking the 80 kilometers from
Najaf to Karbala, witnessing the boundless generosity of the Iraqi people serving pilgrims with food,
drink, shelter, and love. This phenomenon—nmillions marching for love of Imam Hussein (a.s)—was

to me a living miracle, unfolding before our eyes.

Each time, my heart grew restless with yearning. I prayed and hoped that one day, I too would walk

that sacred path with my own feet.

The Weight of a Wounded World

But before my dream was realized, my heart was tested with the weight of the world.
Gaza Genocide

When the Zionist entity unleashed its merciless campaign of ethnic cleansing and genocide on the people of
Gaza after the Al-Agsa Flood operation, I was consumed with grief. Day and night, I watched the images:
children pulled lifeless from the rubble, mothers wailing in despair, hospitals bombed, babies starved,

mosques and churches reduced to rubble. The silence of world leaders and the failure of international



institutions to hold the oppressor accountable left me devastated. My heart was shattered, and my mind could

not find peace.
The Martyrdom of President Raisi

As if this pain was not enough, in May 2024, news broke that Seyyid Ebrahim Raisi, President of Iran, and
his noble companions, among them Foreign Minister Hossein Amir-Abdollahian, had died in a helicopter
crash. These men had become the voices of Palestine, standing with courage and humanity, moving from
country to the other, rallying the world against oppression, and the duo had just left Uganda where I had a
rare moment of seeing them. Though I am not Iranian, they were my leaders, and their loss struck me as a

personal tragedy. I clung to hope, praying for a miracle the entire night, but it never came.
The Martyrdom of Seyyid Hassan Nasrallah

Only months later, the earth trembled again, trembled again: Seyyid Hassan Nasrallah—defender of the
oppressed, voice of resistance, and a man I loved from afar—was assassinated alongside his lifelong
comrades, Seyyid Hashim-his brother in arms, and many others were also assassinated-may Allah bless their

noble souls. A few months later, his body was buried in Beirut.

I was overwhelmed. My faith faltered. I questioned everything—how could so many defenders of justice fall
one after another? The assassinations continued: Martyr Ismail Haniyeh, Yahya Sinwar, Iranian generals and
scientists, martyrs in Damascus and Lebanon... until the 12-day war erupted, which, by Allah’s grace, ended

in a resounding victory for the oppressed.

During the past two years, my body was physically present in Uganda but my heart and mind was wandering

with so much grief in Gaza, Lebanon, Iran, and with all resistance groups.

Finding Solace in Ashura

Amid the chaos and despair, I found refuge in two things:

1. The speeches of my leader, Seyyid Ali Khamenei, whose words, though full of sorrow, carried

hope—nhope that our martyrs’ sacrifices were not in vain, hope that divine help was near, and that the



summit is often closest at the hardest climb. * We are grieving,” he once said, ~ the kind of grieving
that gives life.”

2. The movement of Imam Hussein (a.s) and the tragedy of Ashura.

In the story of Karbala, I found purpose. I realized that though Imam Hussein (a.s) and his companions were
few against an army, their sacrifice awakened hearts for generations. Their death was not defeat, but

victory—a victory so profound it continues to pierce souls and awaken humanity today.

I began to see Palestine, Lebanon, Iran, Yemen,and the blood of our martyrs in this same light: their suffering

will one day turn into victory, a divine turning point in the struggle against oppression.

This realization turned my grief into longing. I longed for Imam Hussein (a.s) with an intensity I had never
known. No longer was I watching videos to prepare lessons or talks—I simply wanted to cry in the embrace

of my Imam, to pour out my sorrow at his shrine.

The Call to Karbala

I shared my yearning with many, and one day I spoke to a sheikh. Remarkably, he told me that at the very
moment I called, he had been discussing Karbala with a colleague. He promised to help, and asked me for

my details.

Months later, only days before Arbaeen, I received a call. My heart raced as I answered, whispering salawat.

“Uthuman, check your WhatsApp. Our visas have come. I'm not sure about the tickets yet.”-he said

I went home and showed my wife the visa. I told her, “Didn’t I always say I will be in Karbala this year? Allah

knows how.”

Two days later, another call came. This time: ~ Check your WhatsApp. Our tickets have come. We leave in

five days.

I fell into sujood, thanking Allah. At last, my prayer had been answered.



Arrival in Najaf

When we landed in Najaf, I could hardly believe I was near the resting place of Imam Ali (a.s)—the brother
of the Prophet, the father of Hassan and Hussein, the Lion of Allah. The Iraqi sun was scorching, yet nothing

could deter my heart.

We headed straight to the Haram of Imam Ali (a.s). Surrounded by throngs of believers, I struggled but failed
to touch his blessed shrine. My heart ached, yet it swelled with gratitude just to be near him. By Allah’s grace,
we met with a group of Ugandans studying in Iran, we bonded and I quickly decided to stay in Najaf for a day
at least, later that night, I along these new comrades made it to the blessed Imam’s Haram-yet again, I could

only come so close but didn’t touch his Zarih.

The 80 Kilometers to Karbala

Though our hotel was booked in Karbala, I was determined to walk. No bus or comfort could take away the
miracle of this journey. So, with brothers from East Africa, I joined the ocean of humanity moving toward

Karbala.

The generosity along the way left me speechless. From the young to the elderly, the disabled to the strong,
all walked together. Iraqis lined the path, offering water, food, juice, sweets, even massages and rest places.

Children ran after us, calling:” Eat, O visitors of Hussein\"—a sound that still echoes in my ears.

We walked even in the heat of the day. Each time I grew tired, I saw someone weaker still walking with

determination, and strength returned to me.

The compassion of Arbaeen is a school every human being must attend at least once in their lifetime.

My Miracles Along the Way



Throughout the journey, my heart was full of the martyrs [ had mourned. Allah granted me strange, beautiful

signs:

e Atone stop, we were served by a man who later revealed he was a member of Hashd al-Shaab.

e Isaw visitors resembling Seyyid Hassan Nasrallah, Martyr Yahya Sinwar, and others I had thought
about deeply.

e I met disabled men who bore the marks of war, their courage shining through their wounds-on
greeting, 1 realized they were survivors of the Zionist pager attack in Southern Lebanon, we
embraced, exchanged greetings, and I have never felt this close to Seyyid Hassan Nasrallah before.

e Talso, meta visitor of Imam Hussein a.s who looked in finest details like Martyr Hajizadeh-my heart
burned. If I was alone, I would say my mind is playing games with me, but we were in a group of

three.

It was as if Allah was reminding me that though our leaders fall, their spirit remains alive among the people.

Karbala: The Meeting with My Imam

After two and a half days, I entered Karbala. I had been warned by my friends to wait until the wee hours of
the night and go for Ziyarat, claiming that people would not be so many at that time, but like a mad man, I

just couldn’t be in Karbala and not at the Haram, so at 12pm, I reached this great place.

The grandeur of the Haram of Imam Hussein (a.s) left me overwhelmed. I leaned against its walls, trying to
make sure I was not dreaming. [ had prayed to touch his shrine, having failed to touch that of Imam Ali (a.s).
And miraculously, each time I approached, I was effortlessly carried by the crowd to his resting place. I
would touch the Zarih for minutes, sobbing, until the crowd gently pushed me away. For three days, day and

night, this miracle repeated itself—an ease granted only by the Imam’s permission.
I felt my Imam had accepted me.

At the shrine of Abolfadl al-Abbas (a.s), the guardian of Karbala, the struggle was greater, but by Allah’s

grace, I reached his resting place too.



Encounters and Reflections

In Karbala, I reunited with old acquaintances—scholars and friends from Iran whom I had first met in
Uganda. Together we did Ziyarat, shared reflections on the struggles of the Ummah, and even spoke at a
Husayniyya where I narrated my journey to Karbala and my path to Shia Islam. Here, I met new Iranian
comrades who invited me to proceed with them to Iran and visit the Haram of Imam al-Ridha a.s promising
to pay for the entire journey, my heart, body and mind wanted it, time didn’t. In shaa Allah, I remain hopeful

of getting to this Islamic Republic, one that is a source of pride to the Islamic Ummah.
I also met and made new friends from so many other parts of the world.

I was also blessed with my first ever live TV interview, on Thaqalain TV, speaking on " Youth and Global

Responsibility in Upholding the Covenant with Ashura.”

On the Day of Arbaeen, I witnessed the ocean of 21 million pilgrims renewing their allegiance to Imam
Hussein (a.s). The sight of the servants of the Haram—tired yet radiant, waving green flags, guiding

pilgrims—captured my heart. I prayed to Allah that one day I too may be honored to serve in the Haram.

Way Forward

My heart now longs to bring more Ugandans to Karbala. I dream of establishing a Ugandan Mawkeb along

the Arbaeen route, to serve the visitors of Imam Hussein (a.s).
I see three groups to target:

1. The wealthy but unaware - Muslims who go for Umrah regularly but know little of Arbaeen. With
knowledge, they too may be inspired to walk to Karbala.

2. The yearning but unable - Shias in Uganda who dream of Karbala but cannot afford it. For them, I
plan to launch a global fundraising campaign, even if it sends just one soul each year.

3. Our Christian brothers and sisters - Though harder to convince, the message of Imam Hussein

(a.s) transcends religion. It is a call for justice and humanity that can touch any heart.



The events of Ashura can awaken even the hardest of hearts. The world stands at a critical moment, and the

message of Imam Hussein (a.s) must be shared widely, clearly, and courageously.

Conclusion

This journey changed me forever. In Karbala, I left my grief, my questions, my helplessness, and I returned

with peace, purpose, and resolve.

I now live with one prayer: that more souls, especially from Africa, may taste the sweetness of Arbaeen, the
school of love and sacrifice. And that one day, Allah grants me the honor of serving the shrine of Imam

Hussein (a.s).

Wa salam alaykum wa rahmatullah.

— Uthuman Ssemakula
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