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FOREWORD

MUSLIMS ARE ENJOINED, along with the rest of humanity, to
“read” the two great books of Revelation and Creation, i.e. the
Qur’an and the natural world. Reading one without the other will
result in an imbalance detrimental to the existence (and prosperity) of
humankind on earth, indeed to the divine purpose in the cosmos.
Fatalism, world-rejection and stultification of the intellect and the
imagination are some of the results of a “reading” that excludes the
real-existential. Arrogance and a rampant lust for power at whatever
cost are among the by-products of an absorption with the material
world at the expense of the spiritual and moral. In both cases, people
walk away from their role as khulafd’ (stewards) on earth and from all
the responsibilities of compassion, mercy, fraternity, moderation,
and other duties which that role implies in relation to God, fellow
human beings, and the environment.

A Thematic Commentary by the late Shaykh al-Ghazali is a signifi-
cant contribution to the first reading, i.e., that of the Qur’an—the
repository of divine truth and enlightenment. Already of course there
is a wealth, indeed an abundance, of exegetical work on the Qur’an.
But while the ancient scholars have endeavored to elucidate many
linguistic, historical, and miraculous aspects of the sacred, ever-won-
drous and challenging text, al-Ghazali’s contribution is somewhat
unique (and contemporary) in the sense that it focuses on the organic
unity of each surah (chapter) highlighting the logic or inherent rea-
soning that courses through the surah and unifies its various com-
ponents and images.

Indeed, to the uninitiated, the Qur’an can seem quite daunting,
even bewildering. The titles of the surahs do not appear to reflect
their subject matter; the ordering of the verses and the surahs does
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Foreword

not seem to fall into a set pattern; the structuring of the topics within
the individual surahs, especially the longer ones, does not appear sys-
tematic; there is often a blend of narrative, polemics, anecdotes, and
straightforward instruction. The diction resorts to a variety of lin-
guistic and stylistic devices.

There is no dispute among Muslims over the authenticity or
integrity of the Qur’anic text; even secular students of Islam no
longer seem to argue very much over this issue. Difterences have
always existed, though, over the precise interpretation and applica-
tion of Qur’anic statements and injunctions. As issues proliferate and
life becomes more complex, the need to throw a new light on the
meaning of the Qur’anic text grows.

Shaykh al-Ghazali’s cogent method of interpretation takes
account of the fact (or premise) that each surah has its unique cohe-
rent and integral character. This character is defined by a main
subject, or a theme of interrelated topics which together form the
body of the surah’s subject matter. Once the central subject or theme
is identified, the jigsaw pieces come together, enunciating how the
rest of the surah falls into line with, or can be related to, that theme.

This is where Shaykh al-Ghazali’s greatest contribution lies. By
adopting this method, he is able to make the Qur’an more easily
accessible, and the task of unlocking its secrets less daunting, more
rewarding. In addition to appreciating the beauty of the Qur’an, the
reader is now able to have a clearer understanding of'its meaning and
flow. The surahs come alive, each one assuming distinct features and
characteristics that make it stand out and claim its unique position
within the whole design and sweep.

Another feature of Shaykh al-Ghazali’s work is that he places the
Qur’anic subjects within their proper historic and cultural context.
This has the eftect of relating the Qur’anic subject matter not only
to the life and career of Prophet Muhammad, but also to today’s
world, thereby transforming it into a source of practical guidance
and a ready reference for dealing with contemporary issues.

Viil
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No exegesis is by itself sufficient for a full understanding of the
Qur’an. But this work is an indispensable companion in the quest for
abetter comprehension of, and a closer aftinity with, the sacred text.

Al-Tafsir al-Mawdii‘t was originally published in Arabic in three
volumes. The IIIT translated and published the first two volumes
separately in 1997 and 1999. The current volume incorporates all
three volumes into one edition.

The translation of the meaning of the Qur’an used in this book is
mainly ‘Abdullah Yasuf ‘Ali’s The Meaning of the Holy Qur’an
(Amana Publications, 1996) and The Message of the Qur’an by
Muhammad Asad (Dar al-Andalus Limited, 1980). However, we
used several other translations and made changes whenever we
deemed it necessary for the sake of elucidation and precision of
meaning. Footnotes have been added by the editorial team for fur-
ther clarification or explanation of terms. Following the IIIT house
style, Arabic words appearing in English dictionaries have not been
italicized.

We would like to express our thanks and gratitude to the trans-
lator, Ashur Shamis; the editorial and production team at the London
Office and those who were directly or indirectly involved in the
completion of this book: Zaynab Alawiye, Sohail Nakhooda, Shiraz
Khan, Ataiya Pathan, Amanda Adams and Alexandra Grayson.

Jumada (IT) 1421 IIIT LONDON OFFICE
September 2000
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AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

THIS WORK PRESENTS a new approach to the study of the
Qur’an which I had adopted in some of my earlier writings. Ever
since I embarked on the task of producing this work, I have been
daunted by a feeling of inadequacy, a fear of being unable to do the
Qur’an the justice it deserves. My decision to go ahead with it nev-
ertheless has been as much for my own sake as for that of the readers.

The Qur’an is a vast and rich world, with widely varying themes
and subjects and endless possibilities for interpretation and analysis.
This work 1s but a small contribution to the noble objective of under-
standing the Qur’an, and it is being undertaken in the hope that I
might tap certain areas or open certain doors not tapped nor opened
before. According to this approach, each surah of the Qur’an is trea-
ted as one whole unit. A thematic explanation, or overview, of each
surah is then presented, identifying its main theme, or themes, and
the subtle threads of meaning and ideas that link its subject matter. I
have taken meticulous care in dealing with the main theme of each
surah, regardless of the number of different issues it raises or addres-
ses. In this, [ have emulated the excellent pioneering work of the late
Shaykh Muhammad “Abd Allah Darraz in his study of al-Baqarah, the
longest chapter in the Qur’an.

I began learning the Qur’an during my early childhood, and
committed it all to memory by the age of ten. Ever since I started to
study it seriously, I have been convinced that there is a need for this
type of commentary. But, as I read the Qur’an today, going through
my eighties, [ still find that I have grasped only a fraction of its mean-
ing. | feel a pressing need to go deeper into it and to try and link the
themes, passages, and sections found in each surah, in order to iden-
tify its character and its overall purpose.
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The method I have adopted consists of highlighting only those
verses and passages that represent or enhance the features and the
character of the main theme of the surah. This implicitly assumes that
readers have to fill in the gaps and fit the rest of the surah into the
overall picture themselves. Needless to say, this method of studying
the Qur’an in no way undervalues or replaces the traditional meth-
ods and approaches adopted by other students and scholars of the
Qur’an. It merely complements their great works and facilitates an
easier and more accessible way of understanding the text.

Another aspect of thematic commentary on the Qur’an which I
have not attempted to adopt here, is to identify the major themes of
the Qur’an as a whole and discuss the issues and subjects it covers in
the light of those themes.  had made use of this feature in other writ-
ings of mine, published in Arabic, such as: Al-Mahawir al-Khamsah [i
al-Qur’an al-Karim (Five Central Themes of the Qur’an) and Nazarat
fi al-Qur’an (Glimpses into the Qur’an). Surely, the study and under-
standing of the Qur’an can benefit from both approaches and from all
efforts that will make its meaning, wisdom, and beauty easier to grasp
and appreciate. The Qur’an shall remain an eternal fountain of
knowledge, a guidance for all humanity, and a living proof of the
Power and Glory of God Almighty.

Safar 1413 MUHAMMAD AL-GHAZALI
August 1992
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SURAH I

Al-Fatihah
(The Opening Chapter)

“IN THE NAME OF GOD the Merciful, the Compassionate” (1).
This surah, like all other surahs in the Qur’an with the exception of
al-Tawbah, opens in the name of God, Allah (SWT),! the most exal-
ted and holiest of names which, when invoked, provides protection
from all harm and evil. As an expression of praise and gratitude to
God the surah represents the very heart and soul of the Qur’an and,
although it is one of the shorter surahs, it is often considered to be
the most illustrious of them all. Al-Fatihah conveys the quintessen-
tial ideal of Islam giving expression and definition to the covenant
made between human beings and God upon which the mission and
task of humankind in this world has been founded. It is, moreover,
an earnest prayer to God, a heartfelt plea to show humans the right
way, give them guidance and make them deserving of His pleasure
and benevolence.

Let us take a close look at the verse: “Praise be to God, Lord of all
creation” (2). This verse articulates three concepts:

1. praise and glorification of the grandeur, magnificence,
and perfection of God Almighty;

2. praise to God, the Creator and Provider, for the grace,
generosity, and kindness He has shown towards His
creation; and

U SWT—Subhanahu wa Ta‘ala: May He be praised and may His transcen-
dence be affirmed. Said when referring to Allah.
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3. gratitude and thankfulness to the Creator and Provider,
for all the favors and the grace He has bestowed upon
His creation.

Every time one utters these words or expresses these feelings, one
not only glorifies God, but praises and thanks Him at the same time.
“Lord of all creation” (2) is an assertion that God is Master of all, from
the mightiest to the humblest of creatures, wherever they may be
on earth and in the universe. He is the Master of humans, animals,
plants, angels, planets, stars, systems, the seen and the unseen. Every-
thing that has existed or shall ever exist in this world is subordinate to
God, subservient to Him, bound to His power, and totally depen-
dent upon His grace, blessings, and compassion. God says elsewhere
in the Qur’an:

To God is praise, Lord of the heavens and of the earth, Lord of all
creation. Glory to Him in the heavens and on earth. He is Mighty
and Wise. (al-Jathiyah: 36—37)

“The Merciful, the Compassionate” (3). Human beings, and all
other creation, live by the grace of God’s mercy, which is abundant
beyond all estimation. Were it not for His mercy, our existence
would have been eroded by both our sins and ingratitude as well as
by our arrogance and high-handed tendencies.

“Master of the Day of Judgment” (4). This refers to the day of
reckoning, which heralds the beginning of a new life that will be in
total contrast to our present transient one. The concept of a “Day of
Judgment” has been all but obliterated and forgotten in today’s
materialistic society. It has become a subject for satire and ridicule.
In areas of education, law, national and international politics, it has
been deliberately omitted or swept aside. Nevertheless, it represents
a most basic and fundamental fact of human existence and should be
cherished and reckoned with.
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“You alone we worship, and to You alone we turn for help” (s).
Everyone and everything is in need of God and His favors. Prophet
Muhammad (SAAS)? was known to appeal to God: “Help me to be
mindful of You and thank You and worship You, the best I can.”
He was reported to have advised: “When you have a specific need,
ask God to provide it, and when you are short of help seek it from
God.”3

“Guide us to the straight path, the path of those whom You have
tavored” (6-7). A straight line 1s the shortest distance between two
points and 1s therefore unique. Whoever leads a straight and righ-
teous life will be on the right path to God, for that is the one and only
sure and direct way that leads to Him. God’s religion is one religion,
preached by all prophets and messengers at all stages of human his-
tory. It is founded on the oneness of God who deserves total allegi-
ance and full praise and on whom everyone and everything depend.

This concept seems to be a matter for considerable confusion and
debate among followers of some contemporary religions. But Mus-
lims believe with certainty that everything in existence, human or
otherwise, is totally subservient to and dependent on God in every
aspect of its existence, now and in the life to come. And there are no
exceptions to this rule; neither among human beings nor other crea-
tures. Those who deny or overlook this fact are doomed to ruin and
humiliation.

On the other hand, whoever submits willingly to God and obeys
Him and His Messenger, Muhammad, will find the right and
straight path and would follow it. God says elsewhere in the Qur’an:

whoever obeys God and the Messenger [Muhammad] will be in
the company of those whom God has favored: the prophets, the

2 SAAS—Salla Allahu Alayhi wa Sallam: May the peace and blessings of Allah
be upon him; said whenever the name of Prophet Muhammad is mentioned or
whenever he is referred to as the Prophet of Allah.

3 Narrated by Abii Dawiid and al-Nasd’i in their Sunan.

3



A Thematic Commentary on the Qur’an

believers, the martyrs and the pious; and what good company they
will be! (al-Nisa’: 69)

As for those who take other gods, or deities, besides God or flout
His commands, their plight will be hopeless and they will be wasted,
wallowing under the combined effect of a total loss of direction and
the wrath of God. People should strive to be clear and correct in
their thinking and sincere in their vision and perception. Once
shown the truth, people should uphold it, show humility towards
God, and kindness and benevolence towards other beings.

God prescribed the recitation of this surah as part of all Muslim
prayers, including the obligatory five daily ones. It is a refreshing,
regenerative, and intimate communication between people and
their Lord. It is a manifesto of fundamental truths and ideals, and an
overture of humility from a modest apologetic servant to the All-
Powerful Lord and Master. Prophet Muhammad is reported to have
quoted God as saying:

[the fruits] of prayer are shared equally between Me and My servant,
and My servant will be granted what he had asked for. As he recites:
“Praise be to God,” God would say: “My servant has praised Me.”
As he recites: “The Merciful, the Compassionate,” God would say:
“My servant has thanked Me.” As he recites: “Master of the Day of
Judgment,” God would say: “My servant has glorified Me and sur-
rendered to Me.” As he says: “You alone we worship, and You
alone we turn to for help,” God would say: “This is between Me
and My servant, and My servant will receive what he has asked for.”
And, as he says: “Guide us to the straight path, the path of those
whom You have favored, not those who have incurred Your
wrath, nor those who have gone astray,” God would say: “This is

for My servant, and he will be granted his wish.”4

4 Narrated by Muslim in his Sahih.
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We recite these blessed words of supplication and praise for the
benefit of our own souls, just as washing regularly is necessary for the
health of our bodies. The benefits we reap justify the regularity and
repetition of the recitation. A body would not remain clean by
washing it only now and then; it needs to be washed regularly all
through one’s life. Likewise, human temperament and behavior are
never put right by a short prayer, casually repeated but soon forgot-
ten. One has to stand before God as frequently as possible, because
human recklessness and imprudence, as well as Satan’s insinuations,
never cease nor know any bounds. Prayer, supplication, and submis-
sion to God have to be observed and performed as a matter of habit.
God says elsewhere in the Qur’an: “Prayer has been enjoined on the
believers at set times” (al-Nisa’: 103).

In a few short lines, therefore, we have a true expression and a full
definition of the natural and proper relationship between people and
their Lord. The essence of this relationship is people’s acknowledge-
ment of God, their unqualified praise of Him, their eagerness to
reach closer to Him, their commitment to worship Him, and their
continual active and sincere efforts to beg for His favor, mercy, and
grace. All this in order that God may help people to exist and live as
He wishes them to do.



SURAH 2

Al-Bagarah
(The Cow)

FOLLOWING THE MUSLIMS’ emigration from Makkah and their
settlement in Madinah around 622 Ac, all attention was focused on
building the first Muslim autonomous community there. By
embracing the new religion, members of that community had, each
in his/her own right, succeeded in breaking away from idolatry,
polytheism, and other forms of pagan traditions and practices of
Arabia. They had now found security and safety in their new sanctu-
ary where they could group together and set up a state of their own.

Nevertheless, they were to face fresh hostilities from a rather
unexpected source. The Jewish rabbis had always believed that reli-
gion was the prerogative of their own people and a monopoly of
their ‘Chosen Race.” Predictably, they were somewhat ruffled and
unhappy at the arrival in Madinah of Prophet Muhammad and his
tollowers preaching Islam. They quickly embarked on preparations
for how to react to that threat and for the best way to deal with it.
Scheming, overt as well as covert, began.

The Hebrew tribes who had settled in Madinah, or Yathrib as
it was known then, in the fertile northwestern part of the Hijaz, had
gone there as refugees to escape the oppression and persecution of
Byzantine, the Eastern Roman Empire whose capital was Cons-
tantinople. Although welcome to live among the illiterate Arab
tribes, they rather looked down upon them. The Jews made no
effort to combat 1dol worship, which was widespread in the area;
nor did they feel the need to pass on the teachings of their religion
to their native hosts. They recognized no obligation to propagate

6
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God’s message or establish His order to replace the existing man-
made one. Their view of the Arabs was wholly sanctimonious,
adopting the proverbial condescending ‘holier-than-thou’ attitude,
holding jealously onto their religious heritage, and totally beholden
to the erroneous belief that religion was their privilege and theirs
alone.

What, then, was their (or, more specifically, their elders’) reac-
tion to Islam? They rejected it. They began to distort, conceal and
otherwise obliterate religious and historical facts in order to pre-
empt the spread of the new religion.

In contrast, Prophet Muhammad, the last of God’s prophets and
the benefactor of the new religion, spared no effort in appealing to
them and soliciting their understanding and cooperation. However,
their malaise was deep and irrepressible, and increasingly their hos-
tile intentions began to be reflected in their behavior. In view of this
the Muslims found themselves, in their new sanctuary, building
their community on the one hand and defending it on the other.
They were laying the foundations of their nascent state, under the
guidance and direction of the divine Revelation being received by
Muhammad, while at the same time having to ward off the impend-
ing threat posed by enemies living in their midst, who were intent
on undermining their existence and everything they were building.

It was in this atmosphere that al-Bagarah, the longest and most
wide-ranging chapter in the Qur’an, was received. The surah
obliquely cited the fallacy of Jewish claims of exclusivity by descri-
bing the Qur’an as “the Book over which there is no doubt, a
guidance to those who fear God” (2), thereby highlighting the view
that other ‘Books’ or scriptures were less viable as sources of gui-
dance and law, and less authoritative as references for or expressions
of the divine will.

In over thirty difterent places, the surah elaborates extensively
on the features and merits of the God-fearing category of human
beings. This aspect is unique to the surah. Fear (alternatively,
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awareness) of God is a quality required of human beings by all reli-
gions. God says in the Qur’an: “To God belongs all that is in the
heavens and on the earth; and We have recommended to those who
had received the Book before you, as We have recommended to
you, that you should all fear God” (al-Nisa’: 131).

The surah is also remarkable for referring to all the five principles
of the religion of Islam in the following verses:

Tawhid: “People; worship your Lord who had created you and
those before you” (21);

Salah:  “Observe salah, especially the middle one, and submit
to God” (238);

Zakah: “Believers; spend of what We have given you before a
day comes when there will be no trade and no friendship
and no intercession” (254);

Sawm: “Believers, sawm has been prescribed for you as it had
been for your predecessors” (183); and

Hajj: “Complete the Hajj and the “‘umrah tor God’s sake” (196).

The revelation of the surah was completed over a period, with the
Prophet adding verses and passages that related to its subject matter
when he was directed to do so through revelation.

According to established sources, the last Qur’anic verse revealed
to Muhammad was number 281 of this surah, which says, “Fear the
day when you shall return to God; when each soul shall be requited
according to its deserts and none shall be wronged.” The Prophet
instructed the scribes to include it with the verses dealing with
usury, which appear towards the end of the surah.

Reading through the early part of the surah, we find that it des-
cribes God-fearing people in three verses, the unbelievers in two, and
the hypocrites in thirteen, an indication of the last’s wickedness and
the threat they pose to the whole Muslim community. Following a
general call for belief in God and the Day of Judgment, and a brief
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account of the miraculous aspects of the Qur’an itself, the veracity of
Muhammad, its proponent, and the ill-fate awaiting his opponents,
the surah returns to the description of the various human groups: the
believers, the rejectionists, and the renegades, and how each reacted
to God’s message. The surah then inquires whether God deserves to
be understood and addressed in such an improper and ungrateful
manner by the unbelievers and the skeptics who fail to acknowledge
His grace and benevolence. It asks them pointedly:

How can you deny God when He gave you life, after you were
dead, and He will cause you again to die and then restore you to life

so that you eventually return unto Him? (28)

Having dealt with that subject, it would follow naturally to
address the issue of creation and how humans came to be charged
with their role in this world, and the perennial confrontation
between Adam, father of the human race, and Satan, humankind’s
archetypal enemy, along with his supporters. This confrontation
was reenacted in a bitter conflict between Muhammad, the last of
God’s prophets to humankind, and some descendants of Israel who
in that instance chose to take Satan’s side in a crucial battle between
truth and falsehood.

Being the first surah revealed in Madinah, it was imperative that
it should deal with the issue of the Jews; their elders’ negative atti-
tude towards the message of Islam, and their history, both ancient
and recent. This begins in the surah with:

Children of Israel, remember the favors I have bestowed upon you,
keep your covenant and I shall keep Mine and fear Me. Believe in
what I have revealed, confirming that which you had received [the

scriptures|, and do not be the first to deny it. (40—4T1)

The confirmation in the Qur’an of the scriptures of which the
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Jews had possession was a confirmation in general terms and not in all
details. The People of the Book, Jews and Christians, were seen as
different from other religious groups because they believed in the
One and only God. Unlike the idolaters and the pagans, they did not
deny the existence of God and divine Revelation. The Qur’an
endorsed the claims of the Jews with regard to their beliefin the One
God, revelation, and the responsibility and accountability of human-
kind. But it did not endorse, among other things, the allegation in
their scriptures that God regretted bringing about the Great Flood or
His needing to be reminded not to do it again. Likewise, the Qur’an
does not endorse the Old Testament tale of God walking on earth,
leaning towards Abraham, and eating with him. Nor does it accept
the story of God’s wrestling with Jacob one long night, and not being
released until He promised Jacob the name ‘Israel.” The Qur’an’s
endorsement of the Jewish scriptural legacy was general and not
specific nor total. Furthermore, the Qur’an cites those parts of Jewish
scriptures it endorses mainly to hold their elders accountable for their
faithfulness to and respect for those scriptures and their teachings.
All in all, this surah cites sixteen difterent issues concerning Jewish
dissent all through the people’s long and checkered history as docu-
mented in the Torah. In all these cases, the dissenters prove disap-
pointing even to their own prophets, and wanting in their obser-
vance of God’s commands and their gratitude to and reverence for
Him.

The account begins with the verse: “Remember how We deli-
vered you from Pharaoh’s people, who had inflicted upon you the
worst type of torture” (49). Did the rebellious among the Jews
appreciate that favor? Although God went on to drown their enemy
before their eyes, did they recognize God’s justice or acknowledge
His grace as He destroyed their oppressors? These issues are debated
over several passages, always inquiring whether the Jewish con-
science had been aroused or the Jewish faith in God rekindled.
Would the Jews of Arabia, after such a detailed interrogation and
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analysis of their ancestors’ record, persist with their obduracy and
rejection of Prophet Muhammad, to whom the Qur’an was being
revealed? The outcome of this discussion of the long history of the
Jews is an assertion of the veracity and efticacy of the concept of reli-
gious unity as expounded in the Qur’an.

K/ 4 S
SN

In the face of narrow-minded religious fanaticism, Islam emerged to
promote a tolerant religious unity, addressed to and embracing all of
humankind, built on pristine human nature and sound common
sense. The Jewish and the Christian establishments had grown accus-
tomed to seeing truth as their own monopoly, and salvation as theirs
alone. Islam questioned that judgment and the attitudes underlying
it. We read in the surah:

They [the Jewish and the Christian elders] declared, “Only Jews
and Christians shall enter Paradise!” Such are their wishful fancies.

Say, “Bring forth your proof, if you were really truthful.” (111)

There are other people in the world who have come to know God
truly, and who have submitted themselves to Him and dedicated
their lives and energies to His service, and whose eftorts should not
be allowed to go to waste. The surah thus aftirms:

Indeed, those who surrender themselves to God and do good works
shall be rewarded by their Lord; they shall have nothing to fear or to

regret. (112)

It was on this basis that the Qur’an called upon the People of the
Book to believe in God and all His messengers, and to cast aside their
religio-centricity which led each group to claim a monopoly on
truth. The surah cites their spokesmen’s allegations:
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They said, “Accept the faith of the Jews or the Christians and you
shall be rightly guided.” Say, “By no means! We shall accept the

religion of Abraham, the pious one, who was never an idolater.”

(135)

It also advised them to believe in all the prophets sent by God to
guide humanity, since there would be no meaning in excluding any
one of them. The surah says:

Say, “We believe in God and in that which is revealed to us, and
that which was revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the
Tribes, and in what Moses, Jesus, and the prophets received from
their Lord. We make no distinction among any of them, and to

God we have surrendered ourselves.” (136)

These are the basic principles of the unity of religion as expoun-
ded in this surah and presented to the Jews and the Christians, for
them to adopt and share with the Muslims. At the beginning of
this exposition, the Qur’an makes it clear that Islam, as such, is not
a new religion but the same religion preached by all preceding
messengers.

Jews have always taken pride in the fact that they are the sons of
Jacob, known also as Israel, after whom the modern Jewish state is
named. But who was Jacob? He was a pious man who acknow-
ledged God and surrendered to Him, and who taught his children to
do likewise. Before he passed away, he made sure that his legacy
continued intact in his descendants. The surah relates:

Were you present when death came to Jacob, and he said to his chil-
dren: “What will you worship after I die?” They said: “We shall
worship your God and the God of your forefathers Abraham,

Ishmael, and Isaac; the One God to whom we all surrender.” (133)
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Surrender to God or, to use the Arabic term, Islam, is the only natu-
ral and logical position creation can assume in relation to the
Creator, the definitive bond between humankind and God. It is
only natural for creation to surrender to its Creator and yearn for His
mercy and pleasure. This is the essence of true religion rather than
rebellion against God; it is neither transgression nor adherence to
manmade religions.

Muhammad restored for religion its true and proper place in the
world and chartered a unique and sure way towards God, as the
surah states:

So if they accept what you have believed in, they shall be rightly
guided; but if they reject it, they shall be in schism. God will defend
you against them; He hears all and knows all. (137)

The verse advances two morals, the first being to offer the Jews of
Madinah the choice of accepting the new faith, and the second being
neither to condemn nor scold them for their rejection of it. They
were merely left to their own devices, and if they were to initiate hos-
tilities, God would help and protect the Muslims against them.

Thus was the overall framework of religious unity as presented
in this surah. However, one possible misunderstanding remains to
be clarified: this concerns the statement that all messengers were
Muslims, although we know that Islam was the message that
Muhammad, the last Prophet and Messenger, had established. The
answer lies in the fact that religion has always been one. It entails faith
in God and a righteous life of good deeds, which are the very essence
of the religion of Islam. For faith to be complete, mere or abstract
knowledge is not sufficient. A believer has to attest to his or her belief
and indicate to God that he or she has received the message and is
ready and willing to obey Him; or as the Qur’an puts it: “We hear
and we obey, grant us Your forgiveness, Lord; to You we shall all
return” (285). Satan’s knowledge of the fact that one God was the
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Creator of all things did not spare him, because knowledge has to be
supported by submission to God’s commands and followed by exer-
tions to please Him. Having refused to do so, Satan was ostracized
and banished from God’s grace.

All messengers have declared their knowledge of the true God
and demonstrated their obedience to Him. This was the case with
Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad. To list the Qur’anic
verses that confirm this would take much space, but suffice it to
say that they were all advocates of surrender to the will and power of
God, despite the minor variations in what they had taught and
preached at various periods of human history.

When people are born, they are given names which remain with
them right through to their old age, although their personalities
and spheres of activity widen quite extensively. Likewise, it would be
naive to think that the scope and sphere of religion today can be com-
pared to those during Noah’s time, for example. The focal point and
the central theme may remain the same in both cases, but the outer
limits can expand according to the needs and level of development of
the period. In today’s technological terms, the national power grid in
certain small towns can extend to only a few square kilometers,
whereas in big cities it has to cover hundreds or perhaps thousands of
times that area; however, the electric current flowing through both
grid systems remains the same and performs the same function.

Muhammad was preceded by the tumultuous experiences of
Moses and Jesus, and it would not be unusual that his commission
should introduce certain amendments and corrections, or make
alterations and additions that had become necessary by the passage of
time. It would also have been quite normal for him to throw a new
light on, or reveal fresh aspects of, religion that may not have been
dealt with by his predecessors. Thus his coming was a matter of
urgency to correct the direction of human history and to alert the
People of the Book to the malaise and confusion they had brought
upon themselves and humankind as a whole.
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As far as Christians were concerned, it was necessary to reempha-
size the concept of tawhid, to reinstate the identity of Jesus as a
human being, and to point out that he and his disciples were ordi-
nary mortal advocates of the true religion of Islam. In the case of the
Arabian Jews, there was a need to reprimand them for their arro-
gance, to weaken their encroachment on authentic divine reve-
lation, and to reaffirm the fact that God had no biased aftinity
towards any particular ethnic group of the human race. The surah
stresses the fact that sincere and honest followers of Moses and Jesus
are one with those of Muhammad in the beliefs they hold and the
fate they are to receive:

The believers, the Jews, the Christians, and the Sabaeans; whoever
believes in God and the Last Day and does good deeds, shall be
rewarded by their Lord; they have nothing to fear or to regret. (62)

But those of the People of the Book who discarded revelation,
neglected their obligations towards the Lord, and chose to pursue
their capricious worldly desires, vying with idolaters, would have no
claim to godliness. Their plight would be made worse by their envy
and hostility towards the believers. The surah inquires:

‘Who is more wicked than those who seek to destroy the mosques of
God and forbid His name to be invoked in them? These perpetrators
can only enter mosques in fear. They shall be held up to shame in this

world and shall receive stern punishment in the hereafter. (114)

Having been revealed immediately after the Prophet’s emigration
from Makkah to Madinah, during the formative days of the new
Muslim community, the surah lays down the fundamentals upon
which relations among followers of various religions ought to be
conducted. At the same time it calls for the unity of religion by advo-
cating a return to the common basic teachings of all messengers.
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When Islam first emerged, the elders of the Jewish community in
Arabia received it with cynicism, denial, and disdain, since they
believed in their God-given monopoly over religion, and in the
notion that after their race, religion would never be revealed to
another human group. When the Muslims emigrated from Makkah
to Madinah, Islam became too close for comfort for some Jews who
were already settled there. They resolved to fight it by all available
means and to scheme against its followers. Prophet Muhammad
offered them a charter as a code of conduct for their relationship
with the Muslims and other inhabitants of the area. The agreement
was based on peace and mutual cooperation. It seems that the local
Jews accepted that agreement with reluctance, for they continued to
deride the new religion, to lobby against it in a hostile manner, and
to undermine its veracity and stability.

Meanwhile, the Qur’anic revelations also continued with their
relentless scolding and rebuke of certain Jewish attitudes in the past.
However, this had little effect in subduing the more recent arro-
gance or softening hardened hearts. The detractors persisted in their
beliefin the exclusivity of their religion and in the assertion that God
could not and should not have chosen prophets from outside their
race. The Qur’an rejects all their claims, querying their denial of the
new religion which endorsed, supported, and blessed what had been
revealed to their forefathers. We read in the surah:

And when it is said to them, “Believe in what God had revealed,”
they reply, “We [only] believe in what was revealed to us,” but they
deny what had since been revealed, although it is the truth, corrob-
orating what they had already received. Say, “Why did you then kill
the prophets of God, if you were true believers?” (91)

The surah lists over ten different reminders of this kind, in the
hope that the Jews of Madinah would heed God’s advice and come
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to their senses. While those reminders might not have dissuaded
Jewish zealots from pursuing their policy, they were extremely
instructive for the Muslims themselves and served as a warning to
them. God had said to the Jews, “Keep My covenant and I shall keep
yours” (40), and He advised the Muslims saying, “Remember Me
and then I shall remember you; be thankful to Me and do not deny
Me. Believers, seek help in patience and prayer” (152—53). It is say-
ing to the Muslims that whereas other groups had clung to the
outward form of their religion but ignored its essence and true spirit,
and drained it of its authentic universal meaning, they, the Muslims,
should look into the heart and the essence of their religion and live it
with sincerity and true faith. The surah puts it thus: “Righteousness
does not come about by turning your faces towards the East or the
West. It is beliefin God and the Last Day” (177).

The surah then gets down to the task of laying the solid ground
on which the new community was to emerge and grow. It outlines
the five basic foundations or pillars of Islam and turns to dealing with
Muslim family affairs, giving many of the principles on which they
should be established, strengthened, and preserved.

From time to time references to narrow-minded or rebellious
attitudes by previous groups and nations serve as a timely, if oblique,
warning to the Muslims themselves: “To whoever tampers with
God’s boon after it has been bestowed on him God would mete out
a severe chastisement” (211). The surah also deals with the question
of protecting the larger community by means of sacrifice and hard
work (Arabic: jihad) as well as protecting the smaller one, the family
unit, with a number of rules and provisions that ensure its health,
safety, and welfare—two counts on which we, the Muslims, have
unfortunately been so negligent. Let us for the time being leave the
family issue aside and deal briefly with the subject of war and the
manner in which the Qur’an has presented it, contending, in the
process, with some persistent misconceptions about jihad.

We Muslims abhor war, and dislike the destruction and loss of
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life it causes. Our natural disposition and tendency favor peace,
harmony, and stability among relatives, neighbors, and friends.
However, while condoning and encouraging these tendencies, the
Qur’an also says:

Much as you dislike it, fighting has been prescribed for you. But
you may despise something that is good for you, and you may love

something that is bad for you. God knows, but you do not. (216)

Peace is to be welcomed when rights are protected and beliefs are
respected; but if peace means abject surrender and subjugation, it
cannot be easily defended on moral or realistic grounds. This deli-
cate balance is well presented in the verse: “They ask you whether
fighting is permitted during the sacred month. Say, ‘fighting initisa
grave matter’” (217), meaning it is not permitted. However, what
should be done if aggression is perpetrated, terrorizing peaceful
communities and jeopardizing their rights of worship and belief?
Should not aggression be repelled, in order to protect one’s rights?
The verse continues:

...but to deny God and debar people from His path and prevent
them from worshiping in the Holy Mosque, and to drive its inhabi-

tants away, is far more grave in the sight of God... (217)

In short “sedition [Arabic: fitnah] is a greater threat than killing”
(217), and fighting or armed resistance should be permitted in
defense of one’s integrity and beliefs. However, in circumstances in
which we are faced with enemies who will not be satistied until we
forsake our religion and way of life and adopt theirs, defensive action
becomes obligatory and the blame for instigating the conflict will
not fall on us but on those who were the cause of it.

These introductory remarks enable us to appreciate fully the
meaning of the following verse; “fight for the cause of God those
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who fight against you, but do not commit aggression because God
does not love the aggressors” (190). This is an eternal principle, and
everything else the Qur’an has to say on this subject agrees with it.
Some commentators have been erroneously misled into believing
that surah al-Tawbah contains injunctions that contradict this princi-
ple. The command given in that surah to undertake to fight back
does not, however, prescribe fighting against fair-minded, neutral,
or reasonable people. It condones it against groups who have
grudges against the Muslims and are actively undermining their
peace and security and inflicting harm upon them. That is the reason
for the Qur’an’s condemnation that: “Evil is what they [the unbe-
lievers|] have done; they respect no pacts or agreements with the
believers and they are the aggressors” (al-Tawbah: 9—10). Further-
more, the Qur’an emphasizes the need to confront those aggressors
in a just and clean fight, by asking:

Would you not fight against those who have broken their oaths and
conspired to drive the Messenger out, and attacked you first? Do
you fear them? Surely you should fear God instead, if you are true

believers. (al- Tawbah: 13)

It is difficult to see how this can be seen as prescribing waging war
against those who do not commit aggression, or that it overrides the
principle given in al-Baqarah which states clearly that fighting is
undertaken only in response to aggression. This—when propoun-
ded by some Muslims—is at best a misunderstanding, and at worst
an objectionable undermining of eternal Islamic principles, inviting
noxious charges against Islam, for which we have only ourselves to
blame. Here it is worth stressing that the Qur’an prescribes legiti-
mate defensive war on condition that it is undertaken for the cause
of God and not for personal glory nor to gain a special advantage;
nor should wars be prescribed for the sake of vainglorious and bigo-
ted nationalist interests to prove that a particular country is supreme
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and master of all! Wars conducted in recent times have been organ-
ized to usurp the wealth and the resources of weaker nations, and to
colonize and control their lands and destinies for the benefit of
strong and mighty ones. Far from being “just wars,” fought in the
name of God, they are true works of evil. Wars are said to be con-
ducted for God’s cause when they are fought to uphold God’s
supremacy and drive out godless powers. True believers have always
undertaken such proper fighting in order to keep alive the belief in
and worship of the One God. The surah asks: “Who is more wicked
than those who forbid God’s name being invoked in His mosques
and seek to destroy them?” (114). The Qur’an observes:

And if God had not enabled people to defend themselves against
one another, corruption would surely overwhelm the earth: but

God is limitless in His bounty unto all the worlds. (251)

Indeed, right can only triumph and become firmly established when
those who defend it are selfless, brave, and totally devoted to uphold
and preserve it.

\
‘9

(O
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Al-Bagarah contains a long and detailed discussion of family affairs.
Since it appears at the beginning of the Qur’an, some may be misled
into thinking that what it has to say about this subject is the first to be
presented in the Qur’an. However, about two thirds of the Qur’an
had been revealed before this surah, and the subject was dealt with
extensively. In studying what the surah says about family aftairs, one
has to refer to what has already been said elsewhere in the Qur’an.
One of the topics under the family heading is equality between
the sexes, expressed in al-Nahlin these words: “Those who do good,
be they male or female, and are true believers, We shall certainly
grant them a good life and give them their rewards according to
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their best deeds” (al-Nahl: 97). The same principle was advocated by
a believer from Moses’ generation who defied Egypt’s Pharaoh and
his henchmen, and is quoted elsewhere in the Qur’an to have said:

Those who do evil shall be rewarded with like evil, but whoever do
good, be they males or females, and are true believers, shall enter

Paradise, and therein receive limitless blessings. (Ghafir: 40)

In another surah, we read: “One of His signs is that He created
for you spouses from among yourselves, that you may find peace and
harmony with them, and induce among you love and kindness”
(al-Riim: 21). This was stressed again in surah al-Nahl, when listing
God’s favors upon people, which included giving them “spouses
from among yourselves, and through them He gave you children
and grandchildren” (al-Nahl: 72).

Since the status of women and the position of the family in soci-
ety have already been dealt with in other parts of the Qur’an, it will
not come as a surprise that al-Bagarah should deal with details relat-
ing to family disputes or other aspects of family life that may arise for
which God’s rulings and guidance have to be sought. Hence, we
find the surah dealing with oaths, divorce, child-bearing, breast-
teeding, and so on. However, family legislation cannot endure and
be eftective without a firm basis of morality, faith, and piety. The
surah points out that divorcees, men and women, might have sec-
ond thoughts and choose not to sever the relationship altogether.
They should use reason and common sense, on which the surah
gives eight successive guidelines, for it says:

If you divorce women and they have reached [the end of] their
waiting period,

a) retain them with honor, or

b) let them go with dignity.

¢) You shall not detain them to harm them or to do them wrong.
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d) Whoever does this will wrong his own soul.

e) Do not take God’s revelations in vain;

f) remember God’s favors upon you and what He had revealed to
you of the Book and wisdom in order to enlighten you.

g) Fear God and

h) remember that He is aware of all things. (231)

What more can any religious system offer for a more amicable
and courteous separation, and a more equitable and responsible way
of protecting the rights and the future of all concerned in the family?
Nevertheless, divorce in some Muslim communities has become
rife, and one still comes across some ludicrous situations that have
led to tragic family breakups, with the blame being put on Islam as
being unfair to women!

I have referred on other occasions to the Qur’anic expression
“the bounds [or terms] set by God,” which appears six times in
verses 229 and 230 of this surah, dealing with the subject of divorce.
Very few Muslims have a clear understanding of this expression or
the emphasis placed on it in the Qur’an and the context in which it is
used. Women have been badly treated in many societies, but the
odd thing is that this maltreatment is often blamed on the teachings
of Islam, which have shown utmost respect and justice towards
women. God says in the Qur’an: “Wives shall with justice have
rights equal to those exercised against them, although men have
precedence [in terms of financial responsibilities] over them” (228),
which is quite clear in setting out the mutual rights and liabilities of
husbands and wives. Nevertheless one notices, in certain backward
communities, that women tend to give more than what they have a
right to receive, or that they are treated with undue harshness and
disdain. It is difficult to believe that such an attitude can have any-
thing to do with any religion, let alone the religion of Islam.

Of course, the wife herself may sometimes instigate the quarrel,
and such disputes cannot always be settled at the hands of the law.
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There has to be an environment of trust in, and respect for “the terms
[bounds] set by God” on the part of both sides. Enlightenment, gen-
erosity, moral integrity, as well as a sense of equity and fairness, and a
God-fearing community are all essential requirements for strong,
happy, and well-protected families.

The treatment of women in certain Muslim societies has been
a soft target for the enemies of Islam, and has proved a dangerous
breach through which they have relentlessly attacked its teachings
and laws. This issue has been the Trojan horse for those who want
to undermine Islam and Muslim societies by calling for the
“liberation of Muslim women from the injustice and cruelty of
Islam!” This has led to a bandwagon of opinion among sections of
the intelligentsia in some Muslim countries, especially amongst
women, who have taken up this issue with great enthusiasm. But
certainly, some of those who claim to speak for Islam and grossly
misrepresent it or are ignorant of the spirit of its legislation, are
partly to blame.

I once described the wife’s right to divorce from her husband in
return for a monetary compensation she pays to the husband (the
khula“ah) as being equivalent to the husband’s right to divorce her.
Accordingly, I argued, when a woman can no longer bear to live
with a man for whatever reasons that she may reveal or keep to her-
self, and she offers to pay him back the dowry he has advanced to
her, the legal authorities concerned should have no reason not to
grant her wish. Someone in the audience commented that a judge
could grant a wife divorce if she were threatened with real harm. I
replied that even if she were not, but nevertheless were not able to
live with her husband for some reason and were willing to compen-
sate him for what he had spent on her, there should be no reason
why she should be forced to stay with him. My opponent insisted
it would not be permissible as long as the husband was not agreeable
to the divorce. I replied that it would be permissible and it would
be up to the judge either to bring about reconciliation between
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them or rule that the husband accept compensation in return for a
divorce.

Some religious zealots tend to deny a woman her individual enti-
ty, while in the Qur’an we read that the wives of Noah and Pharaoh,
for example, were independent of their husbands and were under no
obligation to share in their actions or liabilities. When it comes to
having children and setting up a family, husbands and wives share
responsibilities and advantages equally, as the Qur’an says:

None should be charged with more than they can bear. A mother
should not be allowed to suffer on account of her child, nor should a
father...But if, after consultation, they decide by mutual consent to
wean the child [or separate it from its mother], they shall incur no

guilt. (233)

One important aspect of divorce which has been neglected in our
societies 1s that of providing maintenance for divorced women.
Divorce normally follows a period of much disagreement, acrimo-
ny, and bitter emotional tussles that could destroy hearts and wipe
out the best goodwill in the world. However, once divorce is agreed
upon, the emotional animosity it leaves behind has to be watered
down with some gracious gestures. This is clearly stated in the verse
that says:

Divorced women, too, have a right to maintenance that is duly
incumbent on God-fearing men. Thus God makes clear His requi-

sitions that you may comprehend. (241—42).

I earnestly call upon Muslims today to refer to the Qur’an and
the example of the Messenger Muhammad and to learn properly
the rules and principles governing family life in Islam, and the
most honorable ways of promoting happiness and efficiency in
Muslim homes. We must look around, examine and understand
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what is happening in the world today. It is incredible that we should
ban women from driving cars, when other societies allow them
to lead nations.

K/ 4 S
SN

In Madinah, and following their emigration from Makkah, the
Muslims continued to receive Qur’anic revelation as they had done
previously over a period of thirteen years. The environment and the
circumstances, however, had changed. For, whereas episodes from
Jewish history had hitherto been cited and related for information
and education, the talk about Jews now took a much more relevant,
topical, and contemporary significance, aftecting the present as well
as the future.

At Makkah, Muslims used to perform prayers individually, but
now the mosque became the focus of the community and they
flocked to it to pray collectively. Only the hypocrites or the weak
and infirm stayed behind in their houses during prayer times. The
essential characteristics of the new state began to emerge slowly and
a new society was gradually taking shape. Narrow-minded individ-
ualism was slowly but surely giving way to collective consolidated
allegiance to God’s laws, in defense of which the Muslims sought
strength in unity and collective vigilance.

The unitarian belief in the one God had its roots firmly estab-
lished by Makkan revelation, and to expound it further in Madinah
was necessary for a clearer and more enlightened understanding of
its significance. The Qur’an, after all, is a self-explanatory and self-
sustaining book; it resorts to a great deal of repetition and para-
phrasing of ideas and concepts. This can be seen in the many verses
in this surah that talk of the unity of God, such as verse 163 which
says: “Your God is one God; there is no god but Him, the Compas-
sionate, the Merciful,” and verse 164 which says:
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In the creation of the heavens and the earth, the alternation of night
and day, the ships that sail the ocean carrying goods that are useful to

humanity...there are signs for people who understand.

These are followed by verses explaining the common bases that
underlie people’s emotions, feelings, and behavior. Believers who
love their God more than anything else reflect the fruits of this love
in their actions and expressions.

God is deserving of this adoration, because He is the ultimate
manifestation of all glory, and greatness belongs to Him alone. This
is beautifully articulated in the most magnificent verse of the
Qur’an, also known as the verse of the Throne, which begins with
the words: “God: there is no god but Him, the Living, the Eternal.
Neither slumber nor sleep overtakes Him. His is what the heavens
and the earth contain” (255). Yet, in order to establish the faith, it
may be necessary to debate and argue on its behalf with those who
deny or suppress it. The surah cites the confrontation of the prophet
Abraham with a king of his time. It says: “Have you not heard of
him who argued with Abraham about his Lord, because He had
granted him power and sovereignty?” (258). Abraham, with God’s
guidance and support, using sincere and simple arguments, was able
to confound the arrogant tyrant.

Thus we find in this surah, which was revealed early on in
Madinah, another Qur’anic approach in dealing with major issues of
faith and belief, without deviation from the main objectives of
divine revelation. The Qur’an is a Book, as the surah states, “about
which there is no doubt” (2). Muhammad and his followers excelled
in their response to the teachings and commands of this surah and
the revelation that followed it. As the Qur’an was being revealed,
they were acting on its instructions and advice, eagerly and will-
ingly. The Qur’an was setting out the characteristics, the frame-
work, and the principles, showing the Muslims the way forward for
them as individuals, and as members of society and citizens of a state.
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They were building and implementing, turning the ideas and con-
cepts into living realities. With the diligence and devotion of those
early pioneers, Madinah was well on its way to becoming the great
new capital of one of the most formidable and enduring religions the
world has ever known; a citadel for what verse 143 describes as the

bl

“middle nation,” and the most righteous. It is a nation raised by
divine revelation, and teachings containing guidance, sent by God
to His Messenger, who in turn passed it on to his followers. The
verse says: “Thus We have made you a middle nation, so that you
may bear witness over all humanity, and the Messenger [Muham-
mad] shall in turn bear witness over you™ (143).

In the last two verses of this surah, God Almighty states that
Prophet Muhammad and his followers were true to their faith and
diligent in their understanding and implementation of the com-
mands and exhortations contained in this surah and in others after it,
and had acted upon them faithfully and with enthusiasm, to the best
of their abilities. For this reason, God had given them His support
and His blessings. They excelled their predecessors who had recei-
ved divine revelation but did not respect or act according to it.

The Arabs were an illiterate people who, prior to receiving the
Qur’anic revelations, had little influence on the course of human
civilization. Since then, however, their reputation and standing in
the world began to rise and spread until they became the leading
nation of the world. For centuries they were world pioneers in all
fields of religion, science, law, and social affairs. The contribution
they made to human civilization, when untainted by worldly or
divisive concerns, was free of racial ethnocentricity and materialistic
aggrandizement. Their civilization was in essence devoted to God
and looked on this world as a prelude to a more meaningful and
tulfilled life hereafter. The penultimate verse says:

The Messenger believes in what has been revealed to him by his
Lord, and so do the believers. They all believe in God and His
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angels, His books, and His messengers, making no distinction
among any of His messengers. They say: “We have heard and we
obey; grant us Your forgiveness, our Lord; to You we shall all

return.” (285)

Muslims have no race to be biased towards, nor a homeland to
identify with, because their allegiance is to the universal God, the
Creator and Lord of all. They have no advantage over other nations
or human groups except by what they pass on to them of the reli-
gion of Islam, and they are distinguished by their piety and sincere
faith. The special reputation and place gained by the city of Madinah
in the history of Islam are directly linked to the fact that it was the
cradle of revelation and first city of the great Islamic nation that has
since emerged. In it were created the first Muslim families, market-
places, government cadres, centers of learning, trade enterprises,
farms, and legislative councils; all under the guidance of divine reve-
lation and the enlightened leadership of the exponent of that
revelation, Muhammad. History tells us that the Prophet had once
selected a very young man for a leadership post because he had
memorized and learnt this surah well, indicating its distinguished
and prestigious status in the Qur’an.

Finally, as we look at the last verse in the surah, our attention is
drawn to the historic phenomenon that nations which attain ascen-
dancy and supremacy usually display arrogance and conceit, and
look down upon other weaker nations. Today’s domineering vain-
glorious civilization, which has encompassed both east and west, is a
vivid living example—a culture of decadence and gross injustice
thriving on the great achievements and glory of a genius elite who
have split the atom and made inroads into outer space. When the
Muslims were a leading nation, however, and at the height of their
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achievement, they were overwhelmed by a sense of submission to
God and a need for His support and guidance. They have always
sought God’s forgiveness and looked up to His grace, praying:

Our Lord, do not take us to task if we forget or make mistakes,

Our Lord, do not lay upon us a burden such as You had laid
upon those before us,

Our Lord, do not burden us with more than what we can bear.

Pardon us, forgive us our sins, and have mercy upon us.

You are our Lord,

Grant us victory over the unbelievers. (286)
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SURAH 3

Al “Imran
(House of ‘Imran)

IT IS EASY TO IDENTIFY immediately the subject matter of this
surah. It revolves around two major issues: the debate with the
People of the Book, the Jews and the Christians, of whom the Jews
were Madinah natives incited to oppose Islam; and a review and
assessment of the humiliating and tragic defeat suffered by the
Muslims at the battle of Uhud in 625 Ac. The two issues are treated
separately to begin with, but halfway through the surah they are
brought together and from then on are discussed as almost one sub-
ject. The outcome of the whole discussion seems to focus on the fact
that perseverance and steadfastness are required to face both issues:
the scheming of the Jewish establishment inside Madinah and the
attacks by the infidels from outside it.

Islam is a religion addressed to all human societies without coer-
cion or discrimination. Whoever responds positively is taken into
the fold, while those who turn away are left in peace. However—as
mentioned earlier—those who commit aggression against Islam and
the Muslims are boldly confronted. This is clear from the verse:

If they argue with you, say: “I have surrendered myself to God and
so have those who followed me.” As for those who had received the
scriptures and the illiterates [pagan Arabs with no revealed scrip-
tures], ask them: “Have you surrendered yourselves to God?” If
they have they shall be rightly guided; but if they turn away, then
your only duty is to deliver the message to them. God is watching

His servants. (20)
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The surah begins by stressing that Islam is a universal guidance,
and the Qur’an a confirmation of all previous revelation. God’s rev-
elation is one, in the sense that it sets the truth apart from falsehood
in a sharp and unequivocal manner. The surah highlights the fact
that Moses, Jesus and Muhammad have trodden the same path, and
that the scope of Islam encompasses all other revealed religions
regardless of their time and place. The Torah and the Gospel are
both referred to here as “God’s revelation [or messages].” This
phrase occurs ten times in the surah, as in verse 4 which says: “Those
who deny God’s revelations [messages|, grievous suffering awaits
them; for God is Mighty and capable of retribution,” and verse 199,
towards the end of the surah:

There are among the People of the Book [Jews and Christians]
those who believe in God and what has been revealed to you and to
them. They humble themselves before God and do not exchange

God’s revelations [messages] for a trifling price.
g gp

There could be no contradiction nor difterences in the basic
tenets and principles of divine faith, nor in what was revealed to
Muhammad and his earlier brothers in the line of prophets, Moses
and Jesus. Contradictions can exist only between God’s revelation
and the false notions and philosophies that people put forward.
Belief, as presented in the Qur’an, applies to what has been revealed
to the Muslims and to those before them. Those who deviate from it
ought to repent and return to the straight path. The “People of the
Book” is a term that refers to Jews and Christians. Unlike the debate
with the Jews, that with the Christians in Madinah was calm and
unhurried. The Jews had their own settlements inside Madinah itself
and in other parts of northern Hijaz. Their elders resisted Islam,
gainsaid God’s revelations and berated His Messenger. Moreover,
they collaborated with the pagan Arabs in their insidious efforts and
fights against Islam and the Muslims. They were encouraged by
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their wealth and economic power and the strong foothold they had
secured in Madinah. This was repeatedly condemned in the surah
(10, 21, 116, 196, 197), for excessive wealth and affluence would
lead individuals as well as nations to ignore God and overreach
themselves in pursuit of power and influence.

Although the Jewish settlements in Hijaz were much more
developed and economically prosperous than other cities and towns
in Arabia, they had never used any of their wealth or expertise for
the development and welfare of the region as a whole. With its well-
established traditions of self-dignity, honesty, and hospitality, the
pagan Arab society could, in fact, be said to have been more liberal
and charitable than other communities in their midst. When
Prophet Muhammad began to spread his teachings, he proved to
be more persuasive and endearing, and less condescending, than the
Jewish spokesmen who had been exposed as arrogant and self-cen-
tered. Their attitudes and conduct had in the end led to their defeat
and the end of their influence and existence in the area.

The Jews had enjoyed the honor and privilege of custodianship
of God’s revelation for several successive generations. They had
been entrusted with it for so long that they had come to nurture
the false belief that God’s revelation belonged to them and to
them alone—a nation that would have the eternal indisputable
right to hold and interpret God’s revelations and reap their benefit
for ever. They were hopelessly mistaken. Honor, privilege, status,
and leadership in the world have to be earned through devotion
and hard work.

By the time Prophet Muhammad had emerged, the Jews’ capaci-
ty to carry God’s revelation forward had reached its nadir. Their
rabbis’ hearts had turned hard, morals had deteriorated, and
selfishness had gained the upper hand; greed for material and world-
ly possessions and privileges had become their sole preoccupation.
Worse than that, they had also displayed signs of insolence and
insubordination towards and rejection of God and the mission with
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which He had entrusted their race. And so it was necessary to trans-
fer the responsibility and the trust to another human group, which
was better qualified and which would give it the eftort and devotion
it deserved. The surah expresses this in the following verse:

Say, “Lord, Sovereign of all creation, You bestow sovereignty on
whom You will and take away from whom You will. You raise
whomever You will and abase whomever You will. All Goodness

lies in Your hands. You have power over all things.” (26)

This fundamental assertion is preceded by elaborate reasons and
considerations such as:

Have you not taken note of those who received portions of the
Book [revelation]? When they are called upon to accept the judg-
ment of God’s Book, some of them turn away and take no heed. It

is because they said, “We shall suffer the fire for a few days only.”
(23—24)

They were so overcome by that false sense of security that they
turned to open rebellion, squandering the divine injunctions and
reneging on their commitment to them.

God’s response to that was to confirm divine justice towards all
people and to dispel the erroneous idea that God was biased towards
any particular ethnic or racial group, saying: “What will they do
when We gather them all together upon a day that is sure to come,
when every soul will be given what it earned with no injustice
whatsoever?” (25). In God’s eyes, people are all equal; each shall
reap his or her just rewards according to their behavior and conduct.
When humankind is brought before God for judgment, each
human being shall face the Creator alone. The one thing that would
redeem any of them shall be their piety, and the depth and sincerity
of their beliefin God.
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It is important to keep in mind that although those words are
addressed to Jews in Arabia, they also serve as a subtle reminder to
other human groups. God was not going to chastise the Jews for
their deviation, and overlook the misdemeanor of the Arabs if they
were to follow their example. Similar actions and activities would
earn similar reactions and responses. The pitfall in which errant Jews
were caught was their misconception that the Torah had been
graced by them rather than the other way around, and this had led to
their fateful fall from God’s grace and favor. Today, there are Arabs
who refuse to be associated with Islam and try to separate it from
Arab culture and history. Their fate could not be any difterent from
that of the misguided Jews of Madinah before them. God does not
make any undue or unmerited preferences among humans.

The debate with the People of the Book is covered over a large
part of this surah, and apart from a fleeting allusion in verse 6 to the
birth of Jesus, was mainly directed at the Jews of Arabia whose ani-
mosity towards the early Muslims was much more pronounced. In
saying: “It is He who creates you as He pleases inside the mothers’
wombs; there is no god but Him, the Mighty, the Wise,” the surah
outlines God’s stupendous power to create human beings and shape
their form, soul, and body, and in the same breath alludes to the fact
that Jesus’ miraculous birth was but one of a multitude of feats and
incredible acts of God. He has shown humankind veritable signs of
superiority and ingenuity in His creation, endowing some people
with higher qualities and aptitudes than others. Jesus’ fatherless
conception and birth were but two of these extraordinary and
exceptional acts. This is a subject which we shall come to discuss
later.

RPN
SIS

As to the hostility exhibited towards the Muslims by the Jewish
establishment in Madinah, its main underlying reason was the
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transfer of prophethood from their patriarchs to Muhammad. That
prophethood had given them such a special and unique status over
all the rest of humankind, and seeing it being taken away from them
and entrusted to the Arabs enraged them and fired up their fury and
hatred towards them. Their reaction was severely and immediately
condemned in the Qur’an: “People of the Book! Why do you deny
God’s revelations when you are witnesses to their veracity? Why do
you confound the true with the false and hide the truth knowingly?”
(70—71). It is clear from the tone of this reprimand that the Jewish
priests and elders were aware that Muhammad was genuine in his
claim of relaying God’s words and being His spokesman. It 1s also
implicit in the address that they were guilty of transgression against
God, that they rejected a reconciliation with Him, that they persist-
ed with their refusal to acknowledge Muhammad’s prophethood,
and went on to oppose and resist it with arms, seditious scheming,
and active collaboration with his other enemies, the pagan Arabs.
The reproach is repeated several times in the surah: “How would
God guide people who rejected the faith after believing in it and
having borne witness that the Messenger is true and after receiving
veritable signs!” (86). Elsewhere God’s Messenger is directed to ask
them, saying:

“People of the Book, why do you deny God’s revelations, when
God is witness to what you do?” Say, “People of the Book, why do
you drive believers away from God’s path, seeking to mislead and
confuse, when you yourselves are witnesses? God is not unaware of’

what you do.” (98—99)

To countermand this criticism, some Jews came up with the bril-
liant stratagem of feigning their acceptance of Islam in order to
conceal their antagonism and prove their tolerance and fair-mind-
edness towards the new religion. The logic of their argument would
lead them to say that their rejection of, and opposition to Islam had
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come as a result of direct firsthand experience of it. The surah says:
“Some of the People of the Book said [to one another]|, ‘Believe in
that which is revealed to the faithful in the morning and abandon it
in the evening, so that they may themselves go back on their faith™”
(72). The surah also exposes this group’s determined rejection of the
new revelation and their dogged resentment of the transfer of divine
trust away from the Hebrews, by reporting their statement: “Believe
in none except those who follow your own religion” (73). The
inference here is that they firmly believed in the superiority of their
religion over all others.

So it was clear that the rabbis were not happy with God’s decision
to give preference to the Arabs and choose them this time round to
be the custodians of His revelation. If they only could, they would
force God to go back on that choice and change the course of
history by restoring the leadership of humankind to them. God’s
response was clear and decisive: “Grace is in the hand of God; He
bestows it on whom He will. God is Munificent and All-Knowing.
He favors with His mercy whom He will. His grace is immense”
(73—74). However, the group had acquired several vices, not least
their self-importance, hard-headedness, and conceit, that could at
times of weakness turn into deep-seated hatred and, at times of pros-
perity and triumph, into open hostility and belligerence. These
characteristics seem to have colored much rabbinical writing, driv-
ing the Jewish people into isolation and making them tragically
vulnerable to persecution by other societies and groups. The surah
offers the explanation that “they [the Jewish elders] say, “We are not
bound to keep faith with the unlettered [the Gentiles].” They know-
ingly tell lies about God” (75). The Arabic term ummiyin used in
this verse literally means “unlettered,” but could also mean “non-
Jews” or Gentiles (Hebrew: Goyim). In the one case it would be a
reference to the Arabs, while in the other it would be a reference
to non-Jewish communities in general. Jewish religious script-
ures, especially the Torah and the Talmud, as well as parts of their
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literature, do advocate the idea of the superiority of the Jewish
nation over other nations, and propound the concept of Jews as the
‘chosen people of God.” The Qur’an explains very clearly that the
relationship between God and humans cannot be based on false
claims, but rather on sound ethical grounds, and on faith and trust.
In it we read: “Indeed, for those who keep their covenant and fear
God, God loves the righteous” (76).

At this point in the surah we may inquire why the subject of the
pilgrimage is suddenly brought up for discussion halfway through it,
having covered the debates with the People of the Book and their
behavior. Indeed, we may even ask why the subject of permitted
and forbidden foods is raised here also. After a great deal of reflec-
tion, and with reference to Shaykh Muhammad Rashid Rida’s
commentary in al-Manar, I was able to find the answer. As Islam was
being introduced to the Jews, they questioned the idea of adopting a
religion which allowed them to eat certain foods that their own reli-
gion had forbidden them. The answer they were given was that the
embargo imposed on them regarding the consumption of certain
foods had been temporary, and had come about as punishment for
earlier intransigence and insubordination to God’s commands. This
is covered more fully in surah al-An“am where it is stated:

Such is the penalty We imposed on them for their misdeeds. What
We declare is true. If they do not believe you say, “Your Lord’s
mercy is vast, but His punishment cannot be averted by the trans-

gressors.” (al-An‘am: 146—47)

Jesus, as we know, sought to relieve the Jews of some of the burdens
placed upon them. This is given in verse so of this surah, which

1113

quotes Jesus as saying to the Jews: “‘I come to confirm the Torah
already revealed and to make lawful to you some of what was for-
bidden you.”” The Qur’an restored the divine law to its original

form, forbidding only certain types of carrion meat, swine flesh, spilt
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blood, and the meat of animals slaughtered without invoking God’s
name—all other types of food would be permissible. Verse 93 of the
surah says: “All food was lawful to the Israelites except what Israel
[Jacob] forbade himself before the Torah was revealed.”

The same argument applies in the case of the giblah, or the direc-
tion faced by Muslims during salah. As verse 96 affirms, the Ka‘bah
at Makkah was the first and only giblah for all humankind. And
although Jerusalem, for certain temporary reasons, had been chosen
as the qibla tor worshipers of God, those reasons no longer applied
and the Ka‘bah was reinstated as the legitimate giblah for all believers.

Putting difterences between various religions and human ideolo-
gies aside, the fact remains that sound moral and ethical discipline
and education have proved to be the basis for human progress at all
phases of human history. We find reference to this very early in the
surah where God says:

Men are tempted by the allure of women and offspring, of hoarded
treasures of gold and silver, of splendid horses, cattle and vast planta-
tions. These are the comforts of this life, but to God is the best

return. (14)

True, for human life to continue, the satisfaction and pursuance of
these desires 1s necessary. Without the sexual relationship between
men and women, human existence would have ceased long ago.
The same can be said of all other human desires. The crucial point
here is that they should be pursued in moderation, with discipline,
and within a framework of reason and common sense. Islam has per-
mitted all that is good and useful to people, and forbidden what is
harmful. Islamic laws and teachings are built on the foundation of
faith in God and positive action, and they have provided for a great
deal that would nurture people’s relationship with God and main-
tain their awareness of the hereafter.

We are used nowadays to hearing national leaders warning their
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citizens against the AIDS virus and advising them to take certain
precautions during illicit sexual acts. They no longer call for proper
lawtul sexual relationships between people because they no longer
believe that these are possible. This is only true in a society that has
lost its faith and trust in God. Followers of formal religion shall con-
tinue to sufter from their uncontrollable desires, unless they heed the
words of God, especially when He says:

Say, “Shall I tell of better things than these? For the righteous their
Lord has gardens beneath which rivers flow, where they shall dwell
forever, spouses of high purity and God’s grace.” God is aware of
His servants, those who say: “Our Lord, we believed in You, so for-
give us our sins and save us the torment of the hellfire,” those who
are steadfast, sincere, devout, charitable and who pray for forgive-

ness during the small hours of the night. (15—-17)

So we find the surah opening with a statement addressed to the
People of the Book that salvation could come only with a faith based
on the belief in “God, there is no god but Him, the Living, the
Ever-Existing one” (2), and in a way of life that acknowledges
human nature within a discipline of decency and virtue that discou-
rages all forms of excessive deprivation or overindulgence; a dis-
cipline that renders enlightened life in this world a natural and
meaningful prelude to the life that is to come.

K4 Sy
SIS

Mary was a virgin throughout her pregnancy, having miraculously
conceived Jesus. When some people began saying that Jesus was the
son of God, it was clear that a groundless myth, a fallacy, was being
created, pointing towards the existence of a special and intimate
relationship between God and Mary, the outcome of which was
Jesus. This outrageous notion reflects a deep-seated ignorance of
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the nature and status of God and the exaltation and glorification that
humans owe Him. Surely, God could not be conceived of as an
agent of reproduction in such a crude and salacious manner, for as
God says in the Qur’an: “Were God to have oftspring, He would
have chosen the best of His creatures at will; Glorified is God, the
One, the Almighty” (al-Zumar: 4). It is true that Jesus’ conception
and birth were abnormal and extraordinary events. Such was the
will and wisdom of God in order to show humankind that God is
not bound by the natural laws of causality, but rather He overrides
and controls these laws. The story of Jesus and his mother is related
tollowing that of Zachariah and his wife, which had also entailed
certain miraculous aspects.

Mary’s own conception and birth were unexpected by her
mother. As soon as she knew that she was pregnant, she dedicated
her baby to serving the temple in Jerusalem, and to worshiping and
being devoted to the service of other worshipers. The Qur’an quotes
her as saying: “‘Lord, I completely dedicate to Your service that
which is in my womb. Accept it from me; You are All-Hearing, All-
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Knowing’” (35). However, contrary to her expectation, the baby
turned out to be a girl and would not, therefore, be of much use in
tulfilling that task which required men of strength and endurance. In
the circumstances, the son she was hoping to have would have given
more happiness than a daughter who would herself probably need
care and looking after. Naturally, the mother was not to know that
her newly born daughter was destined to be the mother of a highly
regarded and noble human being and would have the privilege of
nursing him in his infancy, just as Moses and Muhammad were
nursed by their respective mothers. It is interesting to note in passing
that these three great senior prophets had been respectively reared by
mothers of humble means and status who had to seek and depend on
God’s help alone. History is witness here as elsewhere that women
too can reach great heights in society with their nobility, magnani-
mity, and strong belief. Mary’s mother prayed to her Lord saying:
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“Lord, I have given birth to a daughter’—and God knows well of
what she was delivered, and that a male is not like a female,—“and I
have named her Mary. I seek Your protection for her and her off-
spring against Satan, the accursed one.” Her Lord graciously

accepted her and made her grow up a goodly child. (36—37)

Mary was brought up by Zachariah, an old and frail man, and his as
yet childless wife. Zachariah was himself melancholy and heartbro-
ken for not having children of his own to inherit the leadership of
the Israelites in whom he had little faith, but for whose future he was
concerned. Despite his frailty, though, Zachariah struggled and per-
severed in bringing up the new addition to his family. However,
Zachariah began to notice some unusually fortunate developments
taking place within his household and certain provisions coming to
the possession of the new girl, and so he asked her: “Mary, how did
you come by this food?” She replied, “It is from God, who gives to
whom He wills without stint” (37).

This inflamed Zachariah’s heart with love for, and devotion to,
God. He began to look up to God for more extraordinary acts and
for such favors to be bestowed on him personally. He knew that
God could make a hitherto infertile female conceive and have chil-
dren and give an elderly man the virility to produce offspring, and so
he prayed to God, saying:

“Lord, grant me goodly offspring, You hear all prayers.” The angels
called out to him while he was praying in the shrine, “God bids you
rejoice in the birth of John, who shall confirm the word of God.”

(38-39)

Life had returned to the despairing old couple; the barren wife
would be made to conceive by her elderly and infertile husband.
This only goes to show that when God wills, all the laws of nature
succumb to His will. He can create and cause things to happen com-
pletely at will.
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Mary grew up in that—by then—happy, pious, and blessed
household, where God’s angels would be no strangers. They called
on Mary with more good news:

The angels said to Mary, “God gives you glad tidings of a word
from Him, whose name is the Messiah, Jesus the son of Mary. He
shall be noble in this world and in the hereafter, and shall be favored
by God. He shall talk to people in his cradle and in his adulthood,
and shall lead a righteous life.” She said, “Lord, how can I have a
child when no man has touched me?” He replied, “Such is the will
of God who creates whom He will. Once He decides on a matter,

He says, ‘Be’ anditis.” (45—47)

Thus Mary found herself on the threshold of a new and overwhelm-
ing experience, which a virgin girl would naturally undergo with
extreme apprehension and trepidation. At one point she wished she
were dead. Nevertheless, the will of God was declared and Jesus was
born in that astounding and extraordinary way. Jesus was then
charged with the mission to address the Israelites with the message of
God in order to reform their state of affairs, break the arrogance of
their chiefs, and commit them to a humble attitude towards God
and their fellow humans.

Mary’s family was highly respected and venerated by people, and
her son was held in high esteem by those who recognized the bless-
ings that accompanied his coming. However, there were Israelites
who took a different stand towards him. The Pharisees and skeptics
rejected the miracles Jesus performed and refused to recognize him
as an apostle of God. Furthermore, they claimed that his birth was
no act of God, but the outcome of an illicit relationship between
Mary and a suitor of hers named Joseph the carpenter. Thus they
compounded their disbelief with slander. Jesus sought the support
and the backing of reasonable and fair-minded people, some of
whom rallied around him and oftered their backing, saying: “Lord,
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we have believed in what You have sent down and have followed
the messenger, so please enlist us among the witnesses [to the truth]”
(53). The Pharisees, however, went on with their intrigues against
Jesus and his followers even after, having delivered his Lord’s mes-
sage, Jesus had passed away and was saved from their treachery and
vicious scheming.

Although a large number of scholars believe that Jesus was raised
to heaven alive, I find myself more in agreement with those scholars
who say that he died a natural normal death. This would not dis-
count the idea, as the scholar Ibn Hazm says, that he could have
been brought back to normal life again to pursue his mission of
spreading the creed of monotheism. Jesus’ story could, in this con-
text, be compared to that of the man who passed by a town which
had been destroyed, and inquired: ““How can God bring life back to
this town, now that it is dead?” Thereupon, God caused him to die,
and after one hundred years brought him back to life” (al-Baqarah:
259). It also can be compared to the story of the People of the Cave,
who remained dead for a few hundred years and then were brought
back to life. The matter is very simple and the dispute 1s fickle. Jesus
must be perceived as an ordinary human being, not as a god or a son
of God.

The surah recalls the visit to Madinah by a Christian delegation
who went to debate with Prophet Muhammad aspects of the new
religion he was advocating. They argued that Jesus was human in
form, only asking, of course, that if he were human, who was his
father? The Prophet replied that the absence of a human father did
not necessarily mean Jesus was the son of God. Based on their rea-
soning, Adam, who had neither father nor mother, would have
been more eligible to divine parentage. We read in the surah that:
“Jesus is like Adam in the sight of God. He created him of dust and
then said to him, ‘Be’ and he was. Truth comes from your Lord,;
do not ever doubt it” (59—60). Nevertheless, the quibblers insisted
on their viewpoint and defended it with vehemence. The Prophet
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then proposed that the two camps, Christians and Muslims, should
unite in prayer to God to curse the liars of either side. The surah
continues:

Whoever disputes with you concerning Jesus after all the know-
ledge you have received, say to them, “Come, let us call out our
sons and your sons, our women and your women, ourselves and
yourselves, and then let us all jointly and earnestly pray that God’s
curse should fall upon the liars.” This is the true version [of events].
There is no god but God; He is Mighty and Wise. (61-62)

The Christian delegation refused to take part in that joint prayer to
establish the truth regarding the nature and status of Jesus, and up to
this day the two religions have continued to exist apart from one
another. It seems that the matter shall be settled only by Jesus himself
on his second coming to earth. He might be the one who will point
out the liars and confirm that the world knows only one overpower-
ing and almighty Master.

RPN
AN

Before closing the chapter on the People of the Book, the surah
gives a critical account of the battle of Uhud, at which the Muslims
of Madinah sustained a humiliating defeat at the hands of the pagan
Arabs in 625 Ac. These were the original enemies of the early
Muslims, who had no alternative but to face them and, as has been
the case ever since, fight on two fronts simultaneously. The story
begins with verse 121 referring to the Prophet’s preparation for bat-
tle, and then it suddenly breaks into a discussion of usury, spending,
and the urgent need for repentance. Having covered these topics,
the surah picks up the account of the battle of Uhud again, which
takes us right to the end of the surah.

This leads us to look for a reason for this brief, but intriguing,
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digression. The explanation seems to lie in the need for a cleansing, a
review, of the Muslim internal condition; to purge it of all signs of
weakness and corruption in order to qualify the Muslims for victory
in the battlefield. fights such as the ones the Muslims were engaged
in were not personal or nationalistic wars, but wars for values and
principles. This is made very clear in the surah when it says: “It is of
no concern of yours [Muhammad] when He [God] should forgive
or punish them. They are transgressors” (128). Reconciliation or
antipathy should be perpetrated for the sake of God only; for today’s
enemies could very well be the allies of tomorrow, if they recon-
cile their situation with God and submit to His will and teachings.
Under Islam, there is no room for private grudges or personal
animosity.

The defeat at Uhud contained a sharp lesson for the Muslims.
Their earlier triumph at Badr in 624 ac had opened the door for
opportunists and those with special interests to join the growing
Muslim community which showed clear promise of dominating the
region. One such prominent personality, “Abd Allah ibn Ubayy,
saw it coming and recognized the victory at Badr as setting an irre-
versible trend that would result in the dominance of Islam. He
decided to convert and take all his followers with him. The surah
comments on this by saying: “God would not leave the believers in
their current plight, without separating the bad from the good; nor
was God to let you in on the unknown” (179). The scene was then
set for a setback, a test, that would distinguish those who were sin-
cerely upholding Islam and supporting the Prophet and the Muslims
through thick and thin from those who were in it merely for per-
sonal gain or prestige.

Under such circumstances, one can normally distinguish two
main groups of people: those who are sincere and dedicated to the
common cause, no matter what happens; and those whose main
concern is their own safety and self-interest, who hold little faith in
God or their fellow human beings. The surah describes these by
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saying: “And a group who were only concerned about themselves,
doubting God in their ignorant ways. They ask, ‘Do we stand to
gain anything?’” (154). The latter group are always disgruntled and
restless, because their views are rarely given credence and they are
seldom, if ever, accorded respect or prominence. Any society, and
far more an army, would be wiser to be rid of such people.

Contrary to the opinion of some, the Muslims’ defeat at Uhud
did not come as a result of bad planning or faulty tactics. It was the
result of insubordination, for some Muslim fighters, at a very critical
point during the battle, neglected their duties by abandoning their
battle positions in pursuit of the loot. Had those fighters adhered to
their orders as given by the Prophet, the outcome would have been
totally different. The surah recalls:

God fulfilled His pledge to you when, by His leave, you trounced
them [the unbelievers at Uhud], until the moment when you lost
heart, started squabbling among yourselves and disobeyed the
Messenger just as you were close to victory. Some of you chose the

gains of this world, but others chose the rewards of the life to come.

(152)

The Muslims’ attitude in the battlefield had changed and therefore
the outcome had also to change. “He [God] prevented you from
defeating them in order to test you. But now He has forgiven you,
for He 1s gracious to the believers” (152).

The defeat came as a shock to the Muslims and they were shaken
by it. They questioned how and why it could have happened at all,
and God’s answer was:

Now that a disaster has befallen you, after you yourselves have
inflicted [on your enemies| losses twice as heavy, you come to ask,
“How could this have come about?” Say to them, “You have

brought it upon yourselves.” God has power over all things. (165)
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True, the defeat sustained by the Muslims at Uhud was only half as
heavy as that sustained a couple of years earlier by the Arabs and their
allies at Badr, giving the Muslims a slightly higher advantage.
Nevertheless, they were defeated and had to face up to the conse-
quences, especially that their defeat could have been avoided if they
had not become greedy and ignored their leader’s battle orders.
However, the surah eloquently offers a most encouraging consola-
tion for that tragic episode by saying to the Muslims:

This often happened to others before you. Look all over the world
and see what was the fate of the unbelievers. This is a proclamation
to all mankind; it is also a guide and an admonition to the God-
fearing. Do not, therefore, lose heart or grieve, for you shall reign

supreme as long as you uphold your belief. (137-39)

In the Qur’an, God has given the Muslims accounts of previous
nations and civilizations which collapsed or were destroyed as a con-
sequence of their stubborn rejection of God’s messages and their
refusal to believe. The triumph of the non-Muslim Arabs at Uhud
would be short-lived. Things would change, allowing Islam to pre-
vail. However, for the Muslims to achieve supremacy and triumph,
two things, not mutually exclusive, would be required: sincerity of
intent and a proper execution of duty. Muslims are always in need of
emphasizing the second condition, for some tend to imagine that
good intentions and sincerity alone are sufficient to achieve success.
When the Muslims’ performance is assessed, their shortcomings or
lack of fighting skills are not likely to be glossed over or overlooked.
They have to give their utmost, no matter how little it may be, to
the cause for which they are fighting and then God will give them
aid and support.

We have seen wars between equally equipped sides that go on for
years or decades, and others that are brought to an end in a matter of
days or weeks. The worst defeat is that which comes from within, as
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a result of internal faults and weaknesses, rather than due to an
enemy’s strength or superiority. And so it is with Muslims all
through their history. Their reversals have most often been self-
inflicted, being a result of disunity and internal squabbling rather
than the power of their enemies. Once they overcome those weak-
nesses, they regain the initiative and move ahead. The surah stresses
this point very strongly when it says:

Do not, therefore, lose heart or grieve, for you shall reign supreme
as long as you uphold your belief. If you have sustained casualties
and loss, so has the other side, and that is how We alternate [victory
and defeat] among people so that God may distinguish the true
believers and choose martyrs from among you; for God does not

love the transgressors. (139—40)

Human history is a continual struggle between the forces of good
and evil, beauty and repugnance, meanness and nobility. God says in
the Qur’an: “They will remain at odds [with one another], except
for those to whom your Lord has shown mercy, and that is what He
created them for” (Hiid: 118-19), and “We made some of you as
means to test others, to see if you would endure, and your Lord is
ever aware of all” (al-Furqan: 20). God is no doubt capable of
destroying false beliefs and their adherents, but that would negate
the role of the believers and undermine their efforts and the favors
they would receive from God, who says: “Had God willed, He
could Himself have dispersed them, but He so ordained it that He
might test some of you by means of others” (Muhammad: 4). And so
it has been with all the previous prophets and messengers and their
followers. Every achievement made on earth on behalf of God has
come about as a result of human eftort and endeavor. God asserts:

For, if God had not enabled people to defend themselves against

one another, [all] monasteries and churches and synagogues and
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mosques—in [all of] which God’s name is abundantly extolled—

would surely have been destroyed [ere now]. (al-Hajj: 40)

So God most wisely recalled these facts in the present surah to
Muhammad’s followers when He was consoling them over their
ordeal at Uhud. He said:

Many a prophet went into battle supported by multitudes of devo-
tees, but they were never daunted by what befell them for the sake
of God. They neither weakened nor let up abjectly; God loves the
steadfast. Their only words were, “Our Lord, forgive us our sins

and our excesses, give us strength and victory over the unbelievers.”

(146—47)

The surah then continues to dress the Muslims” wounds and raise
their morale and prompt them to regain their unity and self-
confidence. It is important to recall here that the defeat at Uhud
had uncovered some high-caliber individuals who had displayed
extreme courage and self-denial, and cared nothing for worldly
gains. There were men who held to their positions even as things
looked very desperate. Women too entered the battlefield with a
tenacity and valor like that of the men. The battle claimed a number
of martyrs, men and women, who sacrificed their own lives for the
cause of God and His Messenger. The battle of Uhud was to remain
engraved in the memory of Muslims, generation after generation.
Muhammad himself was to remember Uhud constantly for the rest
of his life, saying, “Uhud is a mountain that loves us as we love it.”

Martyrdom commands a place of very high regard in Islam.
Martyrs are chosen by God Himself, as the surah confirms, saying:
“And [God] chooses martyrs from among you” (140). Those chosen
are usually the believers who give God’s cause precedence in their
actions over all else and who devote their whole life to the promo-
tion, reinforcement, and defense of their faith and the Islamic way of
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life. We have some exceptional examples among the martyrs of
Uhud. Take Mus‘ab ibn “Umayr, for instance, who was one of the
most handsome and well-to-do youths of Makkah. He adopted
Islam, left all his wealth behind, and spent the rest of his days in
poverty; instead of silk, he was reduced to wearing clothes made of
sheepskin. He emigrated to Madinah very early and was charged
with teaching the new religion to its inhabitants. He spared no effort
to carry out that task. But there he was dying in Uhud, unable to
afford his own burial cloth. And look at “Abd Allah ibn Haram,
father of a son and six daughters, who asked his son to stay and look
after his sisters because he did not want to remain behind when the
Messenger went to battle. He joined the fighters and was killed.
Martyrs were extolled in the surah as God says:

Never think that those who were slain in the cause of God are dead.
They are alive and well provided for by their Lord. They are pleased
with God’s gifts and rejoicing for those they left behind that they
should have nothing to fear or to regret. (169—70)

God has thereby reassured those who were martyred that their fel-
low Muslims will continue to uphold the true faith and support the
cause of God and His Messenger, and that they will eventually join
them in Paradise.

During the battle of Uhud, the Muslim camp became extremely
dangerously exposed when the archers abandoned their positions.
In a desperate struggle, seventy of their number were killed and
rumor had spread that the Prophet himself was among them.
Despite the Muslims’ defeat, the Arab tribes were not able to pro-
ceed to enter Madinah and were forced to return to Makkah. It is
important, moreover, to remember here what the Muslims did
after their defeat at Uhud. They regrouped, tried to rise above
their wounds, and made their way towards Makkah, chasing their
Arab enemies who were still contemplating a return to Madinah to
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complete their attack on it. When they realized that they were
being followed by the Muslims, the Arabs hastened their pace and
made for Makkah. This was noted in the surah which says: “As for
those who after sustaining defeat responded to the call of God and
the Messenger, those of them who do what is right and fear God
shall be richly rewarded” (172).

At this point the surah, for a while, turns back to recount the
behavior of the local Jews, and we note that the discussion alternates
between them and the pagan Arabs. This is not surprising, since the
Muslim community was facing both camps at the same time, as the
surah itself indicates:

You shall be tested in your possessions and your persons, and you
shall hear much that is hurtful from among those to whom the Book
was given before you and from the pagans. However, if you perse-
vere and remain God-conscious, then that will indeed be a com-
mendable act. (186)

The Jews of Madinah had by then overreached themselves. In
the Qur’an, God calls on the Muslims to spend of their wealth for
the cause of God, whether to support the war effort or to provide
welfare and help for their needy and poor people. This appeal is
made in another surah with such eloquence and with a powerful
incentive. It says: “Who will grant God a generous loan? He will
repay him many times over. God retains and He gives abundantly
and to Him you shall all return” (al-Bagarah: 245). Some Jews in
Madinah, nonetheless, were saying something different. They were
claiming that God was in need of people’s aid, and that He was
resorting to usury while condemning it. Surah Al ‘Imran quotes
them as saying: “‘God is poor, but we are rich.” We [God] shall
record what they have said” (181). Such statements were more sui-
ted to people who had neither faith in God nor consciousness of
Him, and were symptomatic of a group who lived on corruption

SI



A Thematic Commentary on the Qur’an

and traded spite and envy in contravention of the teachings of the
wise and pious among them. Earlier prophets could only exhort
their people to lead other nations in piety, teach them God’s word,
and show kindness towards them, but never look down upon them
or manipulate and exploit them. The surah observes:

God made a covenant with those to whom the Book was given that
they should proclaim it to all humanity and never suppress it. But
they cast it behind their backs and sold it for a paltry sum. What an
evil bargain they had made! Never think that those who congratu-
late themselves and love to be praised for what they had not done,

will escape the scourge. A woeful chastening awaits them. (187-88)

Then the surah takes us into a different atmosphere, far removed
from the past and its bittersweet reminiscences.

As ordinary honest human beings living in this world, experienc-
ing and observing its complexities, intricacies, and marvels, are we
not sometimes tempted to conclude that there is a God behind it all?
Does it not then lead us to thank that God and praise Him? Let us
leave religion and interreligious strife aside for a while. Let us simply
use our minds and our logic and think of where we shall all end after
we depart from this world in which we live. Why should people
deny the existence of God and turn away from Him? Would it not
be more sensible and more conducive to acknowledge and accom-
modate Him in our hearts and our lives? All through human history,
voices have called forth and exhorted humanity to believe in God
and be close to Him. Is it not time that people stopped to think and
give heed to these calls, as the surah says:

Our Lord, we have heard someone calling to the true faith saying,

“Believe in your Lord,” and we believed. Our Lord, forgive us our

sins and absolve us of our misdeeds and make us die righteous. (193)
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God replies that He will overlook none of the good actions and
deeds of people, whether men or women, black or white. Race and
rank do not come into this at all and only good deeds count.

Whatis it, we may ask, that some people find so difticult in believ-
inga person who calls them to lead a righteous life based on surrender
to God and the pleasure of His grace? What is it that drives some of us
to oppose such individuals, stand in their way, and persecute them?
Such was the way in which the pagan Arabs and the bigots among the
People of the Book greeted the mission of Prophet Muhammad and
behaved towards him and his followers. They repressed and perse-
cuted them, and drove them out of their homes and homelands. The
Muslims withstood all that persecution, faced up to all kinds of hard-
ship, and eventually had to emigrate from Makkah and seek refuge in
Madinah. Their sole concern was the preservation of their faith and
the defense and protection of their new religion and their commu-
nity. Accordingly, the surah reassured them:

Their Lord answered them, saying: “I shall not deny any of you,
man or woman, the reward of their labor... Those who emigrated,
were driven out of their homes, suffered persecution for My sake
and fought and were slain, I shall forgive them their sins and admit

them to gardens with rivers running thereunder.” (195)

Following this extensive coverage of the surah’s two main sub-
jects, it closes with two verses. The first one talks about the People
of the Book and the stance expected of them towards Prophet
Muhammad. It says:

There are some from among the People of the Book who truly
believe in God, and in what was revealed to you and what had been
revealed to them. They humble themselves before God and do not
sell God’s revelations for a trifling price. These shall be rewarded by
their Lord. (199)
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The verse, as we can see, extends to the Jews and the Christians an
open invitation that is there for posterity, to heed the call of the
Prophet of Islam and accept the message he delivered on behalf of
God to all humankind.

The second verse, and the closing one in the surah, is addressed to
the Muslims. “Believers, persevere in patience and constancy; vie in
such perseverance; strengthen each other; and fear God; that you
may prosper” (200). This is a directive addressed to those who
believed in Muhammad and followed him to hold fast to the message
he delivered and with which God had honored them. They are
expected to show a much higher degree of steadfastness than their
predecessors in upholding it, and to vigorously defend it, its follow-
ers, and their lands at all times. They are not to give any leeway to
their enemies to overwhelm or dominate them, as witnessed over the
last century or so when European colonialism swept over Muslim
lands and controlled the lives and destinies of hundreds of millions of
Muslims for decades. Itis a call addressed to Muslims everywhere and
of every generation, and it is up to every one of us to respond to it.
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Al-Nisa’
(Women)

ABOUT A THIRD OF THIS SURAH deals with the nucleus of
human society, the family, and issues related to it. The rest is a dis-
cussion of wider issues pertaining to the larger human community,
or to use the Arabic term, the Ummah. The subject of the surah
overall then is human social relations and how they are to be con-
ducted and regulated. This is made quite clear right at the outset, for
the surah opens with the words: “People, fear your Lord who creat-
ed you from a single soul, and from it He created its spouse, and
from them both He brought forward multitudes of men and
women” (1). Although we human beings may look and seem differ-
ent, we are in fact all related, sharing the same origins and the same
common ancestry. It is indeed important for everyone to remember
this fact and strive to maintain good and constructive contact with
other fellow humans, no matter how near or far. This is one of
Islam’s major principles. The sense of belonging and togetherness
should be extended beyond blood relations in order to encompass
all human groups, races, and colors, and bring about cooperation
and cohesion between people.

In order to drive this home, the opening verse instructs
humankind to fear God, and emphasizes His omnipotence and total
control over the destiny of man. That notwithstanding, we can also
find in the surah passages that encourage optimism and raise hope in
God’s grace and mercy. Verse 31 says: “If you avoid the greater sins
you are forbidden, We shall pardon your misdeeds;” while verse 110
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says: “Whoever commits evil deeds or does his own self an injustice
and then seeks God’s forgiveness, shall find God Forgiving and Mer-
ciful.” Verse 48 states: “God will not forgive the act of taking other
gods besides Him, but He will forgive whom He will for other sins;”
and verse 17 says: “God forgives those who commit evil in igno-
rance and then quickly regret it and repent;” while verses 26 to 28
read:

God wishes to make matters clear to you and guide you along the
paths of those who have gone before you, and to turn to you with
forgiveness. God is All-Knowing and Wise. God wishes to forgive
you, but those who follow their own base desires wish you to go
completely astray. God wishes to lighten your burden, for man was

created weak.

God has no desire to overburden His servants with obligations
and rituals that are beyond their human ability and scope. The
efforts they are required to exert are those which are necessary but
bearable and within their capabilities in order for them to gain
knowledge, understanding, and experience, and achieve progress in
life. A believer’s life is controlled by his or her fear of God and the
promise of His mercy and compassion. These are the two strong
forces guiding believers in this world and preparing them to account
before their Lord sooner or later in the hereafter.

The part of the surah dealing with family affairs begins with
defining the rights of orphans in a Muslim society. Being a dyna-
mic, expanding, and struggling society, it is not surprising that the
Muslim community will always have an appreciable number of
orphans living in it. Orphans, even today, are always easy prey for
influence, domination, and exploitation by various individuals as
well as groups with ideological or political interests—hence the
concern in Islam for their position in society, their rights, and well-
being.
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At this point, the Qur’an refers in passing to marriage, pointing
out that men are allowed to marry up to four wives. There is noth-
ing abnormal or abhorrent about this, as Islam did not deviate from
the laws of other religions preceding it, none of which has prohibi-
ted polygamy. In fact, when we look at societies of contemporary
Europe and America, we find that they are in many cases grossly
unfair and demeaning in their treatment of women. In these soci-
eties, polygamy is rife but under difterent guises, and promiscuous
relationships between the sexes are considered normal and practised
openly. What Islam permits is clearly defined and tightly regulated.
Single men who cannot afford to marry and raise a family are
encouraged to abstain from sexual contact until they are able to get
married. Those who wish to take a second wife are not considered
eligible unless they can show that they can afford to keep and be
equally fair to both wives. Furthermore, marriage in Islam is never
allowed without the consent of both parties, and any woman who
does not wish to enter into a polygamous marriage has the right to
refuse. Islamic law goes even further than that and grants the wife
the right to incorporate her refusal of polygamy in the marriage con-
tract. According to the renowned jurist Ahmad ibn Hanbal, the
husband is obliged to abide by that condition or the wife can
demand a divorce and be granted it.5

The surah then turns to the rules governing inheritance of wealth
and how it is to be dispensed and distributed among surviving family
members and relatives. Women, hitherto completely deprived of
inheritance, are specifically mentioned as having the right to inherit
and their share is clearly defined. The poor and the needy are also
entitled to a proportion of any wealth left behind. A man has the dis-
cretion to bequeath one third of his wealth to whatever public or

5 The fact that women in ‘Muslim’ societies are sometimes coerced into mar-
riage or do not opt to practise their rights is mainly due to ignorance and should
not belie the remarkable achievements of Muslim law. (Ed.)
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private causes he may choose, a ruling subsequently reinforced by
Prophet Muhammad. It is also established that, in the majority of
cases, Islam entitles a man to twice the share of a woman; the reason
being that men undertake more financial responsibilities, such as
dowries, and bear the greater burden in supporting their wives and
children. A woman is not obliged to work or earn an income and
her male relative or relatives, if she has any, should support her
financially; otherwise she is the responsibility of the state which
should provide adequately for her. This is prescribed by Islamic law
in order to preserve the dignity and honor of the female members of
society, and save them the degradation, misery, and humiliation
they have to endure in order to earn their living. One has only to
look at the situation in today’s Western societies, the so-called bas-
tions of women’s rights, to appreciate the wisdom and justice of
Islam, when correctly and humanely applied.

In saying this, we are not trying to be apologetic for an unrepre-
sentative minority of inconsiderate and irresponsible Muslims who
maltreat their women, whether wives, sisters, or daughters, and
deprive them of their right to education and freedom. “A’ishah
(RAA),S the Prophet’s wife, is reported to have related that the
Prophet said: “Believers with the most excellent faith are those with
the best manners and those who are kindest to their wives.” Ibn
‘Abbas, a Companion of the Prophet, is also reported to have quoted
the Prophet as saying: “The best among you are those who are kin-
dest towards their wives, and I am the kindest among you towards
mine.”7 It is indeed regrettable that some zealous Muslims today
make the mistake of believing that the maltreatment of women and
the undermining of their rights is a prerequisite of religious purity
and righteousness. This has given Islam a negative image and caused

6 RAA—Radiya Allahu “Anha/Anhu (May Allah be with her/him). Said
whenever a Companion of the prophet is mentioned by name.
7 Narrated by al-Tirmidhi.

58



SURAH 4 * Al-Nisa’

women the world over to detest Islam and fear the promotion and
spread ofits teachings and beliefs.

Prior to the advent of Islam, women had no rights to speak of.
When a woman’s husband died, any of his male relatives would sim-
ply appropriate her, as if she was an animal or a commodity. The
norm in pagan Arab societies was similar to that of the ancient
Hebrews in the sense that when a man died childless, his brother was
obliged to marry his widow in order for her to have children to be
called after their deceased father. What was this if not forced mar-
riage and contrived lineage? Most certainly this practise was not
based on revealed Jewish scriptures but one which some Jews had
devised. God says in the Qur’an:

Believers, it is unlawful for you to inherit the women of your
deceased kinsmen against their will, or make life difficult for them
in order that you may take back some of what you have given them,

unless they are guilty of a proven shameful act. (19)

The idea here is that a woman must not be under any pressure to
leave her family home or pay a ransom for her freedom and dignity.
The verses direct men to: “treat them with kindness; for even if you
dislike them, it may well be that you dislike something which God
has invested with abundant goodness” (19).

In cases of impending separation or divorce, Islamic law forbids a
husband from bargaining with his wife over the dowry he has paid
her, no matter how high it is. A woman’s dowry is her indisputable
right and cannot be taken away from her. Accordingly, if a man is
not satisfied with his first wife and wishes to take a second one, he
must meet all the expenses and cannot retrieve any money he has
paid the first one. The following verses make this very clear:

If you wish to replace a wife with another, do not take from her any

of the dowry you have given her, even if it were a talent of gold.
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Would you take it illegally and improperly? How can you take it
back when you have been so intimate with each other and have

entered into a firm contract with them? (20—21)

We note the above before going on to talk about the need to set
up happy and loving marital relations. The passage refers to two
abhorrent social diseases: sodomy and lesbianism. This reference is
not superfluous, since the fight against both these loathsome prac-
tices is an essential protection for family life and the healthy enviro-
nment it represents in society. About lesbianism, God says:

And those women who commit unlawful sexual acts, call in four
witnesses from among yourselves, and if they testify against them
confine them to their homes until they either die or God provides

another way out for them. (15)

As for those guilty of committing homosexual acts, God says: “If any
two of your men commit indecency, punish them both” (16). The
West, having completely turned away from God and all but aban-
doned religious guidance, has come to take these social crimes very
lightly, as it has done with others, resulting in the tragic breakup of
family life and the epidemic spread of deadly conditions such as AIDS
and other sexually transmitted diseases. The foundations of Western
civilization are, in fact, being eroded very fast. Its dominance can be
guaranteed to continue only for so long as an alternative sane civili-
zation, by which I mean a genuine Islamic one, remains absent.

For family life to flourish and be productive, family members
have to be disciplined and well behaved. Selfishness has to be firmly
suppressed, while mutual kindness and cooperation have to be
encouraged between all of them. A married woman once came to
me complaining about her husband, and I could see from the way
she was talking that she was badly affected and wished to leave him,
were it not for some other compelling reasons. I advised her to
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tollow the example of the Pharaoh’s wife and put up with his inso-
lence for a little longer. Reluctantly, she agreed.

A pertinent question arises here: what is to be done when it is the
woman who persecutes the husband or treats him with insolence?
The family home is certain to turn into hell. Under these exceptional
circumstances, Islam prescribes a gradual solution that allows, as a
first step, for simple advice and gentle persuasion, followed by a tem-
porary cessation of sexual contact, and then, and only then, permits
resort to physical measures. The main condition attached to this last
method is that physical punishment must be moderate and should
not in any way touch the face or harm it. Looking closely into the
sunnah of the Prophet, however, I cannot find a justification for this
last measure except when the wife refuses her husband’s bed, or
brings male outsiders into their home, both of which represent, as we
cansee, very serious problems indeed.

Prior to presenting these directives concerning family life, the
surah strongly emphasizes the unlawfulness of the appropriation of
other people’s wealth or property. It also encourages acceptance of
one’slotin this life, and refraining from eyeing the fortunes of others.
The passage then turns to address all humankind, saying: “Worship
God and associate no one else with Him. Show kindness to parents
and kindred, to orphans and to the helpless” (36). Though giving
priority to the family, this directive applies also to society as a whole.
The surah then turns to deal with spending, which should always be
done in moderation, identifying two distinct types of people: the
grudging miserly ones, and the overspending pretentious ones. It
singles out one particular type of people who are uncharitable in
certain ways, encouraging others also to be stingy and grudging, but
who, in other ways, are pretentious and ostentatious with their
wealth. Were they to use their wealth according to God’s teachings,
they would reap a higher reward. “What harm could befall them if
they believed in God and the Last Day, and spent charitably of what
God had bestowed on them? God is aware of all their affairs” (39).

01



A Thematic Commentary on the Qur’an

The surah continues for a while longer to touch upon the current
and future state of the Muslim community, before turning to a dif-
terent theme. This other theme relates to the various religious
communities existing within Arabian society at the time, and how
the Muslims should deal with them. The striking similarity between
those groups and the ones the Muslims are facing today is quite
uncanny.

k4 Sy
AN

Muslims of the Prophet’s generation were very keen to befriend the
Jews. Recognizing their seniority as the first recipients of God’s rev-
elations, they expected them to stand on their side if the Muslims
were to enter into any conflicts with the unbelieving Arabs. How-
ever, as noted in earlier chapters, the Jews in Arabia proved largely
disappointing. Their elders had no respect for any treaties or neigh-
borly relations, and they were to offend badly against Islam and
cause it the worst damage. God addresses the Prophet, saying:
“Look at how those who have received some revelation court error,
and wish for you to go astray. But God best knows your enemies”
(44—45). The verses state clearly that those people had lost most of
the revelation sent to their ancestors. This had come about as a result
of their failure to maintain the continuity of their faith and preserve
the texts of their scriptures intact. Furthermore, they had failed to
implement properly those parts that were still in their possession.
Corrupted religious laws and practices could indeed cause more
harm to society than no religion at all, and those who adulterate and
misuse religion should expect a worse fate than those who have had
no religion at all to follow.

In this surah, Muslims are given a pledge that God will be on
their side in this confrontation and will favor them with victory. It
states: “sufficient is God as an ally and sufficient is God to bring vic-
tory” (45). However, this divine intervention and support are not
granted to those who sit and wait, nor are they ever won by those
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who neglect the duty of preparing their own defenses and making
the plans necessary to achieve victory. We read in Shaykh Rashid
Rida’s commentary on the Qur’an, al-Manar:

God Almighty does not alter the established laws of social change
in favor of Muslims, Jews or Christians. These laws apply equally
even to those select few, the prophets. At the battle of Uhud,
Muhammad himself suffered physical injuries to the head, had a
tooth broken and fell into a ditch, owing to negligence by his troops
and shortcomings in preparing for war. How long, then, could
Muslims continue arrogantly claiming identification with Islam,
while discarding its teachings and refusing to abide by its laws or
heed its warnings? Can Muslims not see how the tables have been
turned against them? As other nations have armed themselves with
science and hard work, and taken note of the dynamic forces of
social change, they have come to sweep over most of the Muslim
lands and dominate their people...Muslims are in need of turning
back to the teachings of the Book of God, the Qur’an, and fully
appreciating the laws of civilization and social change which He has
laid down. They must cast aside all calls to abandon Islam or do
away with the guidance that God has placed in their hands. They
must break away from all superstitions and wake up to God’s eternal
justice, and realize that their glory and dignity have been under-

mined only as a result of their own negligence and deviation.

Although today new and far more threatening social and moral
diseases have infiltrated the fabric and body of the Muslim Ummabh,
the Shaykh’s diagnosis remains basically valid.

The surah then goes on to explain what the rabbis had done with
their own religion so that the Muslims could avoid it. Verse 46
begins by saying: “Some Jews take words out of their context.”
Priests and scribes did this by seeking esoteric or ulterior, rather than
the obvious, meanings to what was said to them, in order to satisfy
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their own prejudices, serve certain interests, or justify stances or
claims of their own. They had clear indications in their scriptures of,
for example, the forthcoming Messenger of God, but they twisted
those words and interpreted them in such a way so as not to commit
them to accepting Muhammad or recognizing him as that promised
messenger. Tampering with their scriptures also included adding
words or phrases to the text. Shaykh Rahmat Allah of India, in a
monumental and most authoritative work on the subject entitled
Izhar al-Haqq, available in Arabic, lists a hundred such instances of
deliberate and obvious adulterations that can be found in the Old
Testament. Even so, the rabbis continued to claim, “‘This is from
God,” whereas it is not; and they ascribe falsehood to God, know-
ingly” (Al “Imran: 78). Their stubborn and disrespectful behavior
also led them to say to Muhammad: ““We hear, but disobey; may
you [Muhammad] be bereft of hearing!” and they say, ‘foolhardy!’,
twisting words with their tongues and reviling the religion”
(al-Nisa’: 46). Although God warned them of severe punishment if
they were to persist in their stubbornness, still they did not desist.
However, glory and domination will be the reward of those who
show greater sincerity in and make higher sacrifices for upholding
God’s message and promoting His laws and teachings.

The surah then turns to another topic, saying: “God shall not for-
give those who take other gods besides Him; but He will forgive
whom He will for other sins” (48). The concept of associating other
gods with God is known in Arabic as shirk, and it is of two types. The
first one is when one believes that in this world there are two or
more creators, providers, or controllers. The second is when one
turns to someone else other than God for legislation or guidance
relating to what is lawful and what is unlawtful, or to seek help and
support from them without recognizing God’s role in providing
that assistance. Both types of shirk are grave crimes against God and
the rest of humanity, and their perpetrators must be exposed.

There 1s yet another type of shirk, which has found a wider
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following in modern times, and that is the complete denial of God’s
existence, and His role and influence or control over the world.
Thus, Muslims these days find themselves confronted with an
unprecedented multitude of forms of shirk, which in turn makes
their responsibility to explain, inform, and persuade that much
greater. They must endeavor to avoid the “Chosen People of God”
trap, into which others have fallen. To such arrogant people, reli-
gion does not mean justice or benevolence or fear of God; it is a
mere tool to enhance their racial aims and satisfy their selfish nation-
alistic pride. Indeed such pretenders “have no share in [God’s]
Kingdom; otherwise they would not give others so much as a speck
of'it” (53). A nation that is in charge of dispensing God’s favors must
not be mean to other nations or groups.

The surah continues: “Or do they envy other people what God
has given them of His bounty? We gave Abraham’s descendants the
scriptures and wisdom, and a glorious kingdom” (54). This is a sub-
tle reference to some Jewish elders from Madinah who accorded the
pagan Arabs in Makkah a higher status over the Muslims and gave
them pledges of moral and material support. However, the surah has
a more general application. People of faith are always obliged to
give an honest and fair testimony, as the surah confirms:

God commands you to hand back what you had been entrusted
with to its rightful owners, and, when you sit in judgment among

people, to judge with fairness. Noble 1s that which God exhorts
you. (58)

Trust, here, is both material and metaphorical, and refers to the
preservation and protection of all kinds of commitments and obliga-
tions towards God as well as towards fellow human beings. Those
who do not fulfill their duty with regard to trusts cannot claim to
possess true belief; and the religious faith of those who do not keep
their word or fulfill their promises must always be in question.
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Having related part of the past history and attitudes which impinged
on contemporary events, God in this surah turns to the charac-
teristics and behavior of a noxious group of human beings, the dou-
ble-faced hypocrites who had posed a great threat to Islam and
Muslims. These were the people who in public declared their belief
and acceptance of Islam and the Prophet, but in private they rejected
them and harbored deep-seated hatred and spite towards the
Prophet and the Muslims. However, as their actions betrayed them,
their sinister schemes were foiled. The surah continues:

Have you seen those who profess to believe in what has been
revealed to you and had been revealed before you? They seek
judgment of someone else other than God, although they were
commanded not to do that; and Satan would wish to lead them far

astray. (60)

The verse clearly affirms that they were lying. To believe truly in
God, it is necessary and essential to abandon other deities or powers.
God says elsewhere in the Qur’an:

God is the Patron of the believers. He leads them out of darkness
and into the light. As for the infidels, their patrons are false deities
who lead them out of the light into darkness. (al-Bagarah: 257)

In this surah, He says: “The believers fight for the cause of God, but
the infidels fight for the cause of false deities” (76).

False deities are bound to lead people away from God’s true path
and turn them against Him and the way of life He ordained for
humankind. Although the hypocrites pretend to listen to the exhor-
tations of the Muslims, they go ahead with whatever they think
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serves their interests. The more they do this, the more arrogant and
proud they grow, and the more difficult it becomes for them to
acknowledge their mistakes and reverse their actions. People with
these characters can be very close to the believers physically, but
their hearts and minds are far removed from them, and they can
hardly appreciate or understand the guidance being offered to them.
As the surah points out: “When it is said to them, ‘Come to what
God has revealed and to the Messenger,” you shall see the hypocrites
turn away from you” (61). In another surah they are identified as
those who, “when it is said to them, ‘Come, God’s Messenger will
ask forgiveness for you,’ they turn their heads and you see them walk
arrogantly away” (al-Munafigiin: 5). Of course every unbeliever or
hypocrite has his or her own point of view to uphold and argue.
Many of these believe that they are right, but sooner or later they
will realize the error of their stance. Many of them will then seek to
apologize and justify their positions. The surah asks:

But how would it be if some disaster befell them on account of what
their hands committed, and then they came to you swearing by

God that they desired nothing but amity and conciliation? (62)

Many people are today prepared to defend man-made laws and
systems, believing them to be the best and most beneficial to human-
kind. However, when societies begin disintegrating and crime starts
to eat into the fabric of society at all levels, they retreat from their
positions and start to think again. Concerning these, the surah says:
“God knows what i1s in their hearts. Ignore them, and admonish
them, and speak to them about themselves with eloquence and
force” (63).

Two reactions can reveal a person’s hypocrisy: revulsion towards
God’s revelation and refusal to defend the truth and fight for the
cause of God. Hypocrites also feel ill at ease when it comes to per-
forming religious obligations, such as prayers and alms-giving.
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Although they might be able to disguise their reluctance to perform
the latter, one would find them totally exposed when it comes to the
tormer. Apostles, on the other hand, deliver God’s messages as com-
prehensive guidance for a better life on earth. Their followers
believe, listen, and obey without deviation. God says in the surah:

By your Lord, they shall not be true believers until they resort to
your judgment in what they disagree upon among themselves.
They will not find any difficulty in accepting your judgment, and
they will submit totally. (65)

Indeed, there is nothing in religious teachings that is unfair or
difficult for people to carry out. It is only those with weak hearts and
lack of will that flinch from them and cower at performing their reli-
gious duties, be they fighting for the cause of God or the observance
of daily prayers.

The surah then elaborates on the characteristics of the hypocrites,
touching briefly on another social group that needs attention, those
of weak faith. If not attended to, these are always in real danger of
losing their faith altogether. This weakness of faith manifests itself in
several forms. One of them is referred to in the surah as follows:

There is among you he who is sure to lag behind, so that if a disas-
ter befell you, he would say, “God has been gracious to me that I
was not present with them.” But if God’s grace came your way,
he would say, as though there was no amity between you and
him, “Would that I had been with them, I might have gained
immensely.” (72—73)

This is a person motivated by sheer self-interest, and cares nothing
for the faith or its future. He is dithering, wavering between satisty-
ing his own ego and the honest fulfillment of his duty towards
others. Another type is the person who observes religious obliga-
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tions, such as prayers and fasting, but when it comes to fighting for
the cause of God, shudders and wavers and asks for time to think.
The surah continues:

Have you not seen those to whom it has been said, “lay down your
arms and observe your prayers and give alms,” but when they were
ordered to fight, some of them were as fearful of other people as

they were of God, if not more so. (77)

The surah offers considerable guidance and counsel to those of
weak faith, and confirms that God is so gracious as not to leave them
to their own fate or to drift away completely from their religion. To
the first group, God advises that in deciding what direction to take,
they should not be led by their personal narrow interests only. It is
shameful, indeed despicable, that those who do not take part in
fighting should lament their reluctance to participate in battle after
victory has been achieved, or feel self-satisfaction and happiness
when the outcome is defeat. They are told to devote their energies
to God and be forthright in responding to the call to defend His
religion:

Let those who are ready to exchange life in this world for life in the
hereafter, fight for the cause of God. Whoever fights for the cause
of God, and is then killed or achieves victory, We shall richly
reward him. (74)

As for the second group, they are told that a person’s term of life
and his or her moment of death are determined by God beforehand.
This is confirmed in Al “Imran: “No soul will die without God’s
permission, after a certain fixed term” (145). Indeed, some people
come out alive from the most horrific accidents, such as airplane
crashes, while others die for no apparent reason while relaxing in
their own living rooms.

The world is full of those who oscillate between hypocrisy and
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weak faith, and the surah has mentioned some of them. God says:
When they are blessed with good fortune, they say, “This is from
God,” but when misfortune befalls them, they say, “This is from
you [Muhammad].” Say to them, “Itis all from God.” (78)

This reminds us of the Pharaoh’s stance towards Moses, which is
described in another surah as follows: “When good fortune came to
them, they said, “This is our due,” but when a misfortune befell
them, they blamed Moses and his followers” (al-Araf: 131). This
cynicism, which might have characterized the attitude of the People
of the Book or some of the new converts to Islam at the time
towards God’s revelations and messages, is a sign of a serious flaw
and a lack of faith in God.

As Muslims, we believe that God is the source of good fortune
and He 1s the only power that can cause real harm. He is the creator
of all, in whose hands lies the destiny of the whole world and every-
thing that is in it. Despite their active free will, human beings can
neither create things nor cause them to happen. However, within
the context of this universe, about which we still know very little, a
person’s will and power to do things is limited and constrained. This
is the significance of the words: “Say, ‘It is all from God.”” The
verses that follow elaborate on this theme further and place it in a
proper perspective. They explain that most of the evil that befalls
people can be attributed to their negligence or to certain undesirable
actions or behavior on their part. Addressing the Prophet as well as
every human being, the surah goes on to say: “Whatever good you
[Muhammad] encounter is from God, and whatever misfortune
befalls you is due to yourself” (79). God is the creator and the origin
of everything, while people commit acts and acquire results, and
they are the cause of most of what they suffer. Another type of
people the surah mentions are those who:

when they hear any news, whether good or bad, they broadcast it;
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whereas if they had [first] referred it to the Messenger and to
those in positions of responsibility, they would have verified

it properly. (83)

Indeed, one of the most unfortunate phenomena in society is when
ignorant incompetents take charge of its affairs and begin to
pontificate, give advice and direction to others, and control their
lives and destinies. It is still possible today to find ignorant people
who issue religious edicts, or fatawa (sing. fatwa), relating to funda-
mental issues of Islamic law, or pronounce on the most important
matters of war and peace. There are people who spend all their
energy trying to change the world, whereas they are not capable of
influencing their own closest family members or friends. It is impe-
rative that we should spare our energies by leaving things to those
properly qualified and competent to deal with them or carry them
out. Ignorant people should not be spokespersons for God or Islam,
and specialists in all fields ought to be accorded the highest respect
and allowed to serve society in the best possible manner, without
being denigrated or undermined. It s far healthier for people to make
their contribution in areas that they know best, and allow others to
contribute similarly. Prophet Muhammad is reported to have said:
“He is not one of us who is not kind to our children, or does not
respect our elders, or denies our learned people the esteem they

deserve.”8
K4 S,
SN

God commanded the Prophet not to be disconcerted by those who
were weak of heart or cowardly, and to stand up to the trouble-
makers and the aggressors until they relented and would no longer
pose a threat to the Muslim community. The surah expresses that

8 Narrated by Abt Dawiid and al-Tirmidhi.
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as follows:
fight you, then, in God’s cause—since you are but responsible for
your own self—and inspire the believers to overcome all fear of
death. God may well curb the might of those who are bent on
denying the truth: for God is stronger in might, and stronger in abil-
ity to deter. (84)

It was up to individual people to decide whether they would join
the Prophet and the Muslims and support them, or not. The surah
continues:

Whoever lends support for a good cause shall be a beneficiary of its
goodness, but whoever gives support for a bad cause shall suffer part

of its consequences. God controls and assigns all things. (85)

God also commanded the Muslims to observe and assess the atti-
tudes and stances of others towards them, and to reciprocate with
them accordingly. The surah says: “When you are greeted, reply
with a similar or better greeting...” (86). This would apply to normal
everyday greetings exchanged between people. The Muslims in
Madinah used to extend greetings to Muslims and non-Muslims
alike until some People of the Book resorted to distorting the word
al-salamu, meaning peace, to al-samu, meaning death; that is, in
return for the greeting al-salamu “alaykum (peace be upon you) used
by the Muslims, they would reply al-samu “alaykum (death be upon
you). In this situation the Muslims were instructed to counter with
the single word, wa “alaykum, that is, “upon you also”! This, it seems
to me, was a specific instance. However, the general meaning of the
verse 1s that it becomes Muslims to undertake social interaction with
others, Muslims and non-Muslims, as that would be more con-
ducive to creating amity, peace, and trust among all. Ibn Jarir quotes
Ibn “Abbas as saying: “Greet in return everyone who greets you,
even if they are Magians, because God says, “‘When you are greeted,
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reply with a similar or better greeting.”” Al-Sha‘bi once greeted a
Christian person, saying: “Peace and God’s mercy be upon you.”
When someone criticized him for doing that, he replied: “Does not
he too live by the mercy of God?”9

The surah then turns to talk about the hypocrites and how to deal
with them. In this context, the hypocrites are not a particular group
of Madinan residents, such as ‘Abd Allah ibn Ubayy and his coterie,
but other tribes and communities, or in modern terminology, for-
eign nations, who express support and solidarity with Muslims and
Muslim causes in public, while behind the scenes they resort to
scheming and intrigue against them. Some Muslims at the time were
taken in by such people until the revelations from God alerted them
to the facts, saying:

Why should you split into two camps concerning the hypocrites,
when God had thwarted them on account of their misdeeds?
Would you guide those whom God had confounded? Those whom

God confounds you can never guide. (88)

Then the surah continues to provide more details on the nature
and type of those enemy groups. Some of them wish hardship for
the Muslims, connive against them, and are eager to see them aban-
don Islam. However, the surah warns: “Do not take some of them as
allies until they leave their homes for the cause of God and join you”
(89). Those who are neutral should be oftered peace. “If they leave
you alone, do not fight you, and offer you peace, then God gives
you no authority over them” (90).

Nevertheless, the opportunists should be given firm and sharp
treatment. The offer of peace extended to the genuine neutrals
must not include them. Still, fighting these people would not be for

9 Narrated by al-Bukhari and Muslim.
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the purpose of forcing them to convert to Islam, but to persuade
them to remain neutral in any war forced upon Muslims. However,
if in fact it became clear that they reneged or showed hostility
towards the Muslims, then there would be no justification in letting
them off.

The classification of these enemies given in the surah is extremely
equitable. Muslims neither force others to convert to their religion,
nor object to them taking a neutral stand in any conflict that deve-
lops between Muslims and non-Muslims, as long as that neutrality
remains true and effective. What Muslims object to and would resist
is naked and open aggression.

The surah then gives the Islamic ruling with respect to premedi-
tated murder and unintentional killing or manslaughter. This came
about in the wake of an incident, during one of the battles, when the
Muslims captured people from the enemy side. As they were closing
in on them, a man came forward to announce his conversion to
Islam. Some Muslims immediately thought that he was only doing
that to save his neck and could only be blufting or trying to deceive
them. He was killed by Usamah ibn Zayd.

When the news reached the Prophet, he was deeply aftected, and
reprimanding Usamah, he said: “What have you to say to the fact
that he had proclaimed the faith?” Usamah replied: “He only did
so out of fear.” To which the Prophet responded, “How do you
know? Had you cut open his heart and made certain whether he did
so in fear or not?” After that, Usamah said, “The Messenger of God
would continue to reproach me over that incident so that I wished I
had not been a Muslim before that day.”'® On that occasion the
tfollowing verse was revealed:

Believers, show discernment when you go out to fight for the cause

10 Narrated by Imam Ahmad and al-Bayhagqi.
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of God, and do not say to him who surrenders to you that he is nota
believer, seeking worldly gain. God has abundant rewards. You had
been in similar situations previously, but God was gracious towards

you. Therefore, show discernment as God is cognizant of all you
do. (94)

As a matter of fact, it was inappropriate at that time for Muslims
to continue to live among the infidels. There was a need for con-
verts to emigrate and join their fellow Muslims in Madinah, in order
to partake in setting up the new Muslim state and share in the eftort
of building the future of Islam. Hiding their belief made new con-
verts to Islam open to persecution when discovered. The Qur’an
was quite critical of such a stand when it said:

Those who die sinning shall be asked by the angels, “What were
you doing?” They would reply, “We were oppressed in the land.”
The angels would say, “Was not God’s earth wide enough for you
to emigrate?” (97)

Emigration for the sake of preserving one’s own beliefs is one way of
securing peace and security. There is nothing more degrading than
having to live under suppression, humiliation, and duress when God
has promised those who seek refuge for the sake of their religious
beliefa better and far more prosperous and happy life, now and in the
hereafter. Indeed, human societies all over the world have always
migrated and moved around, building and contributing, materially
as well as spiritually, to human culture and civilization. As believers
in God and custodians of the message of Islam, Muslims should be at
the forefront of this vital human activity to dispense their duty of
spreading God’s message.

With travelling comes the concession of shortening some of the
obligatory daily Muslim prayers, as indicated in the following verse:
“When you travel, you incur no offense in shortening the prayers, if
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you fear that the unbelievers might cause you harm” (101). It seems
that this verse and the one following it apply to prayers when one is
under the threat of enemy attack, but the ruling on prayers during
normal travel are expounded elsewhere in the Qur’an. Further
details on this subject can be found in numerous books on jurispru-
dence.

The next verse addresses Prophet Muhammad as the religious as
well as military leader of the Muslims:

When you [Muhammad] are with them [Muslims| and it is time to
conduct the prayer, let a group of them rise up [to pray] with you,
carrying their weapons. When these finish praying, let them stay
behind you [to your back] and let another group who had not per-
tormed the prayer join you, and let them be on their guard and carry

their weapons. (102)

Most scholars tend to be of the view that this ruling applied when
the Prophet was leading the prayer and groups of Muslims took
turns in praying behind him. My personal interpretation of this
statement is that it applies only in the case of the Prophet, as it would
be inconceivable that someone else would lead the prayer in his
presence. But today, prayers could be held in the battlefield by sev-
eral groups, behind difterent a’immah (sing. imam), or leaders, and at
various times, without fear of being taken unawares by the enemy. It
would not be practical or necessary otherwise to tie up a whole army
of several thousand people to a single imam or demand that they all
pray together in one congregation at the same time.

O

(O

avy
o

The surah continues with further description of people whose faith
1s weak and whose hearts are feeble or sick. It comments on one of
the most intriguing incidents dealt with in the Qur’an, which con-
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cerned one of those Muslims whose perception and understanding
of Islam was, to say the least, lacking. A Muslim called Tu‘mah com-
mitted a theft, and to conceal the evidence, he entrusted the stolen
goods to a Jew to keep them for him. Investigations focused suspi-
cion on him and the Jew, and eventually the stolen goods were
retrieved from the Jew’s house. The Jew said, quite rightly, that
Tu‘mah had placed them in his custody. Tu‘mah, however, denied
the offense and pointed to the Jew as the culprit. Tu‘mah’s clan also
entered the fray, defending their man and accusing the Jew, a soft
target as a result of Jewish animosity towards Islam, of committing
the crime.

Prophet Muhammad showed a certain inclination to believe
Tu‘mah and his people, giving them, as Muslims, the benefit of
the doubt. But God intervened to put the matter right. The surah
goes on:

We have revealed to you [Muhammad] the Book containing
the truth, so that you may judge between people by that which
God has shown you. You shall not plead for those who are perfi-
dious. Implore God’s forgiveness; He is ever Forgiving and Mer-
ciful. (105-06)

God, therefore, had forbidden the Prophet to defend deceitful and
untrustworthy Muslims, and directed him not to believe their
claims. God says to the Prophet:

But for God’s grace and mercy you would have been led astray by
some of them. They would only mislead themselves, and could do
you no harm. God has revealed to you the Book and the Wisdom
and taught you what you did not know before. (113)

Commenting on the Tu‘mah case, the surah says: “Whoever com-
mits a misdemeanor or an offense and accuses an innocent person of
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it, shall bear the guilt of calumny and gross injustice” (112). As for
the offender, the surah invites him to repent, saying: “Whoever pur-
sues evil or wrongs his own soul and then seeks God’s forgiveness,
will find God Forgiving and Merciful” (110). As for the collusion of
the guilty man’s clan and their efforts to pervert the course of justice,
the surah asserts:

There is no virtue in much of their counsel, except for those who
call for charity, kindness, or reconciliation among people. Whoever
does this seeking the pleasure of God, We shall grant them a great
reward. But he who disobeys the Messenger after the guidance is
made clear to him and pursues a path other than that of the belie-
vers, We will leave him to his choice, but will assign him to hell; a

dismal abode. (114-15)

Thus, once again, Islam’s fairness is made manifest! These arguments
were put forward for the sake of establishing the rule of law, to grant
justice to a person whose community were in the main antagonistic
towards Islam, and to prove his innocence in a crime for which he
was clearly being victimized.

Having closed that chapter, the surah turns to another diminish-
ing but significant community that was still to be found in Madinabh,
the idol-worshipping Arabs. The surah hits at them very hard:

God will not forgive taking other gods besides Him, although He
will forgive whom He will all other misdemeanors. He who takes

other gods besides God has indeed strayed far away. (116)

Certainly polytheism, or the belief in and worship of several gods, is
a mental and spiritual aberration which totally negates human nature
and values. True believers in God can neither submit their will to,
nor place their trust in, nor seek guidance from anyone else but the
one and only God, the Creator and Sustainer of all creation. This
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belief generates in the believer’s heart total reassurance and peace of
mind, so that he or she will not submit to anyone else, nor seek their
support or reward. On the other hand, the recognition of several
gods divides one’s loyalties, and causes one to be guided and moti-
vated by several contradictory, delusive, and fallacious principles
and ends. One’s life turns into a long, continuous delusion that ends

1n a mirage.

Those who take Satan rather than God for an ally shall indeed sufter
total and evident loss. He [Satan] promises them and raises false

hopes for them, but he only does that to deceive them. (119—20)

Boasting about one’s religion or beliefs is a hopeless pursuit.
Sincere actions and sensible behavior shall be the final criterion.
Today we meet people who are so eager to express their pride in
Islam, bragging about its superiority, integrity, and justice. How-
ever, when these same individuals are asked what contributions or
sacrifices they have made for Islam, or what distinguishes them from
followers of other religions in the world, they become dumbfound-
ed. In response to these people, God says:

It is not by your own wishful thinking, nor by the wishful thinking
of the People of the Book. Whoever does evil shall be requited for
it, and shall find none, other than God, to protect and support him.

(123)

Nowadays, although while we find Christian and Jewish leaders
openly and proudly identifying with the ideals and traditions of
their religions, we rarely find political leaders of Muslim countries
observing or respecting even the simple daily prayers.

The surah returns to the discussion of family relationships dealt
with earlier. At the outset, it sets out the general principles of equity
and reconciliation upon which these relationships must rest:
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They consult you [Muhammad| concerning women. Say, “God
provides you with answers about them, and so do those parts of the
Book concerning orphan girls, whose rights you deny but whom
you wish to marry, and concerning helpless children. God has also

instructed you to treat orphans fairly.” (127)

We have already seen how at the beginning the surah dealt exten-
sively with the subject of orphans; here it concentrates on disputes
and disagreements that might arise between married couples. In this
context, the Qur’an strongly recommends the resort to reconcilia-
tion, mutual kindness, and fairness, and urges resistance to securing
selfish gains as much as it is humanly possible. Still, if that option fails
and the relationship breaks down, each party is advised to seek
redress, first and foremost, with God Himself; “But if they separate,
God will compensate both out of His own abundance; God is
Munificent and Wise” (130). Indeed, God’s grace and generosity are
boundless. With deep and sincere faith in and obedience to God,
one should not despair or become pessimistic:

To God belongs all that the heavens and the earth contain. We have
exhorted those who had received the Book before you, as well as
yourselves, to fear God. For, if you deny Him, know well that to
God belongs all that the heavens and earth contain. God is Self-
Sufficient and Worthy of praise. (131)

This last phrase is repeated in this part of the surah three times to stop
people despairing and give both spouses encouragement and hope
in a better future if they have to divorce and lead separate lives.

The surah then goes on to emphasize that married life is based
on fairness, and that society as a whole can in fact grow and survive
only on foundations of equity and justice among its members.
“Believers, uphold justice and bear true witness before God, even
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if you have to attest against yourselves, your parents, or your
kinsfolk” (135). Upholding justice has been the tradition and the
motto of all the prophets who had received from God the gui-
dance and the law, and were assigned to ensure its proper and fair
implementation. This is what the next verse seems to aftirm, when
it says: “Believers, believe in God, His Messenger, the Book He
revealed to His Messenger, and the Book He had revealed previ-
ously” (136). Oppression and the absence of justice within a family
home are a threat to both spouses and to all their children. Broken
homes and dislocated families spread unhappiness through the rest
of society and threaten its cohesion and the safety and quality of life
within it.

So far, we have seen how the surah has discussed the various
groups of people in society and their respective roles, and has not
limited the discussion to family affairs alone. We have also been
given a taste of the Qur’an’s approach in dealing with the hypocrites
or fifth columnists in society against whom it gives stern warnings.
Before the surah is brought to a close, however, we are taken back to
this subject to see the surah highlighting one very important aspect
of this matter.

True believers respect and revere God’s words. They take them
seriously and never allow them to be ridiculed, reviled, distorted, or
taken in vain. It is for this reason that outrage is always provoked in
Muslims by others who take God’s words in vain. Nevertheless,
there are always the weak-minded, dim-witted Muslims who are so
lax in this regard and who are hardly ever moved by slanders or
attacks against their religion or their holy Book. It is these who are
addressed in the next verse:

Inform the hypocrites that a stern chastisement awaits them; those

who choose to take the infidels rather than the believers as allies.

Are they seeking glory at their hands? Surely, all glory belongs to
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God. (138—39)
The point here is that no matter how powerful their enemy,
Muslims should never appease or succumb to him at the expense of
their religion and their honor. It is a characteristic of the hypocrites
alone that they do not care about truth or principle, but sincere
believers are told:

He [God] has instructed you in the Book that whenever you hear
God’s revelations being denied or ridiculed you must not remain in
that company until they move on to another subject of conversa-

tion; or else you would be like them. (140)

All through Islamic history, Islam and Muslims have repeatedly suf-
fered as a result of scheming and intrigues at the hands of such
hypocrites, and it is no wonder that the Qur’an refers to the subject
over and over again to stress its various aspects.

K4 Sy,
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Towards the end, the surah returns to the subject of the People of
the Book, Jews and Christians, shedding some new but vital light
on aspects of their history and official conduct. The Jewish elders
reject both Jesus and Muhammad. They accuse Jesus of being an
impostor and of being born out of wedlock by an adulterous
mother, while Muhammad was a bedouin with a false claim to
prophethood. To the Church, Muhammad was simply a charlatan
and a pretender. The surah replies to all these allegations as fol-
lows:

Those who deny God and His messengers, and wish to draw a line
between God and His messengers, saying, “We believe in some, but

k)

deny others,” and seek to find a way to justify this, are the real

infidels, and for the infidels We have prepared a humiliating
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punishment. But those who believe in God and His messengers
and discriminate against none of them, God shall give them their

reward; and God is Forgiving and Merciful. (150—52)

Following a short debate with the People of the Book, God
addresses Prophet Muhammad:

We have sent you revelation as We sent it to Noah and to the
prophets who came after him. We also sent revelation to Abraham,
Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the [Hebrew]| Tribes, and to Jesus, Job,

Jonah, Aaron, Solomon and David, to whom We gave the Psalms.
(163)

The source of the revelation and guidance received by all of
these messengers and that received by Muhammad is one. They are
all envoys of God to humanity, assigned the same basic mission
which they delivered with equal honesty, care, and diligence.
Muhammad’s only merit over his fellow messengers was that the
revelation he had received was more detailed, more profound and
comprehensive in communicating with people’s basic nature and
instincts as well as higher aspirations. His legacy is bound to endure
and the mission of enlightenment, guidance, and service to God
which he launched is set to continue and persist as long as humans
are due to live in this world. God has endorsed Muhammad’s mis-
sion by saying: “God bears witness to what He sent down to you
[Muhammad], and He sent it down with His knowledge; and so do
the angels, and God is a sufficient witness” (166). Indeed, any
detached and fair examination of the Qur’an would in fact show that
it is unique among all the divinely revealed Books of all the other
prophets and messengers. A similar examination of Muhammad’s
own character, life, and work would establish that he was ideally and
uniquely suited for the mission he was chosen to undertake.

As for the Qur’an’s debate with the People of the Book, the surah
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tells us:
The People of the Book ask you [Muhammad] to bring down for
them a book from heaven. They demanded something greater than

that from Moses, saying, “Show us God face to face.” (153)

This could not be the attitude of a group seeking truth for its own
sake. This demand could only be made by individuals with an arro-
gant overreaching mentality, and so when it came from members of
Moses’ party, who should have known better, they were repri-
manded and punished severely. The surah portrays the group as
people who had accepted God’s covenant only out of fear, and went
on to renege on it and break it, to which God responded:

That was a consequence of their breaking their covenant, their
denial of God’s revelation, their killing of the prophets unjustly and
their saying, “Our hearts are sealed.” It is God who sealed their
hearts, on account of their denial, and only a few of them would
truly believe. It was also a consequence of their denial and their

utterance of monstrous falsehoods against Mary. (155—50)

When Jesus became the target of slander and murderous intents,
God saved him and confounded his enemies.

They had neither killed him, nor crucified him, but it was made to
seem to them that they did. Those who disagree about that are con-
tused; they have no knowledge thereof, going by pure conjecture,
since they had certainly not killed him. God lifted him up to Him;
God is Mighty and Wise. (157—58)

Nevertheless, for historical and other reasons, many people have
come to believe in the crucifixion and salvation myths that have
become a central part of Christian dogma and doctrine. This is due
to ignorance, narrow-mindedness, and lack of enlightenment. God,
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affirming the escape and eventual ascent of Jesus and his submission
to Him, maintains in these verses that were the people more enligh-
tened, they would have taken a more sensible attitude:

But those of them who are deeply rooted in knowledge and
the believers do believe in what has been sent down to you
[Muhammad] and what was sent before you; and so do those who
observe the prayer and give alms, and so do believers in God and the

Last Day. We shall give all of these a great reward. (162)

Here we come to the closing verses of this surah which give deci-
sive judgment on all the human social and religious groups men-
tioned earlier. The infidels and the hypocrites fare the worst, because
they are bigoted and base their beliefs on myth and ignorance, and
they try to mislead and confuse others. They in fact stand as obstacles
to other people’s endeavor to know God and avail themselves of His
guidance. “Those who disbelieved and debarred others from the
path of God have gone far astray. God does not forgive those who
disbelieve and act unjustly, nor will He guide them” (167-68).
Looking at the history of modern colonialism and imperialism, one
can see clearly that it quite distinctly bears these two features: disbe-
liefin God and the oppression of humankind.

Then, in such an intriguing manner, the verses address the
Jews thus:

O people, the Messenger has come to you with the truth from your
Lord, and so believe for your own good. If, however, you disbe-
lieve, know that to God belongs all that the heavens and the earth
contain. God is All-Knowing and Wise. (170)

This is followed by a statement directed at the Christians, who are

seen as being overwhelmed by confusion and lack of direction,
which have led to their highly outlandish, self-contradictory, and
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paradoxical doctrines and beliefs. With respect to that, God says:
People of the Book [Christians], do not exceed the proper bounds
of your religion, and say nothing but the truth about God. The
Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, is no more than the messenger of God
and His word which He had bestowed on Mary, and a soul from
Him. So believe in God and His messengers and do not say [God is]
three. Desist for your own good. God is but One God; He is far too
glorified to have a son of His own. To Him belongs all that the

heavens and the earth contain. God is a sufticient Protector. (171)

The truth is that honest inquiry into and the study of the mysteries of
the universe and natural phenomena will only confirm the fact that
there could only be one God. If other gods exist, then where are
they? What have they created? What is their contribution to the
world and what role do they play in its destiny? Where is this corpo-
rate godhead that is running our world and deciding our future? No!
There are not, nor could there be, more than one God; obedience
and total submission are due to Him alone, and all are obliged to
thank and worship Him and nobody else. God says:

The Messiah would never feel too proud to be a servant of God, nor
would the angels who are close [to God]. He [God] shall bring
before Him all those who are arrogant and look down on those

worshiping Him. (172)

The surah ends with a verse setting out the rules for inheritance
with respect to deceased childless couples and orphans. This takes
us full circle to the subject of family affairs with which the surah
had opened. Thus we can see that the subject matter of this surah
revolves around the theme of social life and social relations in
general and the various groups that make up society and its cultural
and religious structure. The family unit is a miniature model for
society as a whole, while society is a larger model of the family, and
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God’s grace and guidance encompass them all. To those lacking in
perception, however, the surah may appear to be made up of a col-
lection of disjointed passages, which is a serious misunderstanding.

I simply refuse to judge Qur’anic surahs by their titles, which are
quite different from their subject matter. The titles are no more than
restrictive tags or labels, while the content is often complex, elabo-
rate, and intertwined. We may take al-Bagarah as an example; it
extends over forty pages of normal size, out of which the story of the
cow, which gives the surah its title, comprises no more than half a
page. The rest of the surah extends into a vast ocean of subjects deal-
ing with history, law, theology, morals, ethics, and other themes.
The same applies to this surah. A few short passages of it are devoted
to matters relating to women, such as the family and family aftairs,
but the rest deals with wider social and religious issues that are of
interest and relevance to human groups throughout the world.

87



SURAH §

Al-Ma’idah
(The Table)

THIS SURAH IS KNOWN by two titles: al-Ma’idah, meaning “the
table;” and al-‘Ugiid, meaning “the covenants.” The second title
reflects the surah’s wide-ranging subject matter much more accu-
rately. The first title comes from the request made by the Christian
disciples to the prophet Jesus to ask God to send them a meal from
heaven for them to enjoy and celebrate, as evidence for his truthful-
ness. However, the story of this meal receives only a very brief
mention towards the end of the surah, whereas the subject of
covenants and obligations occupies almost the rest of it.

The main feature of this surah is the frequent use of declamatory,
direct, and emphatic speech. Sixteen such statements are addressed
specifically to Muslim believers:

Believers, be true to your obligations. .. (1)
Believers, do not violate the rites of God, or the sacred month...(2)

Believers, when you rise to pray, wash your faces and your hands as
far as the elbows (6)

Believers, fulfill your duties to God and bear true witness over
others...(8)

Believers, remember the favor which God bestowed upon you...

(11)

Believers, have fear of God and seek the right path to Him...(35)
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Believers, take neither Jews nor Christians as protectors...(S1)

Believers, whoever of you recants of his Faith, God will bring forth

others who love Him and are loved by Him...(s54)

Believers, do not take as mentors the infidels and those who were
given the Book before you, who have mocked your religion and

taken it in vain...(57)

Believers, do not forbid the wholesome things which God has
made lawful to you (87)

Believers, wine and games of chance, idols and divining arrows, are

abominations devised by Satan (90)
Believers, God will put you to the test...(94)
Believers, kill no game while you are in the state of iliram. .. (95)

Believers, do not ask questions about matters which, if made

known to you, would only cause you harm...(1071)
Believers, you are accountable for none but yourselves...(105)

Believers, when death approaches you, let two just men from

among you be witnesses as you make your testament. .. (106)

In two instances, the orders are addressed to Prophet Muhammad

himself:

Messenger, do not grieve over those who plunge into unbelief. ..
(47)

Messenger, proclaim what is revealed to you from your Lord...(67)

On five other occasions, the exhortations are addressed to the
People of the Book:
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People of the Book, Our Messenger has come to reveal to you

much of what you have concealed of the Scriptures... (15)

People of the Book, Our Messenger has come to you with reve-

lations after an interval... (19)

Say, “People of the Book, would you hate us only because we
believe in God...” (59)

Say, “People of the Book, you can claim no faith until you observe
the Torah and the Gospel...” (68)

Say, “People of the Book, do not transgress the bounds of truth in
your religion...” (77)

Throughout, the tone is stern and solemn, fully conveying the
seriousness and weight of the issues being discussed, while the
declarations and statements are usually followed by explanations,
elaborations, instructions, or specific factual information, which are
necessary to inspire Muslims to build and organize their community
life in accordance with the laws and teachings of Islam. All the time
it 1s quite clear that this set of rules and proclamations is being pre-
sented by God in the form of binding obligations that must be
tulfilled by Muslims. Among these, we find the call to wash in a
certain manner before performing the prayers, as well as rules per-
taining to prayer which is itself the first clause in God’s covenant
with the Israelites.

Having outlined a number of rules, duties, and responsibilities
required for the establishment of a Muslim society, God says:

And remember God’s favor to you [the believers], and the covenant

with which He bound you when you said, “We hear and we obey.”
Fear God, for God knows what is in people’s hearts. (7)
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Doubtless, the relationship between God and humankind is a seri-
ous and solemn one which calls for sincerity, tenacity, and diligence.
An essential corollary of true faith in God is to take one’s obligations
towards Him seriously and hold them in high regard, and discharge
them fully to the best possible standard. God has taken an undertak-
ing from the Muslims that they will believe in His oneness, submit
to and serve Him alone. Having become Muslim, they have pledged
to promote and spread His religion, to be a good and faithful exam-
ple to others, and to teach and dispense virtue and goodness to all.

Muslims are not the first group of humans to undertake such far-
reaching and binding obligations towards God, for they had been
preceded by others. The surah explains:

God had made a covenant with the Israelites and raised among them
twelve chieftains, and God said to them, “I shall be with you. If you
observe prayer, and give alms, and believe in My apostles and sup-
port them, and if you ofter God a generous advance, I shall forgive
you your sins and admit you to gardens with rivers running there-
under. But any of you who thereafter renege shall stray from the

right path.” (12)

The Israelites’ responses to that covenant are well known, having
been documented—along with God’s own reactions to them—in
various sources, Jewish ones included. Elsewhere, there are people
(nominal Muslims) who, no matter how much piety and sincerity
they try to convey, or no matter how religious they might claim
to be, are always betrayed by their attitudes and actions. Their
contrived devotion to Islam leads some of them to censure and
condemn more severely Muslim believers who commit minor mis-
demeanors than they would unbelievers. In the minds of such
people, the very concept of right and wrong is confused and turned
upside down. They would show more tolerance towards the infi-
del enemies of Islam than they would towards some Muslims. The
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well-known sect of the Khawarij, who emerged around 659 Ac,
some twenty-seven years after the death of Prophet Muhammad,
and who were vehemently opposed to the Prophet’s cousin and
fourth Caliph, “Ali ibn Abi Talib, whose blood they demanded, are
the progenitors of this school of misguided religious behavior. The
Khawarij allowed the killing of Muslims whom they judged to be
sinners or lacking in faith, but refused to fight unbelievers on the
pretext that these were asylum seekers. In a way, one could under-
stand the reaction of the eighth century ac Muslim scholar, Wasil
ibn ‘Ata’, founder of the Mu‘tazilah school of Islamic thought, and
his followers who, when confronted by followers of the Khawarij,
feigned unbelief, because otherwise they would have been killed.
They based their view on the literal interpretation of the Qur’anic
verse: “If'an idolater seeks asylum with you [Muhammad], give him
protection so that he may come to know the words of God, and
then deliver him to his place of'safety” (al- Tawbah: 6).

Such ruthlessness and insensitivity are totally alien to Islam.
Jewish elders in Arabia displayed a strong sense of insincerity and
artificial religious piety towards Islam and its followers, as the surah
affirms: “You [Muhammad] will ever find them deceitful” (13).
Nevertheless, the same verse ends with the directive to the Prophet
to: “Pardon them and excuse their deeds, for God loves those who
are benevolent” (13).

As God had made a covenant with the Jews, so He made a similar
one with the Christians. The way this is expressed in the surah mer-
its reflection for it distinguishes between the later Christian
generations and the one contemporary to Jesus and his disciples who
were true representatives of his teachings. Accordingly, the surah
says:

And with those who claimed to be Christian We made a covenant,

but they forgot much of what we had impressed on them.
Therefore We allowed them to be drawn by their enmity and
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hatred, which shall endure till the Day of Resurrection, when God
shall inform them of all that they had done. (14)

A cursory look at the history of Christianity would bear this out
completely. Relations between the various Christian churches are
replete with dissension, bloody feuding and schisms. Europe can
never forget the interreligious wars that plagued it during the
Middle Ages. Although they have abated somewhat in recent deca-
des, they have left deep-rooted divisions and suspicion, temporarily
overshadowed by the need to face up to the challenge of modern
anti-religious secularism that is threatening the very existence of all
the Christian sects and churches. This standoft can be only tempo-
rary, for as long as the underlying causes of those divisions and
schisms continue to exist, those ugly and bloody feuds are bound to
rear their heads again, as the verse makes quite clear.

Genuine peace, conciliation, and understanding among people
can truly come about only under Islam. Bloodshed and conflict
between various national, religious, ethnic, and other human groups
can be avoided only when the hearts of people are filled with the
love of the one and true God. Only God’s incontrovertible and
unambiguous guidance can bring people to live in peace and har-
mony with one another. This is what the surah affirms:

A light has come to you from God and a perspicuous Book, with
which God will guide to the paths of peace those who seek to please
Him. He will lead them by His will out of darkness and into the
light and onto the straight path. (15—16)
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The greatest and most irrevocable covenant humankind has made
with God is to uphold His absolute oneness. Those who insist on the
beliefin the existence of other gods besides the one God are drifting
rudderless in high seas, with no hope of rescue or redemption. All
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tollowers of divinely revealed religions are assumed to affirm belief
in monotheism. The Christian view of Jesus Christ, however, is
shrouded in mystery and confusion. Since Christians also claim to
believe in and worship the one God, there immediately arises the
question of what is the true and proper status and position of Jesus
Christ in Christianity. Under proper and calm scrutiny it is possible
to see how contrived, disingenuous and unconvincing present
Christian doctrines are. My own study of the subject has led me to
take seriously the claim made by Dr. Muhammad Ma‘raf al-
Dawailibi—though to my knowledge uncorroborated by other
sources—that he is in possession of a Vatican document confirming
the total humanity and non-divinity of Jesus. The document is the
result of extensive studies carried out by competent authoritative
scholars over a forty-year period. It is said to contain specific and
unequivocal instructions to Christians that Jesus should never be
referred to as divine. More interestingly, the document categori-
cally accuses the Church of numerous injustices against Islam and
Muslims, and recommends wider contact and more reconciliation
with Islam in the future. The document also apologizes for the role
of the Church in the twelfth to fifteenth centuries Ac, when the
Crusaders waged war against the world of Islam in the Middle Ages,
and its implication in the European colonization of the Muslim
world during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It reportedly
regrets the plunder of Arab rights in Palestine and calls for direct dia-
log with Arab and Muslim peoples to remedy the past and heal
old wounds. The Vatican, according to Dr. al-Dawalibi, later suc-
cumbed to various pressures and had this document “suppressed and
eventually withdrawn.”

Be that as it may, the Christian view of Jesus Christ is extremely
ambiguous and self-contradictory, as pointed out in the Qur’an:

They had neither killed him, nor crucified him, but it was made
to seem to them that they did. Those who disagree about that are
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confused; they have no knowledge thereof, going by pure conjec-
ture, since they had certainly not killed him. God lifted him up to
Him; God is Mighty and Wise. (al-Nisa’: 157)

The real and true God is but the one God, and that is the reason for
this angry retort that:

Those who held that God was the Messiah, the son of Mary, are
infidels. Say, “Who could then ever prevent God if He wanted to
annihilate the Messiah, the son of Mary, and his mother and every-

one else on earth?” (17)

Rabbinical teachings, on the other hand, though spurning the
Trinity doctrine, are nonetheless guilty of insolence and of showing
a lack of proper respect towards God Almighty. They are known to
be less than forthright in their expression of devotion to or fear of
God, whom they depict as the Jews” own benefactor to the exclu-
sion of almost all other beneficiaries.

Both Jews and Christians, therefore, claim a special relationship
with God and assume for themselves a privileged and unique status
in the world order. But, in fact, God’s favor and grace may be earned
only through sincere, unadulterated, and unshakable faith and real
tangible actions to back up that faith. Nothing else can, in the sight
of God, give people, whether individuals or groups, any particular
advantage over others. This applies just as much to Muslims, who
have to show the same required degree of humility and submission
to God, and show the courage and fortitude necessary to uphold
His laws and teachings and face up to His enemies and detractors.
Mere verbal identification with Islam or the teachings of Prophet
Muhammad is no substitute for real action and tangible endeavor.
To illustrate this point, the surah relates two examples; one concerns
some Israelites, and the other the two sons of Adam: Cain and Abel.

In the first example, we are told about the group who refused to
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carry out the order by Moses to enter the Promised Land and fight
those who were in control of it at the time. Moses tried all manner of
inducement to persuade them to do so:

My people, remember God’s favor which He has bestowed upon
you. He has appointed some of you as prophets, made you kings,

and given you that which He has given no other nation. (20)

For generations the Israelites had borne the great and honorable task
of carrying God’s message. Compared with other human groups
such as the Arabs, the Israelites received scores of prophets and mes-
sengers. They enjoyed dominance and prosperity and were made
secure in their own land. However, many failed to appreciate that
privileged status, and as time went by they developed a strong sense
of complacency and arrogance. They took God’s grace for granted
and believed that God was more in need of them than they were of
Him. At that point they were put to the test, with Moses telling
My people, enter the Holy Land which God has assigned

1113

them:
tfor you and do not turn back, or you shall be the losers’” (21). They
flinched and disobeyed, unashamedly telling Moses: “‘Go, you and
your Lord, and fight, we shall be waiting here’” (24). As punish-
ment, God caused them to spend forty long years lost in the
wilderness of the Sinai desert, where, except for a few sincere
believers, most of them perished.

The second example is the episode concerning Adam’s two sons:
Cain and Abel. Out of jealousy and spite, Cain murdered his bro-
ther, Abel, in cold blood. Having killed him, the story goes, he was
at aloss as to what to do with his body. The surah picks up the story:

Then God sent a crow which started digging into the earth to show
him how to inter his brother’s body. “Alas!” he cried, “Am I not
as able as this crow that I can not inter my brother’s body?” He

became full of remorse. (31)
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Cain’s attitude proved to be symptomatic of human behavior.
Killers are always under the illusion that they somehow benefit from
the murder of their victims. However, the cold-blooded destruction
of one soul can in no way be an enhancement for another. To build,
promote, and reform human life is a positive deliberate act of virtue
that 1s likely to invoke God’s pleasure and favor. God, in the verses
that follow, deems the cold-blooded murder of one human being to
be a crime against the whole of humanity:

Whoever kills a human being, other than as punishment for murder
or for the spreading of corruption on earth, it shall be considered as
though he had killed the whole of mankind; and whoever spares a
human life shall be deemed as though he has spared the whole of
humankind. (32)

These stories are related in the Qur’an for the benefit of the
Muslims, to enable them to learn from the experience of earlier
generations. They also contain specific rulings that are designed to
guide the Muslims and protect their society from falling into the
traps that caught their predecessors. In this instance, verses 33 and
34 specify the penalties for highway robbery, while verse 38 spe-
cifies that for theft, stressing with respect to both penalties the need
to be fearful and conscious of God; “Believers, have fear of God
and seek what brings you closer to Him, and strive for His cause,
so that you may be successful” (35). The means that take us closer
to God and help us achieve success in life, are good deeds and pos-
itive action, which in turn require strength of will and selfless
dedication.

08
AN

Divine revelation is a unique source of legislation for religious mat-
ters as well as issues relating to the inheritance of wealth and penal
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codes. Once God has ruled on a certain issue, there is no longer
room for human speculation or sophistry. This is a legacy that has
been passed on by believers from one generation to another,
although some have deviated from these traditions and neglected
God’s laws and guidance. Crimes aftecting life, property, or personal
honor are vile, with far-reaching social consequences. It was God’s
own decision not to leave legislation in these areas to the prejudices,
whims, and vulnerability of ordinary mortals, for human legislation
is bound to be biased and influenced by countless factors that would
be prejudicial and impair judgment in one way or another. The
whole process of justice would be in jeopardy. This is exactly what
happened with earlier Jewish and Christian generations. Prophet
Muhammad said:

Those before you were condemned because when a nobleman
committed theft they let him go, but when a hapless citizen did the
same they punished him. By God! If Fatimah, the daughter of
Muhammad, herself were to be convicted of theft, I would have her
hand cut oft. 1!

Indeed, as those people became more lax, they dropped the punish-
ment of cutting oft a thief’s hand and replaced it with varying terms
of imprisonment which encouraged more larceny and crime. How
could this be considered more just than divine justice? The same
happened with respect to other crimes and penalties.

Havinglooked very closely at crime in various societies, it is clear
to me how deeply serious and hugely costly this problem has
become. In several modern cities today, personal safety and security
are almost nonexistent. As frightening statistics have shown, women,
children, and old people are raped, abused, and attacked every
minute of the day and night, with the criminals enjoying immunity

I Narrated by al-Bukhari.
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from real and eftective punishment. This only goes to prove the wis-
dom of the Prophet’s comment: “The administration of God’s
punishment in one case is better for humanity than thirty days of
continuous rain.” 2 He was also reported to have said, “Apply God’s
punishment to near and far alike, and do not allow yourselves to be
swayed in the way of justice by kinship or criticism.”*3 The Islamic
penal system, as defined by the Qur’an, continued to be in use all
over the Muslim world until the thirteenth-century aAc Mongol
invasion, when some parts were replaced with legislation laid down
by the rulers themselves.

The Mongols ruled Iraq and Syria for almost a century (1256—
1336 AC), and their precedent was later to be emulated and taken
even further forward by European colonialism, which ruled Muslim
lands from the seventeenth century ac. This brought about radical
transformations by replacing Islamic law with European laws and
legislation, some of which permitted extramarital sex, prostitution,
and homosexuality. In some Muslim countries, the Islamic penal
code was pushed aside or completely condemned and rejected as
brutal, inhumane, and retrogressive.

When the Prophet arrived in Madinah, two Jews accused of
adultery were brought to him for judgment. He asked them what
was the punishment for their crime according to their own religion.
They said it was flogging and blackening of the face, to which he
replied that it was in fact stoning to death. They insisted that he was
wrong, until reference was made to the Torah and the Prophet’s
view was shown to be the correct one. To this effect the following
verse was revealed:

Messenger, do not be unduly worried by those who plunge head-
long into disbelief, who say, “We believe,” only with their lips but

12 Narrated by al-Nasa’i, Ibn Majah and Imam Ahmad.
13 Narrated by Ibn Mijah and al-Nasa’i.
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have no faith within their hearts, and those from among the Jews.
They listen to lies and to other people who never come to you.
They tamper with [God’s] words and take them out of their context
and say [to one another]|, “If you are given such-and-such [judg-

ment], take it, otherwise beware.” (41)

The only course of action left for those exposed by God’s Messenger
was to hurl abuse at God Almighty and the prophets. However, the
Prophet refused to give in to them, and was supported by the words
of God which said:

You [Muhammad] can do nothing to help someone whom God
wishes to confound. Those whose hearts God does not wish to
cleanse shall be disgraced in this life, and an awesome torment

awaits them in the hereafter. (41)

This is a statement for all time concerning falsifiers and hypocrites
and is an affirmation of the fact that whoever chooses to get on the
evil bandwagon should expect only to be doomed and condemned.
This is in tune with the words in the following verse: “Those who
persist in the error of their own ways, the Merciful shall leave [them]
to their own devices” (Maryam: 75).

The law in any country applies to all who live under its jurisdic-
tion, no matter what their religious beliefs are. The Jews in Madinah
led an autonomous existence which had been guaranteed and pro-
tected by the treaties concluded with the Prophet on his arrival to
settle in Madinah. Accordingly, the Prophet did not force them to
apply his judgment, but was rather instructed by the Qur’an thus:

If they [the Jews] come to you, you can either give them your
judgment or turn away from them. If you do turn away from them
they can do you no harm, but if you judge between them, do so

with justice. (42)
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More generally, Muslims are required to respect and apply the
statutes and ordinances of Islamic law in their own countries, and
cannot be expected to do so everywhere else in the world.
Followers of other religions living in Muslim countries are, with few
exceptions, free to conduct their own religious ceremonies and ritu-
als, and pursue their religious beliefs in peace and security, but in all
other matters they are subject to the law of the land like everyone
else.

The Prophet’s judgment should not have surprised the Jews,
since the “Book of Deuteronomy” in the Old Testament explicitly
recommends stoning (22:20—21) as the punishment for the unmar-
ried woman who commits illicit sex. It says: “If a man is found lying
with the wife of another man, both of them shall die” (22:22). It fur-
ther states,

If there is a betrothed virgin, and a man meets her in the city and lies
with her, then you shall bring them both out to the gate of that city,
and you shall stone them to death with stones, the young woman
because she did not cry for help though she was in the city, and the
man because he violated his neighbor’s wife; so you shall purge the

evil from the midst of you. (Deuteronomy, 22:23—24)

The next few verses in the surah briefly cover the attitude of
the People of the Book towards legislation relating to capital pun-
ishment and penalties for illicit and extramarital sex. They point
out that these were first given in the Torah to the Jews and were
later corroborated by the Christian Gospel. Those who ignored,
avoided, or violated that legislation are condemned as unbelievers,
transgressors, and sinners. The Torah, according to the Qur’anic
outline, was in force until the arrival of the Gospel of Jesus which
had come into eftect after it. When the Qur’an was revealed, both
Jews and Christians were expected to take heed of it and update
whatever legislation they had already received. The surah is quite
unequivocal about this:
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And to you [Muhammad] We have revealed the Book with the
truth. It confirms other books that have come before it and
prevails over them. Therefore rule over them according to God’s
revelations and do not follow their whims and fancies in devia-
tion from the truth that has come to you. We have ordained for
each [community]| a system of laws and assigned them paths to
follow. (48)

Two important points emerge from this passage. The first one is
that God’s religion and legislation for humankind have been per-
fected and concluded with the message of Prophet Muhammad.
This is true for matters of doctrine and belief, where the Qur’an and
the Prophet endorsed and revitalized the essence of earlier revela-
tions received by all the prophets and messengers who preceded
him. As for divine legislation, God has sent down the basic and fun-
damental principles, and left the interpretation and application of
those principles to people’s mental and intellectual capability of
deduction, rationalization, and wisdom. It is people’s responsibility
to decide how to use God’s revelation to serve the needs and inter-
ests of the human community. Religion is indeed one, but the
details and scope of legislation in the difterent religions vary. This
leads us to the second point, mainly that Muhammad’s mission is
distinguished by containing within it the essential elements that
make it universal and durable for as long as humankind continues to
exist on this earth. The teachings of Islam are compatible with com-
mon sense and are totally harmonious with the needs and limitations
of human nature. It is also destined to remain valid and relevant for
all stages of human material and intellectual development. Other
monotheistic legacies were relevant to and applicable within partic-
ular communities and for finite periods.

In his commentary on the Qur’an, the renowned Muslim scho-
lar, Shaykh Muhammad Rashid Rida, points out that Judaism was
noted for being such a severe and stern religion because it was
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addressed to people who had for generations lived in slavery and
subjugation, and who had hardly any independent existence of their
own. This had caused many of them to grow obstinate and unyield-
ing. This is quite evident from even the most cursory reading of the
first five books of the Old Testament, which take the reader into a
cruel and claustrophobic authoritarian world. Christianity, when it
came later, did not override earlier laws and teachings, and was more
inclined towards conciliation. It steered well away from confronta-
tion with the ruling Byzantine emperors, choosing instead to “turn
the other cheek.” Under the Byzantines, though, Christianity was
turned into a conquering, belligerent, and vindictive force. Islam,
however, came to restore the balance between the material and the
spiritual, between the rational and the intuitive, between this life
and the life that is yet to come. It has accorded humans a special and
unique status in the world and laid the solid foundations for their
relationship with God and the relationships among human beings
themselves. Shaykh Rida goes on to say:

The essence of the universality of Islam and the mission of Prophet
Muhammad, God’s peace and blessings be upon him, does not
become evident until we live and establish Islam on the basis of
rationalism, and understand its laws and imperatives through active
and incisive interpretative work [ijtihad], and by taking a lead from
bona fide and competent scholars and legislators. Those who oppose
this rational free-thinking approach put themselves in opposition
to God and completely undermine the essence of the Shari‘ah of
Islam and its relevance and eftfect. Through their ignorance they

do a great disservice to Islam.
KGN
SN

God then says in this surah: “Believers, do not take Jews or
Christians as protectors” (s1). The pertinent question here is: Does
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this apply to all, or only some Jews and Christians? For a satisfactory
answer, one has to read the foregoing and the following verses as
one whole passage and put the various ideas in context. Looking at it
this way, one can perceive three distinct categories of Jews and
Christians.

The first are those who are so extreme in their opposition to the
Islamic Shariah that they will accept any other system in its place, no
matter how alien to their beliefs. Although they know that Islam
guarantees them full religious freedom, they continue to harbor a
tear of Islam and a hatred towards the Muslims. The way the Prophet
was recommended to treat these was to:

Judge among them according to God’s revelations and do not be led
by their desires, and make sure they do not distract you from some
of what God has revealed to you. If they reject your judgment, be
sure that God wishes to punish them for some of their sins. A great
many people are evil-doers. Is it un-Islamic laws they accept? Who
is a better judge and law-giver than God for people with true faith?
(49-50)

This group is so blinded by hatred and jealousy, that there is no
longer any hope in persuading them to see any sense or in winning
their friendship.

The second category comprises those who live among the
Muslims but their hearts are with the enemies of Islam. It is of course
vital for Muslims to ensure that their ranks are not infiltrated or
weakened by people who may let them down at the crucial
moment, were they to engage in a defensive war with an outside
enemy. This did happen in the past, as the following verse relates:

You see the faint-hearted hasten to woo them [the infidels], saying,
“We fear lest fortune might turn against us.” But God may well

bring about victory or some other event of His own making,
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whereupon they would be smitten with remorse for what they had

been hiding within their hearts. (52)

In the early days of Islam, religious minorities were to be found all

over Muslim lands. However, when Muslims had to fight against
outside enemies, such as the Byzantines, non-Muslims were never
recruited into the fighting force in order not to strain their con-
sciences nor create any religious or moral dilemmas for them. The
Muslim authorities were happy to receive their financial support,
hoping that the least they could do was not to side with the enemy
or betray the Muslims.

The third group of Jews and Christians the Muslims were
instructed not to take as protectors were those who ridiculed and
belittled Islam and its teachings and practices, such as prayer or the
call to prayer, the adhan. The surah refers to them in the following
manner:

Believers, do not take as protectors those who were given the Book
before you or the infidels who mock your religion or tinker with it.
Fear God, if you are true believers. When you raise the call to prayer

they take it as a joke or a sport. It is because they do not understand.

(57-58)

Religion is a serious matter and has to be treated with dignity and
respect. It 1s difficult to see how anyone who does not show such
respect can be treated as a friend or an ally.

Islam is a tolerant and accommodating religion, and when it
comes to religious conviction and matters of belief it specifically for-
bids coercion and compulsion. Muslims are permitted to go into
business and trade partnerships with non-Muslims on the basis of
mutual honesty and trust. Muslim men are permitted to marry non-
Muslim women and raise families built on mutual love and affection.
Positive and constructive interreligious dealings and cooperation in
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all fields are to be encouraged to avoid intercommunal strife and pro-
mote tolerance, trust, and respect among all people. Islam has clearly
defined the circumstances in which Muslims can shun followers of
other religions or boycott them, because differences between various
religions are inevitable. Nevertheless, Muslims are also taught to
respect their religion and reflect that respect in dealing with others on
an equal basis. That should not be very difficult, except for some,
such as those fanatics who consider other people inferior to them-
selves, or bigoted agnostics and cynics who cannot tolerate people
with convictions and strong beliefs different from their own. This is
what the following verse refers to: “Say, ‘People of the Book, 1s it that
you find fault with us only because we believe in God and in what has
been revealed to us and in what was revealed earlier...?”” (59). These
are the basic principles that decide a Muslim’s relations with and
attitude towards followers of other religions. These are reasonable
and sensible principles, free of hatred, prejudice, and vindictiveness.

God comforts the Muslims in the following verse by assuring
them that they are never short of friends and allies:

Your allies are God, His Messenger and other believers who
observe prayer and give the alms in humility. Those who ally them-
selves with God, His Messenger, and the believers are of the party of
God that are sure to triumph. (55—56)

One of the basic teachings of Islam is to love or hate for God’s sake;
love that is pure and unselfish and a rejection that is free of malice
and injustice and bears no grudges towards those who are rejected.
Islam also teaches forbearance and the need to overlook the minor
mistakes of others and their shortcomings, while being firm and
severe when the situation demands it.

Reflecting on the case of Ma‘iz, who insisted to the Prophet that
the punishment for adultery be administered to him, I found that the
Prophet tried very hard to dissuade him and make him change his
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mind, and was ready to forgive him since he had repented. How-
ever, Mi‘iz was adamant in wanting to cleanse himself by dying and
he was granted his wish.'# The attitude of Jesus when faced with a
similar situation, was also to react in a similar way, as in the case of
the adulteress who was brought to him for stoning. God has no
grudges against anyone, nor is He wantonly waiting to take revenge
on sinners and people who commit misdemeanors; nor are God’s
prophets bloodthirsty hangmen but reformers and fair-minded
leaders.

No doubt there is a big difference between a casual unintentional
error and a premeditated deliberate violation or rejection of God’s
laws. All prophets were stalwart in their stand against all forms of
crime, especially when it became a normal acceptable practise in
society. The Jewish and Christian establishments, over the genera-
tions, have grown lenient towards criminal and immoral behavior;
so much so that they have been rendered totally helpless and ineftec-
tive in fighting it. Evidence for this shameful state of aftairs can be
seen in today’s western societies, a by-product of the lapsed Judeo-
Christian tradition, where most religious leaders are strangely
indifferent to the deterioration of social and moral behavior in their
midst. More shamefully, they have turned a blind eye to the abuse of
human rights in many countries as well as to political, social, and
economic exploitation of other races.

This surah has devoted long passages to exposing the paradoxes
and the contradictions in the thinking and behavior of Jewish and
Christian spokesmen and leaders, calling for their actions to be con-
demned: “Why do the rabbis and the elders not dissuade [their
people| from saying what is evil and acquiring what 1s unlawful?
Wicked indeed is what they do!” (63). How can Jews and Christians
preserve their religions without adhering to the true teachings of
their prophets and complementing them with the guidance that

14 Narrated by Muslim and al-Tirmidhi.
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Islam has come to offer them? God directs the Prophet thus:

Say, “People of the Book, you shall achieve nothing until you
implement the Torah and the Gospel and all that is revealed to you
from your Lord.” What has been revealed to you [Muhammad]
from your Lord will only increase the high-handedness and unbelief

of many of them, but do not grieve for the unbelievers. (68)

To defend the integrity and the truth of God’s teachings and
guidance is an essential duty of all believers. This should become a
central dimension of their consciousness and existence. It is ironic
how the supposedly pious priests among Jews and Christians could
afford more respect and support to agnostics or pagans or advocates
of corruption rather than to believing Muslims, who shared with
them a vast common ground of faith and belief. This attitude
brought severe criticism:

Those Israelites who disbelieved were cursed by David and Jesus,
son of Mary, because of their disobedience and transgression.

They never used to censure one another for any wrongdoing.

(78-79)

It was followed by instructions to the Muslims not to befriend or
appease them:

You [Muhammad] can see many of them making alliance with the
unbelievers. What they lead themselves to do is condemned. They
have incurred the wrath of God and shall endure eternal torment.
Had they believed in God and the Prophet and what has been
revealed to him, they would not have taken them [the unbelievers]

as allies. But many of them are wrong-doers. (80-81)
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When reprimanding such groups for their laxity and tolerance
of evil and immorality in society, it was essential to emphasize
and redefine some of the basic and fundamental principles of
religion.

People usually tolerate injustice or immorality for fear of the con-
sequences of standing up to them. Some are even keen to appease
tyrants and despots for purely materialistic reasons of worldly gain
and privilege. Standing up for one’s principles can indeed be
extremely costly. Nevertheless, it is the collective outcome of this
brave and selfless stand that really counts in the end. Betraying the
truth and abandoning the fight for what is right may bring short-term
gains, but the consequences in the long run can be disastrous and
humiliating. Real success and true happiness can be achieved only
when God becomes the central criterion for one’s preferences and
alliances. God says:

Ifthe People of the Book had believed and feared [God], We would
have pardoned them their sins and admitted them to the gardens of
delight. If they had observed the Torah and the Gospel and what has
been revealed to them from their Lord, they would have enjoyed

abundance from above and from beneath them. (65-66)

This should not be taken as addressing Jewish and Christian savants
only, for it applies equally to Muslim scholars and leaders who have
taken custody of God’s word. Correct and proper behavior can only
be a product of true belief, and that is the reason the discussion goes
back again to fundamentals, the pure unadulterated belief in the
oneness of God (tawhid).

The rabbis confess monotheism, but are their perception and
understanding of that principle correct? Do they accord God the
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unique and venerated status of perfection He deserves? Do they
consider themselves above His will or subject to the same laws and
standards as the rest of humanity? Such are the criteria by which
they—as well as others—are to be measured. When in the past some
of them chose to monopolize God’s religion for the sole advantage
of their own positions or national goals and objectives, God’s dis-
pleasure was evident enough.

The surah expresses disapproval of their record and treatment of
their prophets. It says:

We [God] made a covenant with the Israelites and sent forth to
them messengers. But whenever a messenger came to them with a
message that did not suit their fancies, some of them they branded as

liars and others they put to death. (70)

The Church, on the other hand, adheres to beliefs and doctrines that
are paradoxical and totally self-contradictory. Jesus is God, and
Mary is the mother of God. But God is the Eternal Father, who sent
His son, Jesus, to save the human race, and Jesus is therefore the son
of God. However, there is also the Holy Spirit who is also God. So,
although there are three Gods, they are in fact one God, or rather
God is three-in-one, a Trinity, and so on. The surah says:

Unbelievers are those who say, “God is one of three,” for there is
but one God. If they do not desist from what they are saying, those
of them that disbelieve shall be severely chastened. (73)

The great religious debate in the world today is in essence
between Islam, which upholds the absolute oneness of God, the one
and only creator and controller of the whole of life and the universe,
on the one hand, and a brand of Christianity with illogical, inconsis-
tent, and incomprehensible doctrines that are being modified and
remodified by self-serving institutions, on the other. God advised
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Prophet Muhammad to say to the People of the Book: “‘Do not
transgress the bounds of your religion, do not yield to the desires of
those who erred before and had led many astray and had themselves
strayed from the right path’” (77). The Christian world is hopelessly
divided, and this division has been the underlying cause of many
religious wars in the world, some of which went on for decades,
claiming millions of innocent victims. It was only when the powers
of the Church were separated from those of the state that the
infighting abated. However, the Church, with newly acquired
allies, has now turned to fight Islam and the Muslims. It is Islam that
is being branded retrogressive, fundamentalist, anti-modernist,
and violent. Still, the conciliatory tone of the Qur’an should remain
relevant for all time:

The closest and most affectionate towards the believers are those
who have said, “We are Christians.” That is because among the lat-
ter there are priests and monks and because they are not conceited.
When they listen to what has been revealed to the Messenger, you
see their eyes fill with tears for recognizing the truth. They say,

“Lord, we believe and so count us among the witnesses.” (82—83)

History tells us that the early Muslims were hoping for the sup-
port of the Christians of Abyssinia and Byzantium. They were
looking forward to the triumph of the Byzantine Christians over the
Persians, because they saw that as a victory for their own cause.
Christian delegations began to converge first on Makkah and then
on Madinah to listen to what Muhammad had to say, and many of
them converted to Islam, believing it to be a fulfillment of the
prophecies of their own books and prophets. Later, with the decline
of Byzantine power, Islam spread widely over the whole of Asia
Minor and North Africa, whose inhabitants, the overwhelming
majority of whom had been Christian, adopted Islam. As the verse
puts it, they were saying: ““Why should we not believe in God and
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in the truth that has come to us, and hope our Lord will admit us
among the righteous?’” (84). However, this was brought to a halt by
the vicious and relentless Crusades waged against the Muslims. They
started over one thousand years ago, and do not seem to have come
to an end yet. These wars have shaken the very foundations of the
world of Islam and have done incalculable damage to the spirit and
the unity of the Muslims. Still, there must definitely be people in
Europe and America, the bastions of Christianity today, who are
looking for the truth although they are discouraged from accepting
Islam because of the pathetic and miserable state of the Muslims
today. Nevertheless, only time will tell.

In this brief discussion of the relationship between Islam and the
People of the Book, we are informed about the bases and princi-
ples upon which the Muslim community is built. Muslims are
strongly warned about leaning too far towards either materialism
or monasticism, and that they should not forbid themselves the
good and wholesome things that God has provided and made law-
tul for them.

Believers, do not forbid the wholesome things which God made
lawful to you. But do not transgress, because God does not love the

transgressors (87).

They are also warned against all forms of extremism in behavior
and conduct. This 1s followed by verses giving clear-cut rulings for-
bidding the taking of intoxicants, which today’s so-called Christians
consume normally every day. There are also rulings on protecting
the sacred Muslim lands in Makkah and Madinah, refraining from
fruitless and abstract religious polemics, and on the need for Muslims
to abide by the Qur’an and the Sunnah. They are also warned not to
take the route of the unbelievers and bigots:

When it is said to them, “Come to that which God has revealed and
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to the Messenger,” they say, “Sufficient for us is the faith we have
inherited from our fathers,” even though their fathers were so igno-

rant and misguided. (104)

The surah ends with two topics: a call to the Christians to be sin-
cere in their faith and to clean up and purify their doctrines and
beliefs, and a reminder to the Muslims of their covenant with God
and their need to respect and fulfill that covenant. We read God’s
solemn questioning of Jesus: “Did you say to people, ‘“Take me and
my mother as two gods besides God?’” (116), to which Jesus would
naturally reply:

I told them only what You ordered me to say. I said, “Worship
God, my and your Lord.” I was their witness as long as I had stayed
with them, and when you took me to You, You have been the one

watching over them. (117)

The truth of the matter is that there is only one God, to whom all
else submit in total humility. The Christian Churches have over the
years tampered with the teachings of Jesus and contrived alien doc-
trines that do not reflect the spirit or objective of those teachings.
Only pride and self-interest drive them to insist on adopting these
erroneous and false doctrines as part of the original and authentic
Christianity.

As regards humankind’s covenants with God, it is made clear
that no special relationship exists between God and any particular
human group. On the Day of Judgment, everyone shall meet his
or her Lord and Creator alone to account for his or her deeds and
actions.

This is the day when their truthfulness will benefit the truthful.
They shall dwell forever in gardens with rivers running underneath.

God shall be pleased with them and they with Him. That is the
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supreme success. (119)
No one else but God commands sovereignty over this world, for
“God has sovereignty over the heavens and the earth and all that is in
them, and He has power over all things” (120).

Al-Ma’idah contains some of the very last statements of legisla-
tion revealed to Prophet Muhammad.
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Al-An‘am
(The Cattle)

THIS IS THE FIRST MAKKAN surah of the initial seven long
surahs of the Qur’an. The Book itself was addressed in the first
instance to the religiously ignorant pagans and polytheists of Arabia,
who worshiped idols, were hopelessly unenlightened, and clung
slavishly to the beliefs and religious traditions they had inherited
from their ancestors. They were typically bigoted and narrow-
minded. In talking to them, the Qur’an adopted a rigorous, patient
approach, amassing all possible evidence and using all methods of
persuasion to make them see the truth. It spoke at length about
God, His omnipotence, and the proof for His existence and power,
manifest in their own creation and their life, and in the natural world
around them. It challenged, teased, and cajoled their basic human
nature and common sense, tapping their latent spiritual instincts
and urging them to shake off the fetters of paganism.

The surah is distinguished for the recurring aftirmations and
direct instructions addressed to the Arab mind of the seventh cen-
tury Ac, that was reveling in religious ignorance and backwardness.
This is clear right at the start as the opening verse says: “Praise be to
God, who has created the heavens and the earth and ordained dark-
ness and light. Yet the unbelievers set up other gods as equal with
their Lord” (1). Despite God’s incredible and unique power,
however, the ignorant and unenlightened continue to take other
objects as gods besides Him, ascribing to them a comparable status.
Following the opening verse, we find an emphasis on the fact that
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humankind’s life span on earth is finite, and a day will come when all
shall return to face God and account for their actions. God shall then
stand as the judge of all. The praise due to the Almighty is enforced
by the affirmation: “He is the God in the heavens and on earth. He
knows what you conceal and what you reveal and He knows all that
youdo” (3).

The surah also has a distinct feature in that God is frequently
referred to in the third person singular, He, for example, in verses 97
and 98. This has the immediate result of capturing one’s attention
very effectively, and one can feel the overwhelming and imposing
presence of God, which invokes recognition of, and total submis-
sion to, His majestic power. The Qur’an speaks of God with pure,
direct awareness, and with unparalleled sincerity and reverence. It
tries to pluck people out of the traditions they have adopted, shake
them up, and rid them of the ignorance in which they have wal-
lowed. In addition to these affirmations, we find explicit, precise,
and direct instructions and briefings from God to His Prophet,
Muhammad, on how to educate, inform, and argue with the unbe-
lievers. The instructive word, “Say,” appears frequently; it is in fact
repeated in the surah forty times, sometimes occurring as often as
twice or four times in the same verse:

Say, “To whom belongs all that the heavens and the earth contain?”
Say, “To God. He committed Himself to mercy and shall gather
you all on the Day of Resurrection; a day about which there is no

doubt.” (12)

Say, “What could be the greatest testimony?” Say, “God. He bears
witness for me and for you. This Qur’an has been revealed to me
that I may thereby warn you and all whom it may reach. Do you
really believe that there are other gods besides God?” Say, “I do not
so believe.” Say, “He is but one God, and I am totally guiltless of
your polytheism.” (19)
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The argument is eloquent, sincere, clear, straightforward and
extremely powerful. It is being conducted by God on behalf of
His Prophet. Clearly the surah was revealed at a time of tense and
heated confrontations between the Prophet and the unbelievers
of Makkah.

Scholars are agreed that the surah, despite its length, was
revealed in its entirety on one occasion. Although some doubtful
and unsupported reports point out that parts were revealed in
Madinah, this is due to a misconception that all Qur’anic passages
relating to the People of the Book, Jews and Christians, belonged
to the Madinah period. Likewise, some scholars are mistaken in
claiming that zakah was implemented at Madinah, whereas in fact
its implementation started with verses revealed at Makkah and the
details of its application followed in verses received in Madinah.
However, this surah was revealed on one occasion and the illiterate
Prophet committed it to memory immediately and recited it to the
scribes and other notable Companions who recorded and memo-
rized it.

We shall now continue to review the main issues raised in this
surah, the first of which is the inevitable fate of transgressors and
those who offend God, no matter how long that fate takes in com-
ing. The actions of this type of people usually begin with their
refusal to listen to the truth, and once they have listened to it they
begin to deny it. When that fails they turn to trivializing and
mocking it until they eventually have to make an all-out attack on
it and on those who uphold it. All this with God choosing to allow
things to take their natural course as a test of the tenacity and
endurance of the believers, and to see how far the unbelievers are
prepared to go in their transgression. Regarding the unbelieving
Arabs, God says:

Can they not see how many generations We have destroyed before

them? We gave them more power in the land than We have given
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you [the unbelievers], and sent down for them abundant water from
the sky, and gave them rivers streaming beneath them. Yet We
destroyed them for their sins and raised up other generations after
them. (6)

Thus, when nations and civilizations grow arrogant and oppressive,
they fall apart, decline, and degenerate. The question here must be
whether this divine law applies to those human societies that totally
deny God and ignore His power, or is it also true for those human
groups which in their way of living mix and confuse the truth with
falsehood? The answer, according to the surah, is that the law holds
for both. Let us read carefully the following words:

We sent forth apostles before you to other nations, and afflicted
them [the nations] with calamities and misfortunes so that they
might humble themselves [to God]. If only they had humbled
themselves when Our scourge overtook them! No, their hearts

were hardened and Satan praised their deeds for them. (42—43)

They misunderstood God’s grace and assumed that they had suc-
ceeded in deceiving Him. However, before they could congr-
atulate themselves for their hollow victory: “We suddenly struck
them and they were plunged into utter despair, and thus was the
power of the transgressors annihilated. Praise be to God, Lord of all
creation” (44—45).

Having studied the state of our Muslim nation throughout its his-
tory, I find that the threats directed in this surah against the
unbelievers are just as valid and real in the case of those who deviate
from the truth:

Say, “He has the power to afflict you with suffering from above
your heads or from beneath your feet, or split you into factions

causing the one to overpower the other.” Look how We demon-

118



SURAH 6 * Al-An‘am

strate the signs so that they may understand. Your people
[Muhammad] have rejected it [the Qur’an] although it is the truth.
Say, “I am not your guardian. Everything shall come to its end and

then you shall realize.” (65—67)

A person can indeed, at times, be benevolent and patient for much
longer than necessary but when it is time to react, the reaction can
be swift and devastating, and so it is with God when He decides to
punish oppressive nations and redress injustice and wrongdoing.

K74 Sy
SIS

Some people, when reminded of a weak trait or a certain flaw in
their character or behavior, rather than taking note, try to find faults
with others. It is also true that when some people are advised to
apply their own mental and intellectual faculties to understand and
verify certain basic facts, they turn to asking for concrete proof or
miracles. However, what good are magic and miracles if the mind
itself is not receptive or if it 1s reluctant to appreciate the truth? This
has been the cause of the difticulty believers come up against when
dealing with cynics, agnostics, or unbelievers, past and present.
They are simply not prepared to see beyond what they know
already. The verse that follows puts it very well:

If We were to send down to you [Muhammad] a book inscribed on
paper and they touched it with their own hands, the unbelievers

would still assert: “This is but plain sorcery.” (7)

Another preposterous proposition they made was that
Muhammad should have been accompanied by an angel to attest to
his fidelity: “They also say, “Why was an angel not sent to him?” But
if We had sent down an angel, their fate would have been sealed and
it would have been too late for them” (8). The point here is that if
such an angel had been sent down to support the truth of the
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Prophet’s mission, and they still refused to believe, their end would
then have been decided and their annihilation would have been
inevitable. Although others before them had asked for miracles of
this kind, when they were given them, they persisted in their rejec-
tion of God’s apostles and prophets. God goes on to assert that for a
human to see an angel in physical form is impossible, because the
human vision is limited to a certain range of electromagnetic waves
beyond which no human can see. Indeed, even if angels were to
appear in a form that humans could discern, doubt and uncertainty
would always remain as to whether what was seen was human or
angel. The verse puts it thus: “If We had made him [the apostle] an
angel, We would have given him the semblance of a man, and
would have thus added to their confusion” (9).

However, despite the vehemence of their rejection of Islam,
their hostility towards the Prophet, and their determination to dis-
suade or even destroy him, the divine advice to Muhammad was
always to persevere and continue with his own positive work to win
more followers and supporters and persuade more of them to accept
Islam. The assurance is: “Other apostles before you have been
scorned, but those that scofted at them were overtaken by the very
scourge they had derided” (10). Being human, the Prophet was nev-
ertheless disappointed and saddened by some of that behavior, and
was always hoping for divine intervention to ease his burden. God
again reassured him: “We know well that what they say grieves you.
It is not that they do not believe you, but transgressors always deny
God’s revelations” (33). The unbelievers were, in reality, guilty of
offending against God more than they were against the Prophet, and
by denying the truth of God’s revelation, they were being more
hostile towards Him than they were towards His Messenger. The
latter was being told to persevere because:

Other apostles have been disbelieved before you, but they patiently

bore up and endured persecution until We granted them victory.
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None can change the edicts of God, and you [Muhammad] have
already heard of the experiences of other apostles. (34)

Nevertheless, the Prophet was hoping for an act of God, an
extraordinary event that would confound his detractors and strike
them dumb. However, God’s reply was: “But if you [Muhammad]
find their aversion hard to bear, then seek a tunnel into the ground
or a ladder through the sky by which you can bring them a sign”
(35). Naturally, this was a challenge which could not be met. These
were matters for God to decide, and He is the ultimate judge, who,
it He wished, “would have given them guidance, so do not be
foolish” (35).

After reading these words, it would indeed be absurd and foolish
to suggest that the Qur’an was not a divine book received through
revelation by Muhammad, who had no hand whatsoever in its com-
position or authorship. God rules this world according to set laws
and norms that no one else can influence or change. God’s prophets
and messengers had to carry out their missions to the full, no matter
what opposition or hostility they had to contend with. People have
a certain defined space of time during which they are free to react to
God’s commands and decide whether to adopt them or not. Once
that time has passed, however, it is God’s prerogative to act and deal
with those people in the appropriate manner.

The verses continue to explain to the Prophet that his people’s
problem is with their minds that have led them to turn away from
the truth. “Those that can hear will surely respond. As for the dead,
God will bring them back to life, and to Him they shall all return”
(36). Yet the unbelievers continue to flaunt their ignorance:

They ask, “Why has no sign been sent down to him [Muhammad]

from his Lord?” Say, “God is perfectly capable of sending down a
sign.” But most of them are unable to understand. (37)
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It is indeed curious how these people think. If the intricate and
boundless systems of the universe and life are not sufficient evi-
dence for the existence of God, how can such evidence be obtai-
ned by breaking the very natural laws themselves and performing
so-called miracles that contradict them? How can the incredibly
accurate physical laws governing the movement of the galaxies and
their countless planets and stars not be sufticient proof for God’s
existence?

When one looks at life in all its forms—human, animal, and
plant—one can only be astounded and overwhelmed by the phe-
nomenon itself and by the fact that it has endured for all these
millions of years. The following verse gives the answer:

All beasts roaming the earth and all birds flying with their wings are
but communities and nations like you are. We have omitted noth-
ing in the Book, and they shall all be gathered before their Lord.

(38)

Look at the amazing bird kingdom, for example, and how the
mothers fly around the fields and forests gathering food in their own
bellies to go back and feed their fledglings waiting in the nest. God
has indeed perfected creation at all levels, but cynics, unbelievers,
and agnostics continue to deny His existence and worship idols and
other false manmade gods, while asking for fantastic proof of God’s
existence. The surah comments: “Those who controvert our reve-
lations are deaf and dumb; they are in total darkness” (39). The irony
of the unbelievers’ attitude is that they claim they will believe the
Prophet when the evidence they ask for is produced.

They solemnly swear by God that ifa sign is given to them they will
believe it. Say, “Signs are up to God.” And how can you [believers]
tell that even if a sign came to them [the unbelievers] they would

not disbelieve? We turn away their hearts and their sight, just as they
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refused to believe the first time round, and then We let them blun-

der about in their wrongdoing. (109—10)

The unbelievers went even further in their folly by asking the
Prophet to rid himself of the weak and humble among his followers
in order for them alone to have the privilege of being around him.
On this point God tells the Prophet: “Do not drive away those who
pray to their Lord morning and evening seeking His favor” (52), but
tell them the good news that God is on their side and will grace and
honor them:

When those that believe in Our revelations come to you
[Muhammady], say, “Peace be upon you. Your Lord has committed
Himself to mercy. Any one of you who commits evil out of igno-
rance and then repents and mends his ways, God shall be Forgiving

and Merciful [towards him].” (54)

With these assurances, the Prophet was able to carry on with his
task of spreading Islam and calling people to God. He also received
instructions on how to refute the slanders and lies the unbelievers
were spreading about him personally.

Say, “I am forbidden to worship the gods whom you invoke besides
God.” Say, “I will not yield to your wishes, for then I would have
strayed and become misguided.” Say, “I have received the veritable
truth from my Lord, yet you refuse to believe it. I do not have what
you urge me to give you; judgment is entirely up to God only. He
declares the truth and He is the best of arbiters.” (s6—57)

Indeed, one cannot help but feel sympathy and admiration for the
Prophet for the patience and strength of character with which he
faced his staunch detractors. One could also feel that Muhammad
was displaying genuine and true leadership qualities in wishing for
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his people the same guidance, honor, and well-being he was wish-
ing for himself. He is instructed to make it clear to his people: “Say,
‘“Were I capable of giving you what you urge me to give, matters
between me and you would have been settled once and for all, but
God is best aware of the evil-doers’ (58). With this calm, persistent,
and persuasive approach, the Prophet continued to execute his uni-
versal mission.

\
Y
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A close and careful reading of this surah, its assertions, and instruc-
tive exhortations, has led me to ask: What more could miracles do to
convince people of God’s existence and power? If all the miracles
cited in this surah are compared with the positive and rational argu-
ments and reasoning put forward in it, they cannot be more per-
suasive. Let us read, as an example, the following passage:

He [God] has the keys [of knowledge] to all that is unknown; none
knows them but He. He knows all that is on land and all that is in
the sea, and every tree leaf that falls is known to Him. Every seed
[growing] in the deepest recesses of the ground and every soft or

hard element is recorded in a perspicuous Book. (59)

The unknown, which mainly includes things and events in the
future, but a great deal of the present and the past as well, is totally
obscured from our view, although fully accessible and exposed to
God Almighty. One meets other people every day, works with
them, and talks to them about all manner of things. Nevertheless,
what do we really know about one another’s personalities or what
goes on in one another’s minds?

God, however, is Omniscient; He has total and conclusive awa-
reness of the inner and outer truth about every human being as
well as overall knowledge of past, present, and future events. There
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are simply no limits or bounds to His knowledge, or, as the Qur’an
puts it, “He 1s aware of everything” (al-Mulk: 19). God is also om-
nipresent; He is everywhere all of the time, but not merely as an
observer or a spectator. Indeed, God acts, and directs and controls
creation in accordance with His wisdom and purpose. He is not an
abstraction, a theoretical concept, or an isolated notion of the imagi-
nation, but is proactive and in full charge of the affairs and destiny of
creation.

Now let us read on. “It is He that causes you to sleep at night and
knows what you have done during the day, and he causes you to
rise again [the next day] to fulfill your allotted span of life...” (60).
Whether deeply asleep at night or working during the day, our lives
and destinies are in the hands of God, with whom rest the final deci-
sions. One day the end shall arrive for every one of us, and that is
when we move closer to the Day of Judgment: “To Him you shall
all return, and He will reveal to you all that you have done” (60).
More fundamental truths are still to come.

He reigns supreme over His servants. He sends forth guardians
[angels] who watch over you until it is time for you to die when

Our messengers [the angels] take your souls away, without fail. (61)

We humans have no initial control over our lot: we can have no
choice as to where and when to be born. We cannot determine the
level of our intelligence, talent, and fortune. Even God’s prophets
vary with respect to these endowments—some being more illustri-
ous than others. However, when it comes to accountability, every
one 1is judged according to his or her limits and capabilities. Then,
“Our messengers [the angels] take your souls away, without fail. All
shall then be returned to God, their true Lord. His is the judgment,
and His reckoning is most swift” (61—62). Those ominous and fore-
boding words are, however, immediately followed by the most
courteous and heart-warming ones:
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Say, “Who protects you against the dark perils of land and sea, when
you humbly pray to Him openly and in private saying, ‘Save us this
time, and we shall be ever thankful?’” Say, “God delivers you from
them and from all other afflictions, yet you still take other gods
[besides Him].” (63-64)

The Qur’anic style taps people’s hopes and fears, their worries
and their aspirations, in order for them to maintain a balanced view
of life, their experience, and status in this world. The logical inci-
sive arguments advanced in the Qur’an are far more persuasive and
effective than any other pleading or polemic. The matter is quite
serious and should not be taken half-heartedly or treated with fri-
volity, so:

When you meet those who scoft at Our revelations, turn away from
them until they engage in other talk. Should Satan cause you to for-
get, take leave of the wrongdoer as soon as you come to remember.
(68)

Similar instructions to the Prophet and his followers were repeated
in verse 70, all of which remain valid for Muslims everywhere. Once
conversations or discussions of God and religion turn frivolous or
derisive, a Muslim should make his or her point in earnest and then
withdraw. God shall be the ultimate judge.

More instructions are given to the Prophet:

Say, “Are we to pray to gods, other than God, who can neither
benefit nor harm us, and relapse into unbelief after God has guided
us, like someone lured by devils, bewildered, whose friends call him

to the right path, saying: ‘Come with us.”” (71)

The note of sincerity, earnestness, and concern is quite impressive.
“Say, ‘God’s guidance is the only guidance, and we [the believers]
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have been commanded to surrender ourselves to the Lord of all
creation’” (71).

The surah then takes us back to the past, recounting prophet
Abraham’s encounter with the star-worshipers and how he tried to
steer them gently to believing in the one God. Abraham went along
with those people’s thinking and looked at a bright star in the night
sky and said: there was the Lord, as they claimed. But the star faded
away. He then turned to the moon and said the same, but soon it
also disappeared below the horizon. He saw the bright shining sun
and said, as they would say, that must be God, since it was bigger and
stronger, but before long it likewise set and darkness fell again.
Abraham thought that surely the real God would not disappear and
leave the world or parts of it behind. If God were to abandon the
planet Earth for only one instant, its orbital movement would get
out of control and the oceans, which constitute three quarters of its
area, would overflow, killing all land creatures. God controls the
whole of the physical world and all of the forces that govern it.
Any slight changes that could upset the delicate balance of these
torces would spell the end of the world and life as we know it. God
says elsewhere in the Qur’an: “It is God who keeps the heavens and
the earth from collapsing, and if they were actually to collapse
none would ever be able to hold them back in place except Him”
(Fatir: 41).

God can never be conceived to forget or relinquish His control
of existence, nor would He abandon or neglect His creation, whose
existence and continuity are totally and completely dependent on
Him. It 1s also God who ordains the destiny of every soul and coor-
dinates relations among all elements of creation. The Qur’an, citing
Abraham’s experience of his search for the one true God, sealed the
account with this conclusion: “I have turned my face to Him who
has created the heavens and the earth, and to no one else, and I take
no other gods besides Him” (79). It was left to unbelievers, skeptics,
and agnostics to ponder these truths and accept or reject them. God
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could not be made any fairer or clearer to them. Still, the success of
God’s messengers in persuading their people and winning them
over to their side varies from one messenger to another, as indicated
in the following surah:

And such was Our valid argument which We gave Abraham to use
against his people. We raise whom We wish to higher levels, and
your Lord is Wise and All-Knowing. (83)

I
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The roots of the Islamic faith go deep into history. The version
delivered by Prophet Muhammad was not a new religion that had
suddenly emerged in the Middle Ages, but a representation of the
messages of all the earlier prophets who identified the one God and
called on their people to obey and worship Him alone. Noah, for
example, also advanced the same message, saying: “‘I have been

999

commanded to be among those who surrender [to God|"” (Yiinus:
72). Such prophets and messengers are mentioned in the Qur’an
with the greatest of respect and reverence, and their experiences and
examples are related with praise for their sincerity, hard work, and
total devotion to God. Their central imperative was: God is true;
God is one; all must surrender to Him. Verses 83 to 86 of al-An‘am
mention by name eighteen of those prophets, followed by this

comment:

All these [prophets] We exalted above all nations, and We guided
many of their fathers, their children, and their brothers. We selected
them and guided them to a straight path. Such is God’s guidance;
He bestows it on whom He pleases of His servants. Had they taken
other gods besides God, all their labors would have been in vain.
Those are the men on whom We bestowed the Book, wisdom, and
prophethood. If these people [the Arabs] reject them, We will
entrust them to others who will not deny them. (86-89)
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And so it was. All the Arabs of Makkah embraced Islam while
Prophet Muhammad was still alive, and within a relatively short
period it was to reign supreme over the whole of Arabia. From
there, Islam spread rapidly along the Nile valley and through North
Africain the west, to Syria and Iraq in the north, and to Asia Minor in
the east, liberating and enfranchising. Whole communities embra-
ced Islam en masse and became its most stalwart defenders and pro-
ponents. The surah asserts the fact that Islam was an extension of and
a complement to the messages received by earlier prophets:

Those were the men whom God guided, and so [Muhammad] fol-
low their guidance and say [to your people], “I do not ask of you

any recompense for this. It is a reminder to all humanity.” (90)

It is thus clear from these verses that Muhammad’s followers are the
legitimate beneficiaries and the bona fide heirs of Abraham, Moses,
and Jesus. They are the true challengers to the unbelievers and they
are the ones to be relied on to establish God’s order on earth and
spread His message to all humankind.

Unbelief, past and present, is the outcome of ignorance and
arrogance, while religion entails proper and sober understanding of
the reality of the true and only God, His power, and total submission
and obedience to His order. This characteristic remains uniquely
true of the followers of Islam. There are yet those who deny God’s
revelation, which is not altogether surprising since they deny God’s
own existence. This was the beliefheld by heathens and pagans in the
past, and 1s today held and advocated by secularists, agnostics, skep-
tics, and atheists of all schools and description. Nevertheless, God is
too merciful and benevolent to leave the human race drifting aim-
lessly without guidance or direction. Prophets and messengers are
sent to show humanity the true way in life. However, the surah says
that the unbelievers, “have not truly appreciated God when they
have said, ‘God has never revealed anything to a human being’” (91).
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The retort follows swiftly: “Say, “Who, then, revealed the Book
which Moses brought as a light and a guide for people?”” (91). The
reference here to Moses rather than to Muhammad em-phasizes
Islam’s universal nature, asserting the belief in all God’s messengers
and Books. As mentioned earlier Islam is the religion of eternal and
universal truth, which the People of the Book, Jews and Chris-tians,
were incited to forsake and neglect. Their scholars and elders did not
look after God’s revelation properly, some of which they had lost,
some they concealed, and some they unashamedly violated. “You
[the rabbis]| transcribe it [the Torah] on scraps of paper, of which you
show some and conceal most” (91). Further-more, and as if that was
not enough, they were determined to op- pose Muhammad relent-
lessly, and fight him and his followers with such aggression and
vehemence.

The surah then turns to address the Arabs, telling them that they
have been taught things that neither they nor their forefathers knew
before. They have now been chosen to bear the responsibility of
upholding God’s revelation on earth, and it is they who are now
being tested and challenged.

All three divinely revealed Books: the Torah, the Gospel, and the
Qur’an, are accessible to us today and can be studied and scrutinized
as closely as one would wish. All that is required is that people
should study them with open and fair minds. My own reasoning has
led me to believe that the world has a Master and that this Master
enjoins upon human beings fairness and benevolence and inspires
them to avert oppression and transgression. I further believe that
God will bring all people back to life in the hereafter to account for
their actions and behavior in this life. The question that immediately
springs to mind is: Which of the three divinely revealed Books has
best expounded these truths and has more soundly defended them?
Which of them has been most eftective in winning the hearts and
minds of people all through the ages? To help us answer these ques-
tions, let us refer to the following verse:
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‘Who is more of a transgressor than the one who ascribes lies to God
or says, “Something has been revealed to me,” when nothing has
been revealed to him, or the one who says, “I will reveal the same as
God has revealed”? (93)

This is followed by an account of what those transgressors will face
when they die and before they are even brought back to life in the
hereafter.

If only you, [Muhammad], were to see the transgressors while in the
throes of death and the angels stretching their hands out to them
saying, “Give up your souls; today you shall be rewarded with a
shameful punishment in return for the falsehood you were uttering
against God and for the arrogance you have shown towards His rev-

elation.” (93)

Can any fair-minded person really doubt that the Qur’an, with such
an approach and style, is a genuine divine revelation or claim that it
1s false or that it is the work of the human mind?

Having sharply reprimanded the unbelieving ignorant people,
the surah returns to aftirm and assert God’s glory and power. It puts
forward a series of fundamental questions. How does the soil acquire
its fertility? How do trees grow and bring forth their fruits? How do
crops and vegetation come about? And it goes on to give the answers.
“Itis God who splits the seed and the fruit-stone. He brings forth the
living from the dead, and the dead from the living. Such is God, so
how then can you turn away?” (95). This is true also for other phe-
nomena in the wider universe: “He kindles the light of dawn. He
made the night for rest, and the sun and the moon for reckoning.
Such is the ordinance of the Mighty, the Omniscient” (96).

The verses continue to elaborate on this theme, describing the
various physical phenomena that point to God’s power and wisdom,
concluding that He alone deserves to be worshiped, glorified, and
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obeyed. Those who can see that will do well for themselves, but
those who cannot will be much worse off:

Enlightening signs have come to you from your Lord. He that sees
the light shall benefit himself, but he who is blind would incur harm
to himself. [Say, O Muhammad], “I am not your keeper.” (104)

What good will miracles do when the issue is so compellingly clear
and simple? The sole objective of God’s messengers all through the
ages has gone no further than trying to bring about this rational and
sensible belief. Prophet Muhammad is then cited as saying: “Should
I then seek a judge other than God who has revealed to you the
Book [the Qur’an] fully explained?” (114). Indeed, the learned
elders among the People of the Book, within their hearts, realize and
appreciate the power of the Qur’an and the veracity of its propo-
nent: “Those to whom We gave the Book know well that it [the
Qur’an] is revealed by your Lord with the truth, and you should
therefore have no doubts” (114).

K/ 4 S
SN

To cement the relationship between the Ummah and the Qur’an,
we read in this surah:

Follow what has been revealed to you from your Lord; there is no
God but He, and avoid the polytheists. (106)

And thus is your Lord’s path a straight path. We have made all signs
plain to those who think and learn. (1206)

This [the Qur’an] is a blessed Book which We have revealed,
confirming what came before it, that you may warn the mother city
[Makkah] and its environs. Those who believe in the life to come

will believe in it too. (92)
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The Israelites, after the decline and destruction of the earlier Arab
communities of ‘Ad, Thamiid, Madyan, and others, inherited the
custodianship of God’s revelation. However, with the advent of
Muhammad and Islam the task fell back onto the Arabs, who are
told: “This is a blessed Book We have revealed. Observe it and fear
God, so that you may find mercy” (155). This should urge the Arabs
to understand fully and appreciate the responsibility they are shoul-
dering, having received the Qur’anic revelation. God rewards
people according to their efforts, without any compulsion or coer-
cion: “Your Lord would not destroy nations without just cause and
due warning” (131). Even so, people will continue to argue and try
to find excuses for and ways around their faults and misdemeanors,
falsely and erroneously ascribing them to the will of God. God puts
it in the following way:

The idolaters will say, “Had God wished it, neither we nor our
fathers would have taken other gods besides Him; nor would we
have made anything unlawful.” Those who had come before them
did likewise reject [the Truth] until they had a taste of Our scourge.
Say, “You have no proof that you can put before us, you have noth-

ing but conjecture and you are nothing but perjurers.” (148)

Before that, God made it clear that He would further guide and
help those who opened their hearts to the Truth and believed in it,
but those who did not would be downcast and dejected, and,
“thus shall God bring punishment on those who do not believe”
(125). The inference is that God will not offer guidance to those
who reject faith outright, but will help those who are receptive
and willing to be guided. This was put very graphically and suc-
cinctly as follows:

He whom God wishes to guide, He opens his heart to Islam, but he
whom He wishes to confound, He will make his heart narrow and

restricted as though climbing up into heaven. (125)
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God’s will in this context does not preempt one’s choice to believe
or not to believe, because the verse continues to say: “Thus shall
God bring punishment on those who do not believe” (125).

Every man and every woman shall stand up to be judged, to
review their record in this life and account for their actions. Even
so, this accountability will have no meaning or justification if the
person was helpless, powerless, or restricted. Belief and faith, how-
ever, are not merely to be proclaimed. Believers are required to
give their beliefs real expression in their obedience to God’s com-
mands in all walks of life. The surah points out that the ignorant
pagans invented certain forms of religious practise and worship
that had no basis of truth or logic. They created the very gods to
whom they turned for guidance and judgment, and they built their
arguments and religious doctrines on false and nonsensical premi-
ses. God has warned against this very strongly in the surah, saying:
“The devils will inspire their cronies to argue with you, but if you
obey them you shall also become idolaters” (121); also: “Who is
more wicked than the one who invents lies about God in order to
mislead others through sheer ignorance? God does not guide trans-
gressors” (144).

We notice that people in various societies quite often develop
religious practices and traditions of their own to decide what is good
and what is bad, thereby confusing the true original religion with
alien teachings and laws that can in many cases distort and obliterate
it. Thus the surah delivers clear and strong directives:

Say: Come, [ will tell you what your Lord has ordained for you.

a. Youshould not take other gods besides Him.

b. Show kindness towards parents.

c. You should not kill your children for fear of destitution,
because We provide for you and for them.

d. Avoid foul sins, overt and covert.

e. Do not kill a soul that God has forbidden to be killed,
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without the right justification to do so. This is what He urges
you to do, so that you may understand.

f.  You have no right to any of an orphan’s possessions, except
what is required for his [her] own wellbeing, until he [she]
comes of age.

g. Observe fairness and justice in weights and measures; We
never burden a soul with more than it can bear.

h. Judge fairly and testify to the truth, even against your own
kinsmen.

i. Be true to the covenant of God. This is what He urges you to
do, so that you may take heed.

j- And, this is My path, a straight one. Follow it and do not fol-
low other paths, for these shall lead you away from it. This is
what He urges you to do, so that you may be fearful of God.

(151-53)

On hearing these verses, an Arab elder is reported to have com-
mented, “Even if this were not a religion, then it is certainly highly
ethical and fair.” False religious belief is usually the product of
fatuous ideas and absurd myths presented as supernatural and myste-
rious.

Reflecting closely on these ten directives or “commandments,”
one cannot fail to see the underlying logic, wisdom, and common
sense. There is none of the superstitions, mysticism, or wizardry
that are so typical of pagan belief and worship, past and present.
Before Islam, the Arabs used to claim to be purer and much more
intellectually endowed than the People of the Book, and that if
they were, like them, to receive divine revelation, they would out-
shine them completely. God addresses this claim thus:

Or you would say, “Had the Book been revealed to us, we would

have been better guided than they.” A veritable sign has now come

to you from your Lord as a guide and a mercy. Who is more wicked
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than he who has denied the revelations of God and turned away
from them? Those who turn away from Our revelations shall be

sternly punished for their antipathy. (157)

The cautionary threat imparted in this verse is not addressed to
seventh-century Ac Arabs alone, but to all modern-day Ba‘thists,
Arab nationalists, and secularist Arabs, among others, who oppose
Islam.

Are they [the unbelievers] waiting for the angels [to come and take
their souls] or for your Lord [to carry out His threat against them],
or for some of your Lord’s [extraordinary] signs to come? The day
these come, faith shall not benefit a soul that had no faith hitherto.

(158)

The Prophet is reported to have spoken of cataclysmic events to
occur in the universe towards the end of the world, which will cause
the sun to rise in the west. At that moment it will be too late for
regrets and repentance. What use is it for unbelievers to declare their
faith when they are drowning or when they are in the throes of
death? The question still remains whether the Arab nation of today
will revert to Islam and save itself before it is too late. The Arabs are
notorious for internecine conflict and division. Their appetite for
such strife seems to be insatiable, thus inviting weakness and dissolu-
tion upon themselves. The surah warns the Prophet that he should:
“Have nothing to do with those who have split up their religion into
sects. Their fate is up to God, who will show them what they had
been doing” (159).

The surah ends with three of the forty-four direct instructions
addressed to the Prophet, which are as follows:

Say, “My Lord has guided me onto a straight path, to an upright
religion, the faith of Abraham, the devout.” (161)
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Say, “My prayer and my devotions, my life and my death, are all
devoted to God, Lord of all creation.” (162)

Say, “Should I seek a lord other than God, when He is the Lord of
everything?” (164)

These verses point to the fact that Muhammad had led a life of
total devotion and dedication to God and His message, and that he
had done his utmost to deliver, uphold, and disseminate it faithfully
and diligently.

The last statement in the surah is an affirmation of the nature of
life in this world as a trial, a continuous test, from beginning to end.
Human beings are being challenged and tested in their relations with
other fellow humans as well as in their behavior towards and treat-
ment of all that is around them. The result of this grand test shall be
revealed later in the hereafter. Life here is a passing phase; it has no
permanency. Nevertheless, what happens in this life is crucial for the

final judgment.
He has made you the inheritors of the earth and raised some of you

in rank above others, in order to test your gratitude. Swift is your

Lord’s retribution; yet He is certainly Forgiving and Merciful. (165)
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Al-A‘raf
(The Heights)

THIS SURAH BEGINS with an overview of two main issues: one
relates to the Qur’an itself, and the other to those who deny or reject
divine revelation as a whole. About the first issue, we read God’s
words saying:

This is a Book that has been revealed to you [Muhammad|—Ilet
there be no distress in your heart because of it—so that you may
warn thereby, and as an admonition to the believers. Observe what
has been revealed to you from your Lord and do not take other

deities besides Him. (2—3)

The “distress” in the Prophet’s heart would be a result of the nega-
tive reception with which the unbelievers would greet God’s
revelation and His Messenger, while the “warning” is in fact an
integral aspect of the proclamation of the message. The people
Muhammad was addressing were being called upon to obey the
teachings of the Qur’an and abandon all other pagan religious prac-
tices and traditions, regardless of their origins. These “other deities”
and traditions would bring them no good whatsoever. The surah
refers to the “Book” on several occasions such as:

We have given them a Book which We have imbued with know-

ledge, a guidance and a blessing to those who believe. Are they [the

unbelievers] waiting but for its fulfillment? (s2—53)
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Once the Book’s prophecies and warnings are fulfilled, the believers
would be successtul but the unbelievers would be frustrated and
chastised. We also read: “My guardian is God who has revealed the
Book, and He takes good care of the righteous” (196). These words
were said on behalf of the Prophet asserting that God would support
him and protect him until he had delivered God’s message in full
and conveyed His guidance to humankind. On the need to study
God’s Book and comprehend its teachings and wisdom, we are
instructed thus: “When the Qur’an is recited, listen to it and observe
silence so that you may be blessed” (204).

The second issue with which the surah opens, those who deny
God’s revelation, is also addressed in several verses right from the
beginning of the surah when itsays: “We have destroyed many a city,
striking it at night or by day. Their only cry, when our punishment
befell them, was to say, “We have indeed transgressed’” (4—5). The
rise and fall of states, nations, and civilizations have been a prominent
teature of human history all through the ages. The surah speaks at
length of specific ancient Arabian tribes such as “Ad, Thamtd, and
Madyan, to whom prophets and messengers were sent, as well as the
people of Noah and Lot. We gather from these accounts that God’s
revelations and messengers had in the first instance been directed
towards communities in southern and northern Arabia. However,
when those communities reneged and opposed the messengers,
God punished them severely, destroying them and their cities and
towns.

This 1s then followed by an extensive account of the mission of
Moses, who emerged with divine revelation aimed first at the
Pharaohs and later on at the Hebrew Israelites of Egypt. When these
also deviated, neglected God’s guidance, and refused to submit to
His will, they too were punished and their power was destroyed.
Subsequently, God’s revelation was again addressed to the inhabi-
tants of central Arabia, where Prophet Muhammad was able to lead
the Arabs in setting up a righteous and enlightened society that was
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to become a model for humanity and the world for many centuries
to come. Through this process, the Arabs inherited the responsibili-
ty for divine revelation, and the Book they received, the Qur’an, has
endured intact. It stands today as, and will continue to be, a beacon
of virtue for all humanity and a guidance for all aspects of human life.
The Arab nation has to realize and appreciate the importance of
the task it has undertaken, and understand well that it will be
accountable to God for the way it handles it. The surah emphasizes:

We shall question those to whom the messengers were sent, and
We shall question the messengers themselves. With full knowledge,
We shall recount for them all they have done, for We have never
been absent. (6—7)

God affirms right at the beginning of the surah that accountability
and judgment will be comprehensive and fair:

On that Day, truth shall be the criterion. Those whose good deeds
tip the scales shall be successful, but those whose deeds are of little

weight shall lose their souls, because they denied our revelations.
(8-9)

This is followed by a detailed account of the history of other
groups and nations that dissented and quarrelled over God’s revela-
tion and an assessment of the outcome of their experiences. Even-
tually we are given a glimpse of a dialog that takes place in the here-
after between the believers, the unbelievers, and a third group of
people who occupy a place on an elevated wall (Arabic: al-A‘raf,
the heights, or raised decks) separating the other two groups. Those
who enter Paradise are portrayed as enjoying a life of boundless love,
magnanimity, and peace. Their sole preoccupation is to glorify and
venerate God, thanking Him for His generosity and grace, saying:
“Praise be to God who has guided us to this. Were it not for Him
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we should have never been rightly guided” (43). They are greatly
humbled by God’s overwhelming grace, which they consider is
more than they have earned or actually deserve. However, God
reassures them: ““This is a Paradise you have earned with your
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labors’” (43). Once they have settled down, they become curious

about what has become of their former antagonists and oppressors.

Then those in Paradise called out to those in the hellfire, saying,
“We have found what our Lord promised us to be true. Have you,
too, found what your Lord promised to be true?” They said, “Yes.”
A voice will then declare to them both, saying, “God’s curse be

upon the transgressors.” (44)

The transgressors will be those who deny life in the hereafter and
their accountability to God for their actions here in this life. Among
them will be tyrants, persecutors, and despots as well as people who
distort divine truth and lead others away from God’s straight path.
The surah refers to, “those sitting on the raised decks” (Arabic: ashab
al-a‘“raf), who are generally identified by Qur’anic scholars as people
whose good and bad deeds have balanced each other, and who are
awaiting God’s word that will decide their fate. In my opinion,
however, these comprise pious people and martyrs who, all through
the ages, have complemented the good work of God’s prophets and
messengers and carried forward His messages, leading others and
humanity as a whole to God’s straight path and to the righteous life
the prophets have advocated. Their position indicates an elevated
and lofty status, looking with grace and amity towards those in
Paradise, and with scorn at those in the hellfire. This is also borne
out by the tone and nuance of the Qur’anic expressions. They are
described as self-confident individuals who are strongly critical of
God’s detractors and berate the position in which they have ended.
This could not be a description of people whose good deeds have
simply balanced their bad ones or who are not sure of their destiny.
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It 1s also unlikely that they will be unaware of God’s decision on
their fate.

A final cry is heard from those in the hellfire, calling for help:
“Those 1in the hellfire cry out to those in Paradise, saying, ‘Give us
some water, or some of that which God has bestowed upon you’
(50), but to no availl How can they be saved now, since, when they
were given the chance, they refused to believe in God and denied
they would ever be accountable to Him? The Day of Judgment was
never on their minds, nor had they prepared themselves.

It is important to point out here that the Qur’anic style makes
use of the interchange and blending of ideas, metaphors, and
images within the same coherent context, to drive home the mea-
nings and reach the heart and the mind at the same time. It is not
made up of clearly defined or conventionally structured sentences
and passages as those with which we are familiar in ordinary prose
or composition. The Qur’anic style and approach reflect the diver-
sified, complex, and intricate though essentially unified nature of
the world around us. It is a world that is made up of millions of
elements encompassing an unlimited number of manifestations,
themes, and images.

There is also an intriguing interchange of reference in the surah
to Adam, the father of the human race, and to humankind as a
whole. Towards the beginning the surah says: “We have created and
shaped you [humankind] and then said to the angels, ‘Prostrate
before Adam’” (11), whereas towards the end it says: “He created
you of a single being and from that being He created a mate to seek
comfort and peace with her” (189), until it says:

Yet, when He granted them a goodly child, they set upon taking
other gods besides Him. Exalted be God above their gods. Will they

worship those that can create nothing, but are themselves created?

(190-91)
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The reference here is of course to the offspring of Adam and Eve,
especially those human groups and generations that had gone astray
and deviated from the messages God revealed to the human race
from time to time. People in this world are vulnerable to Satan’s
insinuations and temptation. Satan, as we learn from the Qur’an,
has the means and the ability to influence people’s behavior and
choices in this life. Yet he is able to succeed only with those who are
receptive to his suggestions and are willing to go along with him.
For, no matter how eftective or advanced the means of persuasion
used, no one can really force another person to accept a particular
idea or belief.

People seem to forget what happened between Adam and Satan,
leading to Adam’s expulsion from Paradise, nor do they seem to
have learned the lessons of that encounter. Furthermore, Satan has
taken it upon himself to humiliate and denigrate the human race,
which he sees as a rival and a foe. The surah says:

He [Satan| replied, “Reprieve me till the Day of Resurrection.”
God said, “You are reprieved.” He [Satan| declared, “Because You
have confounded me, I will lay in ambush for them [humankind] all
along Your straight path. I will spring upon them from the front and
from the rear, from their right and from their left, and You [God]
will find the majority of them ungrateful.” (14-17)

Should people not have taken note and prepared themselves well for
the battle with Satan? Even more surprising, Satan’s ruse which suc-
ceeded in deceiving Adam was so blatant and should have been
easily discovered. He told Adam that he had been forbidden the fruit
of the tree only to prevent him from becoming an angel or enjoying
immortality. Was Adam not able to resist that temptation and blunt
Satan’s eftorts to mislead him? After all, what does immortality
really mean? Or, for that matter, what does death mean but a short
transitional phase leading to a life of eternity? Satan, however, is a
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deceitful, unscrupulous creature, capable of employing all devious
means of deception to achieve his ends. Nevertheless, he can hardly
be held responsible; those who listen to him or fall for his stratagems
will have only themselves to blame.

Adam was deprived of the life of bliss, comfort, and peace he had
enjoyed in Paradise. He and his wife Eve were sent down to make
their living on earth by the sweat of their brows. Despite that, the
episode with Satan in Paradise keeps recurring with their offspring
all the time. God said to Adam and Eve, and to Satan: “‘Go down
[to earth], enemies one to the other. On earth you will have a brief
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sojourn and enjoyment’” (24), after which they will all return to
God Almighty to account for their actions and behavior in this life.
Thus, all human life shall be played out in full on this earth: “He
[God] said, ‘On it [the earth] you shall live and on it you shall die,
and out of it you shall be raised to life again’” (25).

This narrative is rounded oft with proclamations addressed to
humankind as a whole on certain important issues relating to human
behavior. They are all aimed at steering people’s lives towards right-
eousness and common sense; and it is indeed quite appropriate for us
to look closely at these exhortations, because today’s life has become
so materialistic, immoral, and permissive, dragging human societies
to moral degradation and a miserable living.

The surah also dealt with the issue of dress. Humans are unique
among all creatures in that they wear clothes to cover their bodies and
enhance their appearance. Clothes have become cultural symbols of
class and status, as well as an expression of inner desires and feelings.
The type of clothes people wear make powerful statements about
them. Some clothes are worn to reflect worth and wealth, while some
are worn for aesthetic reasons, to attract and seduce; and they are
worn tight or thin to show body form. In the end, though, one’s
worth orstatus cannot be decided by what one wears. The surah refers
to what might be called, “the garb of piety,” that internal and intan-
gible personal quality, which reflects one’s true value and character:
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Children of Adam! We have sent down to you garments to cover
your nakedness, and garments for adornment, but the garb of piety
is best. These are some of God’s signs, so that they [the unbelievers]

may remember. (26)

We can see that this is linked to what we find at the beginning of the
surah when it says: “Follow what has been sent down to you from
your Lord and do not follow others besides Him. But you seldom
bear this in mind” (3). It is linked to what we read later on when the
surah says:

He [God] sends forth the winds as a harbinger to precede His
mercy, and when they have gathered up heavy clouds, We then
drive them to a barren land and let water fall upon it, bringing forth
all manner of fruit. Thus We shall raise the dead to life, so that you
may bear all this in mind” (57).

Although there are indeed numerous reasons to make people keep
these matters in mind, people are forgetful, and their memories are
short.

Another topic explored in this passage is the need for Adam’s oft-
spring to avoid the mistake he had made in succumbing to Satan’s
suggestions: “Children of Adam! Let Satan not deceive you, as he
deceived your parents, causing them to be driven out of Paradise”
(27). Having succeeded in this objective, Satan’s attention was then
turned to whether he could prevent their offspring from returning
to Paradise. As the human race’s staunchest enemy he would seek to
achieve his goal by exposing and exploiting people’s weaknesses as
he had done with their forebears. He has the advantage of being able
to see people without being seen himself. Nevertheless, Satan can-
not delude or deceive a true believer because belief in God is itself a
shield that protects against Satan’s intrigues. There can be no excuse
for falling into the traps laid by Satan. It is a feeble argument that
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some people put forward when they say that they are following in
the footsteps of their forefathers, and have to honor their old tradi-
tions or practices. On the other hand, we find that many people
confuse their religious beliefs with superstitions and nonsensical
practices and rituals, claiming that these are part of divine religious
teachings. God could never condone or endorse vile practices or any
behavior that is in contradiction to people’s basic nature and com-
mon sense. God says:

When they commit an indecent act, they say, “This is what our
fathers used to do, and God has commanded us to do it.” Say, “God
never enjoins what is indecent. Would you ascribe to God things
of which you are ignorant?” Say, “My Lord has enjoined justice.”

(28—29)

Justice and fairness are the best guarantee for peace and harmony
among all members of the human race, and no one could have any
reason to disregard or belittle the merits of these qualities. For suc-
cess and salvation everyone should turn to God and obey Him.

Say, “My Lord has enjoined justice, and ordered you to turn your
faces to Him wherever you prostrate in prayer and to call on Him
with true devotion. As He created you before, you shall return to

Him; some [of you] He has guided and some go astray.” (29—30)

False religious orders and teachings often advocate austerity,
asceticism, obscurantism, and harsh disciplines in order to gain con-
trol over their followers and instill kindness and the love of God in
their hearts. They encourage the tattered appearance and stern
boorish ways of living. However, the teachings of Islam are a clear
departure from this because they aim, first and foremost, at a per-
son’s heart and soul. They purify people’s inner being, suppress
their greed and selfishness and instill in them humility and kindness
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through pure unadulterated belief in and total submission to the one
God. It is far more respectable that one should dress decently and
appropriately for prayer, for example, than appear in tattered
clothes. The surah endorses that, saying: “Children of Adam, dress
well when you attend your places of worship. Eat and drink without
excess, for God does not love the extravagant” (31). The Prophet is
reported to have advised: “Eat what you wish to eat, and wear what
you wish to wear, but avoid excess and ostentation.”!3

Excessive consumption and extravagant living and appearance
lead to vice and encourage overindulgence. Religion ought not to
become a game of sport or a means for showing oft one’s wealth or
possessions. In seeking success in the life hereafter, one would be
much better off not to allow oneself to be so strongly attracted or
attached to worldly enjoyment and aggrandizement. On the other
hand, austerity and the wearing of rags for their own sake will not
bring one any closer to God either. God questions the wisdom and
use of these misplaced austere tendencies, saying: “Say, “Who has
forbidden wearing the decent clothes or eating the good things
which God has provided for His servants?”” (32). God, in other
words, has provided these good things and it pleases Him that peo-
ple should enjoy them and use them for their happiness and pleasure.
This is further emphasized by:

Say, “These are for the enjoyment of the believers [and others] in
this life, but shall be theirs alone on the Day of Resurrection.” Thus
We make our revelations plain to people who understand. Say,
“My Lord has forbidden all indecent acts, overt and covert, sins and

wrongful transgression.” (32—33)

So there we have it. God has allowed humans the use and
enjoyment of all He has created in this world, but has forbidden

IS Narrated by al-Bukhiri, Ibn Mijah and Imam Ahmad.
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excessiveness and acts that are harmful to people personally and
collectively, or to the environment around them. We have seen
people wearing certain types of clothes to show piety and religious
rectitude but who are very haughty and arrogant, even rude, in
their behavior and attitudes. The Prophet has pointed out that God
dislikes a person who displays arrogance and conceit. The empha-
sis, in Islam, 1s on purity of heart and sincerity of motives that drive
us to selfless action. These, to millions of people, can come only as
a result of unwavering belief in the one God and total devotion
and submission to Him alone. Left to their own religious instincts
and common sense, people would not seek to worship several
gods. Polytheism is the by-product of ignorance and lack of reli-
gious maturity and enlightenment. Thus, we read that the things
God has forbidden include taking, “as gods besides Him others that
have no legitimacy or authority, and to say about God that of
which you are ignorant” (33).

The surah makes it clear that people’s instinctive religious ten-
dencies have been instilled in them ever since they were created.

Your Lord brought forth descendants from the loins of Adam’s chil-
dren, and made them their own witnesses, asking them, “Am I not
your Lord?” They replied, “Yes, to that we bear witness.” This He
did lest on the Day of Resurrection you should say, “We had no
knowledge of this,” or say, “Our forefathers were idolaters, and we
followed in their footsteps. Would You, then, destroy us because of
what they, the wrong-doers, had done?” (172—73)

This indicates quite clearly that one cannot blame one’s society or
environment, no matter how overpowering they might be. When it
comes to beliefand faith, one must listen to one’s own inner feelings
and instincts which will lead one to believe in the one God and
reject all other false creeds and ideologies. Rational thinking and
common sense reject the idea that something can exist or come
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about without an instigator or initiator behind it. A “zero option” of
creation, that the world is created out of nothing, simply does not
add up or make sense. People have always felt a need to know where
they have come from and how, and to identify the origins of life and
the world around them. Their feelings and their minds have always
led them to long for the “Supreme Power” which commands and
controls all. But who or what is this “Supreme Being?”

In the Qur’an, God strongly reprehends those who seek to iden-
tify God through pure speculation and conjecture: “Who is more
wicked than those who invent lies about God or deny His revela-
tions? They shall receive their destined share” (37) of boon and
attainment in this life,

until the moment Our angels come to take away their lives and ask
them, “Where are those gods whom you invoked besides God?”
They will answer, “They have forsaken us,” and they will admit

they were unbelievers. (37)

Habit and social or cultural conditioning can be responsible for
one’s confusion and perplexity over the recognition and apprecia-
tion of God. A well-fed person living in luxury can forget the pain of
hunger and starvation just as easily as a healthy person forgets the
suftering of illness or disease. Both fail to appreciate the harsh reali-
ties of life and become self-satisfied and complacent. Modern-day
strident existentialist-positivist-empiricist civilization, which is the
legacy of past God-denying cultures, has led people to ignore past
human experience and pretend that existence is a self-generating
phenomenon in which there is no place for a Creator or a supreme
Omnipotent God.

Hence the need for divine revelation. Its role has been to remind
people of God and steer their thinking and their lives back on the
tracks of His path. God says:
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Your Lord is God, who created the heavens and the earth in six days
and then ascended His throne. He throws the veil of night over the
day, swiftly following it. The sun, the moon, and the stars are all
subservient to His will. He has full authority and command over all
creation. Glorified be God, Lord of all creation. (s4)

As people go through life, they will experience happiness and grief,
success and failure. They will ever be in need of God’s help and sus-
tenance and support. The surah calls to humankind thus:

Pray to your Lord with humility and in private. He does not love
the transgressors. Do not corrupt the earth after it has been set right,
and call on Him, with fear and hope. God’s mercy is close at hand

for the righteous. (55—56)

Promise and threat, fear and hope are some of the most powerful
forces in human behavior. How often do we experience that certain
feeling within our hearts that only God can give us what we aspire to
achieve and only He will relieve our burden and alleviate our mis-
ery. To underline this, the surah says:

He [God] sends forth the winds as a harbinger to precede His
mercy, and when they have gathered up heavy clouds, We then
drive them to a barren land and let water fall upon it, bringing forth
all manner of fruit. Thus We shall raise the dead to life, so that you
may bear all this in mind. (57)

Thus we have seen how certain themes and ideas are given first in
headline form and then as we proceed with the surah, details of each
theme begin to emerge. They are not separate from or independent
of one another, butare brought together and interwoven in a harmo-
nious mosaic of concepts, exhortations, and imperatives to inspire,
teach, and show the way to God. The vital element in this process is,
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of course, people’s receptive ability. Torrential rain falling on rocks
would yield no growth and no crop: “Good soil yields its fruit by
God’s will, but defiled soil will give only poor and scant fruit. Thus
do We make plain our signs to those who are thankful” (58).

K74 Sy
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The surah has given much coverage to the history and experiences of
earlier nations and human groups that rejected God’s revelation and
bore dire consequences for their conduct. Most of these groups
appeared in or around the Arabian peninsula. Noah’s people lived in
Iraq, ‘Ad in the Yemen, Thamiid in northern Arabia, Madyan bet-
ween Sinai and the river Jordan, and Lot’s people in eastern Palestine.
All these nations resisted God’s messengers and rejected their teach-
ings. The accounts of these peoples’ experiences were preceded with
the story of Adam and his encounter with Satan, which highlights
an aspect of particular significance to us here. Satan did not stop at
deceiving Adam and having him expelled from Paradise, but con-
tinued to pursue his offspring, generation after generation. The
Qur’an relates to us in detail the experiences of earlier human so-
cieties with God and with Satan.

We may ask ourselves: How many years does this history span in
the annals of time? My study of the subject leads me to estimate that
Noah’s Flood occurred about eight thousand years ago. The interval
between Adam’s arrival on earth and Noah’s Flood would not be
much longer than that. The Qur’an does not say anything about the
human generations that lived before Noah. This leads me to suspect
the accuracy of archaeological and geological findings of a human
skull tens of millions of years old. Having studied the Qur’an very
carefully, I find that the history of earlier generations did not simply
go through such mechanical phases of receiving God’s warnings,
ignoring them, and then being punished. The reality would have
extended into succeeding generations which inherited these phases,
one after another. This 1s clear in these verses:
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Whenever We sent a prophet to a city We afflicted its people with
calamities and misfortunes so that they might submit to Us. Then
We replaced adversity with good fortune, until they multiplied and
became prosperous and said, “Our fathers, too, were afflicted with
adversity and good fortune.” Thus We smote them suddenly with-
out them realizing it. (94-95)

People grew complacent and believed that what had befallen them
was normal, since it had already happened to their ancestors. What
had God to do with the cycle of history? The reply is:

Had the people of those cities believed and feared God, We would
have showered upon them riches and blessings from heaven and out
of the earth. But they disbelieved, and We destroyed them as pun-
ishment for what they had done. (96)

Succeeding human generations should therefore learn from preced-
ing ones:

Is it not plain to those who inherit the earth from their predecessors
that if We wished We could punish them for their sins and set a seal
upon their hearts that they would remain bereft of hearing? (100)

Thus the earlier inhabitants of Arabia and their contemporaries
disappeared into history. God’s revelations were then directed
towards another Semitic branch, the Israelites. God says: “After
them We sent Moses with our revelations and signs to the Pharaoh
and his people, but they too disbelieved them. Look what fate
awaited the evil-doers” (103). The Israelites, descendants of Jacob,
were originally Hebrew bedouins who inhabited the Syrian desert.
They went to settle in Egypt in response to a call by Joseph, a son of
Jacob. Their way of life flourished for some time and their numbers
multiplied. Refusing to assimilate into Egyptian society, they held
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their own religious beliefs and observed their own religious prac-
tices, which did not endear them much to the Egyptians. They came
into bitter conflict with the indigenous population, which led to
their being brutally persecuted at the hands of the Pharaoh.

After a long period of unrelenting suffering and perdition, salva-
tion came at the hands of the prophet Moses who promised them:
“Your Lord may well destroy your enemies and make you inherit
their power, and then see how you will manage” (129). Moses
seemed to fear the worst, and his premonitions were accurate. As
soon as the Israelites, by the grace of God, were safe from Pharaoh’s
abuse and persecution, their first undertaking was to indulge in idol
worship.

We led the Israelites across the [Red] sea, and they came upon a
people who were worshiping idols they had. They said, “Moses,
make us a god like the gods they have.” He said, “You are indeed an
ignorant people. These people are doomed, and their actions are

damned.” (138—39)

Sadly, they were captivated by paganism and idol worship, which
seemed to have taken hold of all their senses and consciousness.
Hardly had Moses departed from them for prayer when they
embarked on making a calf out of their women’s jewellery, as an
object of worship instead of God. God says: “Those who worshiped
the calf shall incur anger from their Lord and disgrace in this life.
Thus We reward the liars” (152).

A large section of the fugitives held false or confused beliefs, and
were more susceptible to following their whims and desires. They
would deceive God and try to circumvent the teachings and disci-
plines of their religion. When, for example, they were forbidden
fishing on the Sabbath (Saturday), they would throw their nets into
the sea but not collect the fish until Sunday. Naturally, some of them
had the sense to warn others and give advice, but to no avail.
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Therefore, when they forgot the warnings they were given, We
delivered those who had warned against evil and inflicted a stern

punishment on the transgressors for their wrongdoing. (165)

History tells us that the kingdom of the Jews was destroyed and ran-
sacked by many enemies over successive generations, and the surah
confirms that, saying: “We dispersed them in groups and colonies
throughout the earth; some of them were righteous and others were
not” (168).

Prophet Muhammad is reported to have been asked, “Will God
destroy us while good people are still living amongst us?” His reply
was, “Yes, when most of you are wrong-doers.” !¢ For such reasons
God dispersed the Israelites and subjugated them to the rule of other
nations. In this case, however, human transgression and disobedi-
ence had not come about as a result of ignorance or lack of prior
warning, but had been a calculated and deliberate stance: “Every
time a messenger came to them with something they did not fancy,
they either rejected or killed him” (al-Ma’idah: 70). As cases of over-
weening pride and insolence accumulated, there came a time when
God’s patience with them would run out, and their state is described
by this parable:

Tell them of the man to whom We vouchsated Our revelations but
he turned away from them, and Satan overtook him and he was led
astray. Had We wished, We would through Our revelations have
given him a lofty status, but he clung to worldly life and succumbed
to his desires. He is like the dog that pants if you chase it and pants if
you leave it alone. (175—76)

This of course is true for individuals as well as nations who receive
guidance, underestimate its value, or reject it altogether. Today, the

16 Narrated by al-Tirmidhi.
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opponents of Islam are facing “Muslims” who, unfortunately, are far
more negligent of God’s revelations and guidance than they are.
Sadly, many of today’s “Muslims” are people who have violated
God’s laws, cast aside the banner of Prophet Muhammad, and
adopted systems that are alien to their religion and their culture. It
would come as no surprise, therefore, that they too should be
included with Moses’ recalcitrant followers in the general meaning
of the verse which says:

We have allotted to hell many jinn and humans possessing hearts
they cannot comprehend with, and eyes they cannot see with, and
ears they cannot hear with. They are like animals, or even more

heedless. (179)
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Next we come to two very thought-provoking verses. One says:
“He whom God guides is rightly guided; but those whom He con-
founds are the losers” (178), while the second asserts: “He whom
God confounds, none can guide him; and He leaves them blunder-
ing about in their wickedness” (186).

Let me say right at the outset that there is no way that these ver-
ses, and others like them in the Qur’an, can be interpreted to
indicate predestination. The human quality of free will is beyond
question; otherwise responsibility and accountability would be null
and void and the whole of existence turn into a meaningless farce.
Guidance or lack of it can come about either by personal choice,
that 1s, self-induced, or by the action of an outside agent. God leads
astray or confounds only those who have already by their own
choice taken that route. God says elsewhere in the Qur’an: “Those
who persist in the error of their ways, the Merciful shall leave [them]
to their own devices” (Maryam: 75).

The ending of these two verses confirms our view that a person’s
free will is inviolable. The one ends with the phrase: “...those He
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confounds are the losers,” while the other ends with the words:
“...and He leaves them blundering about in their wickedness,”
indicating in both cases that the underlying reason for their condem-
nation stems from their own choice. Furthermore, the inimitable
style of Qur’anic language is an important factor in this regard. We
may care to refer back to verse 179, which talks of the “hearts that
cannot comprehend,” “the eyes that cannot see,” and “the ears that
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cannot hear.” The meaning here is that such “hearts,” “eyes,” and
“ears” will lead those who possess them to hell, but these people
ought to open their hearts and eyes and ears to the truth—some-
thing which they are perfectly capable of doing. For the same
reasons, we find in the surah expressions such as: “Will they not
reflect? Their man [Muhammad] is no madman” (184), and: “Will
they not ponder upon the universe of the heavens and the earth, and
all that God created?” (185). The point is that those who are not able
to study, reflect, or ponder, shall only have themselves to blame.

To avoid the fate of earlier generations, Muslims are urged to
ensure that their relationship with God is always at its best, and that
they should shun the idea of resorting to anyone else other than God
for help or support: “God has the most excellent names, so call on
Him by these names” (180). God alone is the most Perfect, most
Glorious, and most Self-Sufficient. When we are lost we call on
Him to guide us back to the right path; when we are in the dark we
call on Him for light; when we are in need we call on Him for help
and support. Under similar circumstances, the unbelievers would
resort to other powers, which 1s an insult to God and a grave offense
against His magnificence and glory. The foremost characteristic of
the Ummah is its pure monotheism and its total devotion to the
one God.

Among those whom We created there are people who guide others
to the truth and act justly by it. As for those that deny Our revela-

tions, We will lead them, unawares, to ruin, step by step. (181—82)
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God’s wrath and punishment can sometimes be obscured by short-
lived prosperity or illusions of triumphs and success, or petty
achievements. This is part of the way in which God normally deals
with transgressors. He gives them the freedom and chance and the
time to decide and choose, but when He strikes, He strikes hard and
suddenly: “I [God] give them a chance, but my retribution is
severe” (183). The believers, when they are struck by disasters,
defeats, or calamities, are expected to be resilient and persevere, no
matter what, until things change for the better and God’s help
arrives, which it is sure to do.

Belief in the hereafter is an essential element of the Islamic faith
and complements the belief in God. However, it belongs to the
realm of the unknown. No matter how curious and eager we are to
know its whys and wherefores, it remains God’s own privilege. God
says: “They ask you [Muhammad] about the Last Hour, “When will
it come?’ Say, ‘It is known only to my Lord; He alone will reveal it at
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its appointed time’” (187). Knowing this great secret can be relevant
only for its contemporaries. As for the rest, their hour ends when
they die. It is only then that we realize how short and trivial this
whole life has been.

Another feature of Muslim belief 1s the assertion that
Muhammad was a prophet of God, but totally human. He was no
god, nor semi-god, nor partially god. He was a mortal, subservient
to God like all other mortals, with no exceptional or extraordinary
powers of his own that could be used to benefit or harm anyone.
And so are all the angels and the rest of humankind. Any claim to
the contrary is false.

The surah rounds off with reference to Adam in the context of
talking about his oftspring. Here the tone is one of reproach and
anger. God has blessed Adam’s children, the human race, with
plenty of favors and goodness, but instead of being thankful, some
take other gods besides, or instead of Him. To this God says: “Will
they take other gods that can create nothing but are themselves
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created; gods that can give them no help, nor can they even help
themselves?” (191—92).

The speech is then directed to the Prophet and his followers,
condemning the pagan polytheists and their failure to avail them-
selves of God’s guidance that was being revealed to them. It says: “If
you call them to the right path they will not follow you. It is the
same whether you call them or remain silent” (193). It was indeed a
strange reaction on the part of those unbelievers, but the Prophet
had to stand firm and hold fast to the revelation he was receiving and
assert: ““My guardian is God, who has revealed the Book, and He is
the guardian of the righteous’” (196). This “Book” was more sound
and eftective than the “miracles” they were demanding. “Say, ‘I fol-
low only what is revealed to me by my Lord. This [Book] is veritable
proof from your Lord, a guide and a blessing to those who believe™”
(203). However, the Prophet was told to be patient and tolerant, no
matter how stubborn and arrogant his detractors were: “Be lenient,
show magnanimity, and shun the ignorant” (199).

At the beginning, the surah relates how Satan succeeds in having
Adam thrown out of Paradise and indicates that Satan’s efforts to
mislead and confound Adam’s children, humankind, will never
cease. However, Satan can only suggest and insinuate. Those who
hold the right belief will be able to resist and overcome those eftorts:
“When those who fear God are tempted by Satan, they remember
[God] and they are immediately fully alert” (201). Those bereft of
this faculty will be taken in by Satan’s deception and lose out.
Remembering God and invoking His name, especially by the reci-
tation and study of the Qur’an can be an eftective protective shield
against Satan’s attempts. Therefore the believers are told: “When
the Qur’an is recited, listen to it in silence so that you may be shown
mercy”’ (204). However, remembering God is not merely a me-
chanical activity but a function of the heart and the mind, requiring
full attentiveness and concentration. It should be done regularly, in
public and in private, and should inspire one and spur him or her
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onto higher things and more fruitful and constructive pursuits.
“Remember your Lord within your self in humility and reverence
and in a moderate voice, in the morning and in the evening and do
not be negligent” (205). Remembering God thus brings human
beings into harmony with the physical world around them in a
rhapsody of praise for God, Lord of all creation.
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Al-Anfal
(The Spoils of War)

THE MUSLIMS’ DEFEAT at the battle of Uhud in 625 Ac, like their
victory a year earlier at Badr in 624 Ac, was not expected. Neverthe-
less, unexpected events are often the best means to test the caliber and
tenacity of people. This surah was revealed in the wake of the
Muslims’ triumph at Badr to explain and identify the influence of
God and the role of people in the victory achieved in that battle. It
makes it clear that the victory awarded to the Muslims on that occa-
sion was God-sent, in return for their steadfastness and perseverance
all through the previous years. It further affirms that those valiant
men who fought so hard were an instrument of God in fulfillment of
the Qur’anic prophecy: “God has decreed, ‘T and My messengers will
surely triumph.” God is Powerful and Mighty” (al-Mujadilah: 21).
The surah confirms that in this battle God sought, “to establish,
through His words, the truth, and to rout the infidels” (7).

The surah therefore opens with a statement aftirming that the
spoils of the war are not the property of individual fighters, and that
their distribution is up to God and His Messenger. This immediately
overrules the need for any dispute or disagreement over how they
are to be used or distributed. The battle’s foremost objective was to
establish that there were brave and selfless men among the Muslims
willing to stand up for the truth.

The true believers are those whose hearts fill with awe at the men-

tion of God, and whose faith grows stronger as His revelations are
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recited to them, and those who put their trust in their Lord. They
observe prayer and give of what We have bestowed upon them.

Such are the true believers. (2—4)

These, then, are some of the features of true faith: remembering
God, fearing Him, reciting His words, trusting Him, giving of one’s
wealth. But, towards the end of the surah, we are informed of yet
more of these features. The faithful are also

those who have believed, emigrated [from Makkah to Madinah)]
and fought for the cause of God, and those who have sheltered and
supported them—they are all true believers. (74)

True faith, therefore, also entails protecting one’s religion by escap-
ing to safety if and when necessary, fighting for the cause of God,
and giving shelter and support to fellow believers. Elsewhere in the
Qur’an, God says:

True believers are those who believed in God and His Messenger
and never wavered, and those who fought with their wealth and
their lives for the cause of God. Such are the truthful. (al-Hujurat: 15)

It is deep-seated sincerity, firm unshakable trust, and boundless
generosity and sacrifice, giving up the dearest things any person can
possess and cherish: wealth and life. In yet another surah, God says:

The true believers are those who believed in God and His
Messenger, and who, when gathered with him [Muhammad] over
an important matter, would not leave without his permission. (al-
Niir: 62)

These verses collectively indicate clearly that true faith has many
manifestations. It has no rigidly fixed definition, but is displayed in
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various actions and traits that are determined or dictated by circum-
stance. To prove their true faith, believers are accordingly required
to rise to each occasion as it occurs. Thus, when the Muslims were
told to leave aside the spoils they gained in the battle and await God’s
decision, they accepted and obeyed. They knew for certain that
whatever God was to decide would be in their best interest.

When the Muslim expedition arrived at Badr, the Prophet issued
his orders to the Muslims to prepare for battle against the unbelie-
vers. The original purpose of the expedition was to intercept the
Arab trade caravan, but now they found themselves preparing for a
confrontation that was not of their own making. The reaction he
received was mixed. Some thought that armed conflict would not
be advisable since the Muslims had not been adequately prepared for
it. They recommended waiting until other Muslims in Madinah had
been mobilized and were able to join them at Badr, several kilome-
ters south of Madinah. But the Prophet’s opinion was that to decline
the challenge of the Makkan Arabs at that particular moment would
undermine the Muslim standing and demoralize their young com-
munity. He felt that God would not let him down at such a critical
moment in the history of Islam, and so he consulted his Compa-
nions and his final decision was to go ahead and fight. We read in
the surah:

As when your Lord rightly brought you out of your home to fight,
but some of the believers were reluctant [to join you], arguing with
you about the truth after it had become manifest, as though they
were being led to death with their eyes wide open. (5—6)

The Prophet’s hope for victory was justified by the words:
God promised you victory over one of the two groups [the Makkan
trade caravan or the non-Muslim fighters|, but your wish was to

take possession of the one that was unarmed [the trade caravan]. (7)

162



SURAH 8 « Al-Anfal

The Muslims obviously wished for the easy prey, the soft target. But
God had other plans for them, which became clear only after the
battle was over and victory was secured. God’s aim was to “establish
the truth and demolish falsehood, in spite of the evil-doers” (8). The
normal human reaction of believers in such critical circumstances
would be to resort to calling on God for help and support. As the
Muslims came to realize the strength and superiority of their enemy
they turned to God: “When you [the Muslims] pleaded with your
Lord to help you and He responded to your call, saying, ‘I am send-
ing you a thousand angels, one after the other’ (9). Although one
angel would have been enough to rout the unbelievers, God wanted
to reassure the Muslims by mentioning the number: “God made it
so to give you good tidings, and so that your hearts are assured by it,
for victory comes only from God. God is Mighty and Wise” (10).
Just before the fighting commenced, the Prophet is reported to
have prayed long and hard, entreating God to grant him and the
Muslims the victory he had been promised. He is said to have gone as
far as saying: “If this group of Muslims [at Badr| are defeated You
shall never be worshiped again on this earth.”!7 With arms stretched
high in the air and eyes fixed at the infinite skies, the Prophet was
engrossed in earnest prayer. He saw Badr as a decisive battle, a last
chance for Islam to triumph and spread. Abt Bakr, Muhammad’s
close confidant and a senior Companion, was stan-ding behind him,
allaying his fears and assuring him of God’s certain victory. How-
ever, the Prophet persisted with his pleadings until God’s words
were revealed informing him of the outcome of the battle before it
had even begun. In passing one may note that scholars have been
intrigued by the contrast in Abt Bakr’s confident attitude at Badr,
reassuring the Prophet and calming him, and his anxiety when they
were together inside a cave just outside Makkah, being pursued by
Arabs who were trying to prevent them escaping to Madinah. The

17 Narrated by al-Bukhiri and Muslim.
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explanation lies in the fact that the Prophet’s love of and devotion to
God are supremely profound and deep—more than anybody else’s.
During the escape to Madinah, the Prophet was totally helpless and
could, therefore, rely solely on God’s aid and protection. But at Badr,
he was in charge of an army possessing worldly means of material
force. The Prophet’s feeling was that despite the men and the force
he had under his command, he was still in need of divine aid and sup-
port. No matter how strong or well-equipped a fighting force may
be, victory would come only by the will of God.

And so it was. Divine intervention was evident. The rain fell to
keep the ground firm under the Muslim fighters’ feet. The Mus-
lims were at one point overcome by sleep, as a token of God’s
protection, and all their apprehensions had evaporated. They expe-
rienced total inner peace and an overwhelming power to fight and
fight well, while the enemy’s camp fell into disarray, sustaining a
most devastating defeat. “It is because they defied God and His
Messenger. Those who defy God and His Messenger shall receive
stern punishment” (13). Even so, God’s aid can come only to those
fighters who have already made all the possible preparations and
taken all the necessary measures to ensure victory. The first of
these were the brave fighters themselves who were ready to give
up their lives for the cause of God and the magnificent rewards in
the hereafter.

Human nature tends to favor life over death, and prefer the safety
of comfort to hardship and deprivation. Nevertheless, the surah
urges the believers by saying: “When you advance to engage the
infidels in battle, do not give them your backs” (15). The fear within
must be defeated first, and the value of one’s life should be placed in
a proper perspective. At Badr, a handful of brave and dedicated
Muslims were able to demonstrate that numbers and size are not the
most decisive factor when it comes to war between infidels and true
believers in God. God explains how this is possible:
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It was not you [Muslims] who slew them [non-Muslims] but it
was God who slew them. It was not the dust you [Muhammad]
threw at them but it was God who threw fear in their hearts, in
order to richly reward the believers. God is All-Hearing, All-
Knowing. (17)

God’s plan led the Makkans to be lured into their downfall at Badr,
regardless of their larger numbers and superior force. The few who
had trusted in God and sought His aid and support were the ones to
deserve and reap the fruits of victory.
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The surah addresses “the believers” directly six times in a very severe
manner over six crucial matters. Rather than allow the Muslims to
gloat over their victory or congratulate them for it, the surah tends
to opt for reprimand and suppression of any potential feelings of
euphoria or arrogance. On the first two occasions, verses 15 and 20,
God directs the Muslims to hold their ground and not to run away
from the battlefield. None of Prophet Muhammad’s men did in fact
run away or has been reported to have even contemplated with-
drawal from battle. However, it seems that in the wake of such a
clear victory, more emphasis had to be placed on God’s role in that
victory and on dissuading the Muslims from ever looking to make
material gain out of it. Furthermore, there was a need to preempt
any inclination to quarrel over the spoils of the battle. Indeed, there
is constant prompting in the surah to the Muslims not to behave in a
way similar to their enemies, who were described as animal-like,
living for their desires and their self-satisfaction, and incapable of
comprehension or understanding. Indeed, the surah points out that
even if they were to comprehend, their arrogance and conceit
would prevent them from seeing the truth and submitting to God,
who tells them:
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Believers, obey God and His Messenger, and do not turn away from
Him, now that you have heard His revelation. Do not be like those

who say, “We hear,” but in fact they do not. (20—21)

Such a strong reprimand for a victorious army! And having likened
the infidels to deaf and dumb animals, the surah turns to exhort the
Muslims to: “Respond to God and the Messenger when he calls you
to what gives you righteous life”” (24), and continues to caution and

forewarn:

And know full well that God can stand between a man and his heart,
and before Him you shall all be assembled. Guard yourselves against
a cataclysm of temptation that shall affect not only the wrong-doers

among you, and know well that God is severe in punishment.

(24—25)

This ominously stern statement is most astonishing, coming as it did
after fifteen years of persecution, trepidation, and hard struggle.
What could be the meaning behind it? Undoubtedly, God wanted
to teach the Muslims a lesson in humility and warn them against
becoming euphoric or overbearing as a result of their great victory
over the non-Muslim Arabs of Makkah. He urges them to recall
what things had been like for them before:

And remember how, when you were few and vulnerable in the
land [of Makkah] and frightened that others would cut you off, He
provided you with sanctuary [at Madinah], bolstered you with vic-
tory [at Badr] and gave you the good things of life, so that you might
be thankful. (26)

In reminding the Muslims of their humble beginnings and the state
they had been in before their glory, God would ensure that they
would not be unduly disposed to amass material gains or turn to
tyranny. Then comes another dire warning:
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Believers, do not betray God or the Messenger, nor knowingly vio-
late your trust. Know well that your wealth and your children are
given to you as a means to put you to the test, and that God’s reward

is great. (27—28)

Victorious warriors everywhere return home jubilant and proud,
and are met with garlands, drums, and celebrations before they
receive their medals and decorations. But the Qur’an greets the
triumphant Muslims of Badr, the first major battle between Muslims
and non-Muslims, with criticism, advice, and instructions for mod-
eration and humility. Western scholars and students of Islam, the
so-called orientalists, should perhaps take note and review their
assessment of the battle of Badr, which they have portrayed as the
first tangible evidence for the militancy and the violent and aggres-
sive nature of Islam.

The surah then recalls the early history of Islam and the Muslims
before the Prophet had emigrated to Madinah:

Remember [Muhammad] how the unbelievers plotted either to
take you captive or kill you or drive you out [of Makkah]. They
scheme but God also schemes, and God is the more successful

schemer. (30)

The non-Muslim Arabs were so blindly misguided that they chal-
lenged God: “...if this [the Qur’an] is Your revealed truth, rain
down upon us stones from the sky or inflict upon us grievous pun-
ishment” (32). Disbelief can certainly be manifested and expressed
in many ways. Without a doubt, the most vile type of disbelief is
atheism or total denial of God, followed by polytheism where other
gods are recognized and worshiped besides God or when God is
claimed to have offspring that share His divinity. There are those, of
course, who claim divine attributes for themselves. However, the
vast majority of unbelievers are ordinary people who follow blindly
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and think that what they are doing is right and pleasing to God.
Among the pagan Arabs of Makkah there were some who genuinely
believed that idols could harm and benefit them and that they were
the key and the way to the “Greater God.”

The task of the prophets and messengers was to reinstate and
reestablish the creed of pure monotheism, a task which required a
great deal of time and effort. God says to the Prophet: “God would
not punish them while you are still among them, nor would God
punish them as long as they seek forgiveness” (33). Yet would this
absolve them of punishment altogether? No, as they were still guilty
of transgression and oppression:

Why should God not punish them, since they debar others from the
Sacred Mosque [the Ka‘bah], although they are not its custodians.
Its true custodians are those who fear God, but most of them [the

unbelievers] do not know this. (34)

Their claim to the Sacred Ka‘bah and their worship around it were
to prove false and of no merit whatsoever. The true guardians who
can claim the right of worship at the Ka‘bah are believers in the one
God who submit to Him alone. Not only did the unbelievers deny
Islam but they also spent their wealth on the persecution and
oppression of its followers. God says: “The unbelievers spend their
wealth on debarring others from the path of God. They will spend
it, but they shall regret that, and still be routed” (36). That was what
happened to them at Badr. Even so, would that be the end of the
road for them?

God directs the Prophet to offer them a chance to abandon their
false ways and join the Muslims: “Tell the unbelievers that if they
desist, their past deeds shall be forgiven, but if they renege, let them
reflect upon the fate of earlier generations” (38). They should know
then that those who persist in sin and oppression shall end in sorrow
and grief. Far better for them to have learnt from the history of other
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nations and mended their ways, or else force shall continue to be
used against them to subdue them and eradicate their false beliefs:
“fight them until idolatry is eradicated and the religion of God shall
reign supreme” (39).

k4 Sy
AN

Now the surah lashes out at those Muslims who had their eyes on the
spoils at Badr, urging them not to fight over them and to preserve
their faith and dignity, as dictated by the occasion and the noble task
they had come out to undertake in the first place. We read that the
spoils were to be divided into five portions, one of which would be
spent on general public causes and the rest would go to the fighters.
“Know that one fifth of the spoils you acquired goes to God, the
Messenger, his kinsfolk, the orphans, the needy and the traveler”
(41). We learn from the Prophet’s own practise, and that of his suc-
cessors that this arrangement was temporary and that other schemes
were adopted in the allotment and distribution of the spoils of war
under Islamic law, as happened during the reign of the second
Caliph, “Umar ibn al-Khattab. However, this subject requires some
explanation. Muslims during the early days of Islam used to volun-
teer for fighting and received no wages in return for their eftorts.
Each fighter had to acquire his own weapons and make provision for
his wife and children during his absence at war. They received no
financial support or compensation from the state whatsoever. This
made it quite fair and sensible that volunteer fighters should receive
some compensation from the spoils they took in battle. When the
state was able to organize its own regular army, pay the soldiers, pro-
vide weapons and equipment, treat the wounded, and look after the
families of those who died, the spoils would then go directly to the
state which would allocate them as it saw fit.

Note that the spoils issue is sandwiched in the surah between two
other topics. One is the belligerence of the unbelievers who divert
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their wealth to oppose Islam, persecute the Muslims, and thwart
their efforts to spread the faith; and the other is the divinely aided
victory the Muslims had achieved at Badr. On the second subject,
the surah says:

When you [the Muslims] were on the near side of the valley and they
[the unbelievers] were on the far side, with the caravan below you,
had you agreed an appointment [to meet and fight| beforehand, you
would have both failed to arrive in time; but God was to accomplish
apurpose He had ordained, so that those who perished would perish
for an evident reason, and those who survived would survive for an
evident reason. God is All-Hearing, All-Knowing. (42)

It is clear that their defeat at Badr was a devastating blow for the
non-Muslim Arabs of Makkah and their allies, while at the same
time it boosted the status and morale of the Muslims and compensa-
ted them for fifteen years of hardship and suffering. Without a
doubt, Badr represents a decisive and critical moment in the history
of Islam.

And here comes the final proclamation that the surah conveys to
the Muslims. It comprises six pieces of advice that would help them
achieve victory. To rise to the top undoubtedly requires hard work,
but to stay at the top would most certainly need an even greater
effort. God says to the Muslims:

Believers, when you meet an enemy, be firm and remember
God in abundance, so that you may succeed. Obey God and His
Messenger, and do not dispute with one another, lest you weaken
and lose your strength, and remain steadfast because God is with
those who persevere. Do not be like those who departed from their
homes vainglorious in pursuit of vanity, and debar others from the

path of God. (45—47)
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To achieve victory, Muslims must therefore constantly remem-
ber God, seek His help, and know well that it 1s all for His sake. God
will always look after and care for those that the fighters leave
behind. Obedience and submission to God and His Messenger are
vital elements in gaining victory. The unbelievers deny God because
they have no true perception of or respect for Him, whereas
Muslims are more likely to show God the reverence and esteem He
deserves. Addressing his army before going into battle against the
Persians, the second Caliph, “‘Umar ibn al-Khattab pleaded with
them to shun sin and wrongdoing. He told them that he was more
worried about them for the consequences of their misdemeanors
than because of the strength of their enemy. Once the two warring
camps were equally sinful, Muslims would be no match for their
enemy and would stand no chance of victory because they were
smaller in numbers and had inferior equipment.

It pains me when I look at the Muslim nation today and see how
weak its moral and social fabric has become, and how disunited its
peoples are. Our credentials for victory and success seem to diminish
every time we take on an aggressor; we have become the world
champions of lost causes. Although Muslims today comprise one
fifth of the world population, their countries are divided, with some
of them constantly at loggerheads with one another. Their enemies,
however, have united their forces and consolidated their efforts, and
have been giving the Muslims one beating after another. They are
now in control of Muslim lands and capital while we are squabbling
among ourselves and pursuing our petty wars against each other. We
need the steadfastness and the perseverance referred to in the surah to
maintain our devotion and loyalty to God and to face up to all temp-
tation and hardship. Decadent, pleasure-seeking, and corrupt socie-
ties are not capable of mastering these qualities.

As for Islam’s view on engaging in war and taking up arms, these
are legitimate causes provided they are undertaken for reasons that
satisfy God and serve the interests of Islam. Wars fought by Muslim
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governments these days can hardly be considered legitimate
“Islamic” wars, because they are fought for nationalistic or partisan
reasons. In most instances, they lead to further entrenchment of dic-
tatorship and oppression. The fate of those who fight in wars not
undertaken for the cause of God and Islam is described in the fol-
lowing verse:

If only you could see the angels [at Badr] when they were taking the
souls of the unbelievers! They were striking them on their faces and
their backs, saying to them, “Taste the torment of the fire! This is
the punishment for what your hands committed. God is not unjust

to His servants.” (50—51)

Tyranny and tyrants all through history have displayed similar traits
and shared a similar fate. The unbelievers of Arabia who fought the
Muslims had followed in the footsteps of

Pharaoh’s people and those who had gone before them. They dis-
believed the revelations of God, and so God smote them for their

sins. God 1s Mighty and stern in His retribution. (52)

Times may change, but the norms and laws set out by God remain
valid for all time.
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A non-Muslim Arab who had lost his sons in the battle of Badr was
quoted to have said: “Were it not for Badr, these people [the
Muslims| would have never prevailed.” He was right. Badr marked
a turning point in the history of Islam and the Muslims. Their power
and influence received a strong boost, whereas it was the beginning
of the end for their enemies, whose power and influence retracted as
they began to lose control over Arabia. The writing was on the wall
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for the non-Muslim Arabs, whereas all the signs pointed to a great
tuture for Islam in Arabia and beyond. God says:

God relates to you the story of the city which was once safe and
tranquil; its provisions came to it in abundance from every quarter,
but its people denied God’s favors. Therefore God afflicted it with
famine and fear as punishment for what they did. (al-Nahl: 112)

God would indeed deal with societies and nations according to the
same criteria: “Because God does not change a favor He has
bestowed on a people until they change their own situation” (53).
Gratitude for and appreciation of God’s favors are therefore essential
and vital elements in ensuring the continuation and growth of
divine favors. This was made very clear with respect to the Arabs
taken prisoner by the Muslims at Badr. God says:

Prophet, say to those who have been taken prisoner, “If God finds
goodness in your hearts, He will compensate you with better than
what you have lost, and He will forgive you. God is Forgiving and
Merciful.” But if they seek to betray you [Muhammad], remember
that they had betrayed God earlier, and so He made you triumph
over them. God is All-Knowing and Wise. (70—71)

The same goes for all who deny God’s favors and spurn His com-
mands and teachings. They will continue to be faithful as long as it
serves their interests, otherwise they will just as easily and quickly
renege and deny any obligation or responsibility. They are descri-
bed thus: “The most evil creatures in the sight of God are the
faithless who will not believe; those who break their agreements
every time and have no fear of God” (55—56). Only the readiness
to use force against force can make such people see sense. The
Prophet was therefore instructed to hit back hard at his bellige-
rent enemies to deter those following them. God commanded the
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Prophet: “Therefore, whenever you overwhelm them in battle hit
hard at them, as an example to those who are waiting behind them
so that they may take warning” (57). If injustice and aggression can
be stopped or deterred only by the use of force, then Muslims have
no alternative but to resort to force. Muslims normally prefer peace
and strive to preserve it, because it enables them to build and pro-
mote their Islamic way of life freely and openly. However, when
they are prevented from pursuing their normal everyday Islamic
obligations and duties, or subjected to suppression and persecution
for their beliefs and opinions, then they have no alternative but to
resist and fight back by all necessary and available means.

The interesting point here is that in the struggle between right
and wrong, between the Muslims and their enemies, numbers, size,
and material force do not matter because Muslims have God on their
side. This is endorsed by the following verses:

Prophet, urge the believers to fight. Twenty steadfast people of
you will defeat two hundred [of the enemy], and a hundred will
defeat a thousand unbelievers because these are devoid of under-

standing. (65)

The next verse, however, reduces the odds from one to ten to one
to two, as follows:

God has now lightened your burden, for He knows that you have
some weakness. Therefore, a hundred steadfast people of you will
defeat two hundred [of the enemy], and a thousand will defeat two
thousand, all by God’s permission. God is with those who are stead-
fast. (66)

This has, understandably, given rise to some debate among Muslim

scholars and disagreement over which of the two ratios is the rule
and which is the exception. My personal view is that the higher
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one is the rule, because the lower ratio applies at times of tempo-
rary weakness or in exceptional circumstances in which a Muslim
fighting force 1s disadvantaged for reasons beyond its control. In
modern warfare, it is perfectly possible for one foot soldier to hold
up a whole battalion, or a few highly motivated, well-trained and
well-equipped fighters to play havoc with an armored division.
Examples of this have been witnessed in all recent wars. As God says
elsewhere in the Qur’an: “Many a small band has, by the grace of
God, defeated a mighty one; and God is with those who are stead-
tast” (al-Bagarah: 249).

Before coming to a close, the surah has one more topic to deal
with concerning the force of brotherhood and fraternity that cement
a Muslim community together, allowing it to act and grow as one
whole. Such a bond is instigated by and devoted to the love of God
and the advancement of His cause. Religious fraternity and ties
bind people more strongly than any other, and Islam has made the
Muslims, with all the numerous features and factors that discriminate
and distinguish among them, into one unique entity, the like of
which has not been seen throughout human history.

God says in the closing verses:

Those who have believed, emigrated [from Makkah to Madinah)]
and fought, with their wealth and their lives, for the cause of God
and those who have sheltered and supported them [at Madinah], are
allies one to another. But those who have believed but have not
emigrated [to Madinah], you shall have no obligations towards

them until they emigrate. (72)

It is because those Muslims had stayed behind in Makkah, at such a
crucial time 1in the history of Islam, that they forfeited any help or
support that would otherwise have been due to them from their fel-
low Muslims. As for the unbelievers, they were also allies one to
another, and were to be accorded the same treatment:
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Those who disbelieved are allies one to another. If you fail to distin-
guish in your alliances between the believers and the unbelievers,

there will be disorder on earth and great corruption. (73)

The tragedy we face today is that the nation of Islam, which ought
to be one and united, is in reality divided and fragmented into
nations, nationalities, and states. At a body such as the United
Nations, Muslims have no unified voice. In fact, some so-called lead-
ers of Muslim countries have said openly that they did not consider
Islam as a significant factor with any influence on their relations and
alliances with other countries. In the constitutions and policies of
Muslim countries, nationalist and ethnic prejudices take precedence
over the brotherhood and fraternity of Islam. Worst of all, “nation-
alisms” such as Arab nationalism are championed and advocated by
secularist groups such as the Arab Ba‘th Socialist party and others.
However, the Arabs are not viable as a nation without Islam, to
which they owe their glory and place in the history of human civi-
lization. The only way for us to emerge safely out of our contem-
porary predicament is to open the way for Islam to resume its proper
role in our thinking and behavior, shape our internal and external
relations, and control all aspects of our life.
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SURAH 9

Al-"Tawbah
(Repentance)

THIS SURAH, also known as al-Bara’ah, was revealed fifteen months
before Prophet Muhammad’s death in 632 Ac, or twenty-two years
after he began to receive the first revelations of the Qur’an. All
through those twenty-two years, the Prophet’s policy towards
Islam’s antagonists was dictated by the Qur’anic statement:

If they disbelieve you [Muhammad] say, “My deeds are mine and
your deeds are yours. You are not accountable for my actions, nor

am [ accountable for what you do.” (Yiinus: 41)

It 1s a policy that any fair-minded person can see as nonbelligerent.
However, some of Islam’s detractors were determined that it should
not take root or find its way into the rest of Arabia. They instigated a
series of military expeditions and incursions against the Muslims,
most of which resulted in their forces being routed and finally totally
overwhelmed by Islam. Nevertheless, they did not learn the lesson,
and as soon as one skirmish or battle was over, they would prepare
for the next one. Eventually, they ended by becoming marauding
hordes and raiders threatening the stability and security of the young
state in Madinah, which made it necessary for the Muslims to fight
them and take decisive action against them.

This is the aim of and the justification for the “disclaimer,” given
at the beginning of this surah, which was made on behalf of the
Prophet through the Qur’anic revelation. Unfortunately, this has
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been generally misinterpreted and maliciously misconstrued by
some scholars to show that the surah was in effect a “declaration
of war” on all non-Muslims without exception. Phrases such as
“...and fight the unbelievers altogether” have been culled from the
text and taken to mean all non-Muslims, without exception, omitting
the rest of the sentence which says, “as they too fight you altogeth-
er.” Some also understood the word “people” in verse 3, which says
“this is a proclamation from God and His Messenger to the people
on the day of the greater pilgrimage...” to refer to all humankind,
overlooking the exceptions and the comments that follow in the

3

same verse. The exceptions are: “...those idolaters who have hon-
ored their treaties with you in every detail and have not aided
anyone else against you” (4). The meaning could not be clearer or
more unequivocal. The war, for which no apology should be made,
was to be prosecuted specifically against those groups who had aided
the enemies of Islam or violated the rights of Muslims.

The comments that follow are even more significant. In every
conflict there are innocent people who have no inclination to sup-
port either of the fighting sides. The Prophet was instructed to
guarantee such people safety and security and secure for them right

of passage until they reached their safe lands. God says:

And when an unbeliever seeks asylum with you, give him pro-
tection so that he may hear the words of God, and then enable
him to reach his place of safety, because such people have no
knowledge. (6)

How can this be an advocacy of aggression or warmongering? This
misunderstanding seems to have arisen when some commentators
and historians stretched the surah’s statements to cover Muslim con-
quests which took place in later years in Egypt, Syria, and Iraq, and
which were to allow the Muslims to sweep over the whole of the
Persian and a large part of the Byzantine empires. However, this is a
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totally unjustified interpretation, since the Muslim armies did not
target the capitals of those empires but moved over lands usurped by
them to address those communities they had dominated by force.
The armed conflicts that took place between these two powers or
their proxies came about as a result of Muslim response to aggression
and intimidation along with the desire to free those communities
and release them from the grip of Byzantine or Persian political, cul-
tural, and religious control. Only then were those communities able
to learn about Islam and adopt its culture and way of life. The surah
is therefore free of any charges of inciting Muslims to war, or of lay-
ing down religious or legal justifications for hostility or aggression
against innocent or peaceful people. Let us have a closer look at its
main themes and arguments.

The surah begins by directing the Prophet to give his enemies in
Arabia, who were at war with the Muslims, a four-month grace
period, a cessation of hostilities, during which they could review
their attitude and plans towards Islam and the Muslims. God says to
those enemies: “You shall go unmolested in the land for four
months, but be warned that you shall not escape the reach of God and
that God will bring humiliation on the unbelievers” (2). That con-
cession was not in any way made out of weakness, and they should
not, therefore, have been deceived by any strength they may have
had or by any temptation to exploit the situation. The announce-
ment was made during the pilgrimage to Makkah, in which, at that
time, both Muslims and non-Muslims from all over the Arabian
peninsula were able to participate. It was therefore made publicly and
to the widest possible audience in Arabia at the time.

The surah continues to elaborate on that decision, putting an end
to all possible charges and accusations of aggression leveled against
the Muslims, saying:

How could God or His Messenger have any trust in the unbelievers,

except those with whom you made treaties at the Sacred Mosque
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[at Makkah]. So long as they keep faith with you, keep faith with
them. (7)

The distinction is very clear. Commitments and obligations must be
respected and honored by all sides. However, the surah continues to
warn:

How can they [the unbelievers] be trusted? If they prevail over you
they will respect neither agreements nor obligations. They seek to
appease you with their words only, but their hearts spurn you, and
most of them are evil-doers. They exchange God’s words for a pit-
tance and debar others from His path, and their actions are damned.
They respect no agreements with or obligations towards any of the

believers, because they are transgressors. (8—10)

No aggression was committed by the Muslims, nor were they plan-
ning any aggression or breach of agreements. One detects, in fact, a
certain degree of fear and apprehension on the part of the Muslims,
who felt that those acts of intimidation indicated confidence and
strength in the enemy camps. God sought to allay that fear by urging
the Muslims to keep up the struggle and face the enemy head-on:
“fight the leaders of unbelief because they are untrustworthy, so that
they may desist” (12). Trust and honesty spring from faith and com-
mitment to principle; the unscrupulous and devious cannot be
trusted. The urging and prompting continue:

Would you not fight against those who have breached their agree-
ments and were determined to drive the Prophet out, and who had
attacked you first? Do you fear them? Surely, it is God you should
fear most, if you are true believers. (13)

As we read on, it becomes clear that the groups singled out for attack
were neither men of peace, nor people who could be trusted.
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Rather, they were people with deep-seated grudges who had been
agitating and instigating aggression and ferment against Islam and
Muslims for a considerable time. As these are further exposed, the
surah’s tone becomes even more forceful:

fight against them and God will chastise them at your hands and
humiliate them. He will grant you victory over them and heal the
spirit of the believers. He will take away the rancor that is in their

hearts. (14-15)

Not a trace of warmongering or aggression against innocent or
peaceable people is to be found in this passage. The fact is that to
describe this surah as the turning point in Islam’s attitude towards
war is a gross misunderstanding. Muslims have always been and
will continue to be peace-loving people, using open debate and per-
suasive peaceful means to introduce their religious beliefs and the
principles of their way of life, and refusing to be intimidated or
coerced.

Before the revelation of this surah, Arab paganism had been
tolerated for twenty-two years. Even so, the non-Muslim Arabs
continued to treat Islam as an outlawed religion in Makkah. They
refused to recognize the new Muslim state emerging in Madinah
and insisted on waging war against it, which resulted in some thirty
battles and skirmishes. Arab casualties in all those long years of con-
frontation did not exceed two hundred; a figure that cannot be
compared with the number of Protestants slaughtered by the French
Catholics in the famous 1572 St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in
Paris. Indeed, over those twenty-two years, the Muslims were guid-
ed by the Qur’anic instructions that said:

Now then, for that [reason], call [them to the Faith], adhere as com-
manded to the straight path and do not be led by their [the

unbelievers’] desires. Say, “I believe in all the Books that God has

181



A Thematic Commentary on the Qur’an

revealed and I have been commanded to exercise justice among
you. God is our Lord and your Lord. We are accountable for our
actions and you are accountable for your own actions. There is no
[need for any| argument between us and you. God will bring us all

together, and to Him we shall return.” (al-Shiira: 15)

Unfortunately, it all proved to be in vain. The motto of “you keep
your religion and I shall keep mine,” which the Muslims raised, had
been rejected. The Arabs insisted on armed confrontation, and that
was when the Muslims gave them four months to decide either to
change their opinion and refrain from fomenting trouble orleave the
region which had by then become a Muslim domain. The only other
law set out by Islam at that time was that unbelievers should no
longer be allowed to perform the pilgrimage to Makkah and no one
should worship naked at the Ka‘bah, as was the custom of pagan
Arabs. All the idols around the Ka‘bah were destroyed and Makkah
purged of all forms of idol worship once and for all. This was affirmed
in the surah thus:

It is no longer proper for the idolaters to attend God’s mosques,
since they have admitted to unbelief. Their works are in vain and
in hellfire they shall abide for ever. God’s mosques should be
attended only by those who believe in God and the Last Day, who
observe prayer and give alms and fear none but God. (17-18)

God was of course aware that Muhammad’s life was drawing to
an end. He went on to live for only fifteen months after this surah
was revealed. It was time to prepare the Muslims for that tumul-
tuous event and the grave consequences that were to follow it. So,
although Arabia had been secured for Islam, the Byzantines were
still posing a threat in the north. Some non-Muslim Arabs had fled
there, still harboring grudges and aggressive designs against the
Muslims. The potential for trouble was very real indeed. As soon as
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the news of Muhammad’s death in 632 Ac spread, rebellion broke
out in various places around the fringes of the Arabian peninsula. It
was left to the Prophet’s first successor and Caliph, Abt Bakr, to put
down the rebellion before the Muslims were able to feel completely
secure and confident to take on the Byzantines, whose domination
of Syria and Palestine represented a real obstacle to the northward
spread of Islam.

Muslims are therefore basically opposed to war and are never the
ones to start it. By the imperative of their own religion, they are
taught not to impose their beliefs on others by force. Their mission
1s to impart and communicate God’s message, leaving people free to
decide whether to believe or reject it. Those who refuse to believe
are free to pursue their lives in peace as long as they do not pose any
obstacle or threat to Islam and the Muslims, who perceive their faith
as the strongest and most vital binding relationship between God
and humankind and that it is their responsibility to make others
aware of it and provide them with the opportunity to understand
and appreciate it. This is the basis of the relationship between
Muslims and non-Muslims in Islamic society. God says elsewhere in
the Qur’an: “Therefore, if they [the unbelievers] do not trouble you
and cease their hostility towards you and ofter you peace, God gives
you no authority over them” (al-Nisa’: 9o). Those who take up arms
against a Muslim state or parts of it must be met with force, and if
they are overcome, they should be disarmed. Once that is achieved,
they are free to lead their own lives and practise their beliefs in peace
and security under the protection of the Muslim authorities, in
return for which they have to pay a levy.

This is the background against which prescription of the jizyah,
or exemption tax, came into being. It is not due from those who
are neutral and have never taken up arms against the Muslim state.
The surah gives ample explanation for the reasons behind the estab-
lishment of this tax, for it stipulates who should pay it. They are
those

183



A Thematic Commentary on the Qur’an

who do not believe in God and the Last Day, who do not forbid
what God and His Messenger have forbidden, and who do not fol-
low the true religion, until they pay the exemption tax unreservedly

and with humility. (29)

Those liable to pay such tax are described further as those who “wish
to blow God’s light out, but God insists on making His light prevail”
(32). Some of their religious leaders are described as greedy and
fraudulent people. On a closer look at how this exemption tax or
Jjizyah was implemented, it becomes clear that as a result of the early
huge waves of converts to Islam in countries such as Egypt, Persia,
and Asia Minor, funds collected from this type of tax had greatly
diminished—doubtless to the delight of Muslims! The aim of
Muhammad’s mission had never been to amass wealth but to spread
God’s guidance and mercy.

K74 Sy
SIS

Aba Bakr, a senior Companion of Muhammad, led the Muslims
during the pilgrimage to Makkah in the ninth year AH, 631 Ac, in
which non-Muslim Arabs were also allowed to participate. The pil-
grimage organized a year later was led by the Prophet himself and
was restricted to Muslims only, since God had declared in the
Qur’an that “the idolaters are unclean, and should not, from this
year onwards, approach the Sacred Mosque [at Makkah]” (28).
Non-Muslim resistance to Islam in Arabia all but collapsed. All
treaties and agreements hitherto in force came to an end, and the
Prophet assumed total religious, political, and administrative sover-
eignty over the whole region. Idol worship was wiped out. And as a
result of a series of confrontations with the Muslims, the last one of
which took place during the sixth year after the Hijrah, 628 ac, at
Khaybar in north-central Arabia, Jewish power and influence had
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also been shaken. Certainly Jews continued to live (and thrive) in
peace as farmers and tradesmen in Madinah and various parts of
Arabia, although they no longer had any organized military pres-
ence. Their religious and personal freedom was nonetheless fully
guaranteed and protected. When the Prophet died, a shield of his
was found in trust with a Jewish citizen of Madinah. Christian dele-
gations were arriving at Madinah in droves, as they had done at
Makkah previously, from various parts of Arabia and the surround-
ing regions to learn about the new religion, debate with the
Prophet, and compare what they heard with their own beliefs and
scriptures. Some of them of course converted to Islam. The Muslims
saw no threat in any of that. The one major threat that was seen
looming on the horizon was coming from forces of the Byzantine
empire who were in control of Syria and Palestine in the north. The
Byzantines were growing weary of Islam and began to take measures
to curb its spread into their territories.

Here we must highlight the two following important facts:

1. Islam showed a great deal of amicability and warmth towards
the Christians. When the Muslims of Makkah first thought of escap-
ing the persecution of the Arabs, Prophet Muhammad instructed
them, in 615 AC, to take refuge with the Negus, the Christian king
of Abyssinia, whom he described as “a just and benevolent king.”
The Qur’an, in the surah entitled al-Riim, or The Romans, expressed
strong sympathy with the Christians in their war against the Persians
in 615 AC in Syria and predicted that they would triumph in the fol-
lowing round of fighting.

2. In spite of this amity and sympathy, Islam was very clear in its
rejection of the doctrine of the Trinity and the divinity of Jesus or the
Holy Spirit. The Qur’an, first at Makkah and later on at Madinah,
continued to emphasize these views and call upon Christians to
review their doctrines and correct their beliefs. The last statement to
be revealed in this connection appears in this surah condemning mis-
guided Jews and Christians for taking:
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their rabbis and monks, as well as the Messiah, son of Mary, as gods
instead of God. They were commanded to worship but one God;
there is no god but Him. Exalted be He above those they take as
gods besides Him. (31)

In Islam God is one, without ancestry or offspring, supreme in His
control over all creation. For religious leaders and clerics to set out
laws and enforce religious practices and edicts of their own is nothing
but heresy according to the Qur’an. Churches in America and
Europe have blessed colonial wars and, more recently, sanctioned
depraved practices such as homosexuality, without proper reference
to authentic revelation.

The Byzantines had entrenched their power in regions north of
the Arabian peninsula, and were known to resort to the use of force
to prevent Islam from making inroads into their territory. Byzantine
armies began to move southward to enforce Byzantine authority
over the region, clashing with the Muslims twice, at Mu’tah in 629
Ac, and at Tabiik in 630 Ac. There is no doubt, however, that the
Muslims wanted to have access to the populations of Byzantine ter-
ritories to introduce them to Islam, a task they perceived to be their
right. However, those early Muslims were also mindful of the fact
that they could not use force or coercion to impose their religion on
others. The Byzantines resisted that effort and appeared determined
to advance their version of Christianity and impose it on their sub-
jects. Their emperors had long rejected the Arius doctrine that Jesus
was human and not divine. They had barred the eastern churches
who differed with them radically over the nature of Christ, detained
the Patriarch of Egypt, and killed his brother. However, the
Muslims were fighting for freedom of religion. They entered Egypt
and Syria, offering security and immunity from persecution and
guaranteeing freedom of worship.

In anticipation of Byzantine resistance, the Prophet devoted
much attention to removing the barriers placed in the way of Islam
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north of Arabia. He embarked on the mobilization of Muslim forces
to enable them to deal with Byzantine intimidation. When the
moment of confrontation arrived, the Byzantines were the most
powerful nation on earth. They had defeated the Persians and
become the dominant superpower in the area. No wonder, then,
that some faint-hearted Muslims were shaken when war with the
Byzantines became imminent. Yet another, more sinister, danger
was also in evidence—the hypocrites or fifth-columnists working
from within the Muslim community.

Thus the second half of the surah is devoted to exposing these
hypocrites and waverers, while at the same time mobilizing loyal
and sincere Muslims and spurring them to action. These are addres-
sed in no uncertain terms:

Believers, why is it that when it is said to you, “Go forth and strive
for the cause of God,” you drag your feet? Are you content with this
life in preference to the life to come? The joys of this life are paltry
compared with those of the life to come. If you do not go and strive,
He will punish you sternly and replace you with others, and you

shall do Him no harm whatsoever. (38—39)

The time had come to free the Muslim community and Muslim
lands from the hypocrites, just as they had been emancipated from
idolaters and traitors. The realm of Islam had to be defended and
consolidated.

This surah comes as a series of intensive drills, a rich and power-
ful mixture of instructions and confidence boosters to prepare the
Muslims to face the world without the divinely inspired leadership
of Prophet Muhammad. The first drill was to be the confrontation
with the Byzantines. It was to expose the strengths as well as many
of the weaknesses of the Muslims on both the individual and col-
lective levels.
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People who strive for a just cause can triumph only when their
loyalty to God is stronger than their enemy’s loyalty to their aims
and their leaders. God says: “Some people take other gods besides
God and accord them adoration equal to that due to God, but the
believers have stronger adoration for God” (al-Bagarah: 165). This
becomes clearer at the critical times of conflict between true belie-
vers and ardent infidels. Hence we read in this surah the following:

Say, “If your fathers, your sons, your brothers, your wives, your
clan, the property you have acquired, the merchandise you fear may
not be sold and the homes you love, are dearer to you than God, His
Messenger, and the struggle for His cause, then wait until God’s ret-

ribution arrives. God does not guide the evil-doers.” (24)

When the time came to issue the orders to confront the
Byzantines, the main factors prevalent at the time can be summa-
rized as follows:

1. The Byzantines were the undisputed superpower in the
region, especially after their decisive victory over the Persians.

2. The Muslims comprised a small section of the Arabs who had
embraced the new religion, while the majority of the Arabs
continued to be clients or subjects of either the Byzantine or
the Persian empires.

3. The Muslim fighting force was relatively limited and lacking,
as shown at the Mu’tah and Thatu al-Salasil battles.

4. The young Muslim community was plagued from inside by
the intrigues of the hypocrites and a handful of disgruntled
groups who had not fully integrated into the new society and
were prey to rumors, conspiracies, and outside influences.
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The surah came at the right moment to overhaul the Muslim
community and expose its weaknesses before it was too late. It lashes
out at those who refuse to join in the fighting for the cause of Islam,

saying:

Why is it that, when it is said to you, “Go forth and strive for the
cause of God,” you drag your feet? Are you content with this life in
preference to the life to come? The joys of this life are paltry com-
pared with those of the life to come. (38)

It rejects the absurd and false excuses given by the cowardly and
the lazy:

Those who believe in God and the Last Day will not beg you
[Muhammad] to exempt them from striving with their wealth and
their lives. God best knows the righteous. Those who seek such
exemption are people who disbelieve in God and the Last Day,

whose hearts are filled with doubt and are left wavering. (44—45)
Further on in the surah we read:

Those Arabs turned up with excuses, asking to be exempt [from
helping in fighting off the Roomans], while those who denied God
and His Messenger actually stayed behind. Those of them who dis-
believed shall be afflicted with a terrible anguish. (90)

Indeed, most of those who had chosen to stay behind and refused to
join the fighting were the faint-hearted and the skeptics who had no
confidence in Islam. One such person had the temerity to beg the
Prophet to allow him to remain at home because he feared the
temptation, as he put it, of beautiful Byzantine women. He would
only go and fight, he said, if the Prophet were to guarantee him that
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he would not fall for them:
Some of them say, “Give me leave to stay behind, and do not
expose me to temptation.” Surely they have already succumbed to

temptation. Hell shall engulf the unbelievers. (49)

It is only natural that those who go and fight should meet with many
challenges, tests, and temptations, including the possibility of defeat,
which is a severe test in itself. Nevertheless, the surah reassures the
Prophet and the Muslims:

If you [Muhammad] meet with success, it grieves them [the unbe-
lievers], butifa disaster befalls you, they say, “We have already taken
our precautions,” and they turn away rejoicing. Say, “Nothing shall
befall us except what God has predestined for us. He is our Guardian.
Let the believers put their trustin God.” (so0—51)

The battle of Tabuk in 630 Ac brought down God’s wrath upon
the hypocrites within the Muslim community. It uncovered their
intrigues and completely exposed them to the rest of the commu-
nity. This, as stated earlier, was necessary to purge the Muslim ranks
and clear the way for a new phase in history and the spread of Islam.
Hypocrites and traitors could destroy any society, no matter how
politically and economically powerful. God says in the surah: “Do
not be taken in by their wealth or their [numerous| offspring. God
only seeks to punish them in this life, and they shall die unbelievers”
(55). The hypocrites came in many disguises. There were the greedy
self-centered ones who were happy only if they received financial
gifts from the Prophet, or else they would curse and complain.
These the surah describes as follows: “Some of them speak ill of you
[Muhammad] with respect to the alms. If they are given of them,
they are contented, but if they are not they grow resentful” (58).
Some of them spread rumors and invented malicious lies about the
Prophet personally, but then would go and swear to him that they
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never said such things. They would take advantage of the Prophet’s
magnanimity and benevolence. The surah exposes that aspect of
their conduct too:

Some of them speak ill of the Prophet, saying, “He believes every-
thing he hears.” Say, “He hears only what is good for you. He
believes in God and trusts the believers. He is a blessing to those of
you who have believed, but those who harm the Messenger of God

shall receive stern punishment.” (61)

These hypocrites had their own supporters and special groups
who used to meet privately. As a phenomenon, they grew gra-
dually from a series of different situations and developments, and
for varying reasons. Although the Qur’an has referred to them on
many occasions, the present surah has gone all the way in expos-
ing them and condemning their aims and activities. This was
dictated, as already mentioned, by the decisive and critical phase
reached by Islam when the surah was revealed. The Muslims had
just established their religious and political hegemony over the
Arabian peninsula and were preparing to face the strongest super-
power of the time, the Byzantine empire. If Prophet Muhammad
were to waver at that moment, the very existence and the whole
future of Islam would have been put in jeopardy. Indeed, the
hypocrites and the non-Muslim Arabs were looking forward with
hope to the Muslims being routed by the Byzantines and that
would have been the end of Islam. However, the Qur’an was
assuring Muhammad and the Muslims: “It is He who has sent
forth His Messenger with guidance and the religion of truth to
make it prevail over all religions, even though the idolaters may
not like it” (33).

Events began to move very fast, contrary to the expectations of
the hypocrites whose activities reached a climax as the Muslims
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were preparing for battle.

Whenever a chapter [of the Qur’an] was revealed, saying, “Believe
in God and strive behind His Messenger,” the rich ones among
them [the hypocrites] would ask your permission, saying, “Let us
remain with those who will stay behind.” They were content to be
with those who stayed behind, and their hearts were sealed, and
so they shall not understand. But the Messenger and those who
believed with him strove with their wealth and their lives. They
shall have all the good things, and they shall be successtul. (86—88)

The phenomenon of the hypocrites first appeared after the
Muslims emigrated to Madinah in 622 ac. It had by then become
clear that Islam was more than just a system of beliefs, it was a politi-
cal entity also, severely reducing the chances of any tribal or
religious personalities in Arabia who were aspiring to political or
religious leadership and power. Some had simply found it too much
to abandon their paganistic and promiscuous way of life to which
they had been accustomed. In the initial stages, Islam’s approach in
dealing with this problem was soft and tolerant. As the threat from
the hypocrites, which is well documented in those surahs revealed in
Madinah, started to grow, it became apparent in this surah that the
Qur’an was adopting a more unequivocal approach towards them,
which culminated in the showdown portrayed in this surah. Indeed,
the Qur’an’s remarks about the hypocrites, in the aftermath of the
Muslim defeat at Uhud, were quite mild:

The disaster that befell you on the day the two camps clashed was
by the will of God, in order to identify the true believers. It was also
to identify the hypocrites who, when it was said to them, “Come
and fight for the cause of God, or lend support,” they said, “We
would have gone with you, had we known that there would be real

fighting.” On that day they were closer to unbelief than to belief.
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(Al Imran: 166—67)
But, the tone of the Qur’an was distinctly different regarding those
who refused to join the fighting at Tabtuk. God says admonishingly:

They swear by God that they had said nothing [against the Prophet].
Yet, they uttered the word of unbelief and renounced Islam after
embracing it. They also sought to achieve what they had failed to
achieve [killing the Prophet]. Are they resentful only because God

and His Messenger were generous to them? (74)

Some of the hypocrites pledged that if they became rich they
would be kind to others and contribute to the war effort, but they
went back on their promises. The surah again exposes them:

Some of them made pledges to God, saying, “If He gives us of His
bounty we will give in charity and be righteous.” But when God
bestowed upon them of His grace, they became niggardly, turning
their backs, and they recanted. He [God] then allowed hypocrisy to
set in within their hearts until the day they meet Him. (75—77)

And so it became inevitable that the Muslim society should be
protected against the hypocrites. They were becoming too cynical
and unfairly critical of those good and sincere Muslims who
were trying to do their best for Islam and the Muslims. This was
threatening to undermine the unity and welfare of the whole
community:

Those that censure the believers who volunteer to give for charity,
and scoft at those who give according to their means, shall have God

scoft at them. A woeful chastening awaits them. (79)

The hypocrites had been growing in power and in numbers.
They had embarked on building a mosque of their own as an alter-
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native to the mosque of the Prophet, where they could recruit sup-
porters, hold meetings, and plan their campaigns. The surah again
exposes these plans mercilessly:

And there are those [hypocrites| who built a rival mosque to pro-
mote unbelief and cause divisions among the believers, and in
anticipation of the coming of him [an Arab monk called Abai “Amir]
who had declared war against God and His Messenger. They swear
that they mean well, but God bears witness that they are lying. (107)

This provided the Prophet and the Muslims with tangible proof of
their evil intentions and their determination to sow division and
discord in the heart of the Muslim community. However, the
Muslims, led by the Prophet himself, decided to demolish that alter-
native mosque in obedience to the Qur’an:

You shall never worship in it. The mosque that was from the first
day founded on piety is best suited for you to worship in. It is
attended by men who love to remain pure, and God loves those

who remain pure. (108)

The surah continues relentlessly with its confrontation of the
hypocrites to ensure that the Muslim community is free from their
influence as from that of the idolaters. Eventually, the Muslims were
ready to undertake the bigger and more important task of taking
Islam out of Arabia and into the rest of the world, as “a mercy and a
blessing to all humanity” (al-Anbiya’: 107) as the Qur’an put it.

The surah then makes it very clear to the Muslims that in order to
carry out that great task, they will be required to make vital and
substantial sacrifices. It says: “God has offered to trade the lives
and wealth of the believers for Paradise” (111). What does this
solemn transaction entail? Why does the trade-oft include such
valuable possessions? The reward 1s obviously commensurate with
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the sacrifices being made. The enormity of the task ahead and the
vehemence of the opposition with which Islam would be resisted
and fought justified the high price. If God’s cause was to be upheld
and defended, vital preparations needed to be made. God says:
“Believers, bear arms against the unbelievers dwelling around you,
and let them feel your strength, and be sure that God is with the
righteous” (123).

Who were those neighboring infidels against whom the Muslims
were commanded to wage war? The overall drift of the surah indi-
cates that they were the Byzantines. They had come from imperial
Constantinople, sweeping across Anatolia and Syria, settling right
on the edge of the Arabian peninsula. They were the masters of their
time; their aims were to usurp, colonize, exploit, and dominate.
They had no respect for the beliefs or lives of other nations, while
their own beliefs were false and distorted.

The deal that emerges concerns the followers of Moses, Jesus,
and Muhammad, whose part is to work together for the advance-
ment and enforcement of God’s messages and cause. The surah says:

God has offered to trade the lives and wealth of the believers for
Paradise. They fight for the cause of God, slay, and are slain. It is a
true promise He has made in the Torah, the Gospel, and in the

Qur’an. And who is more true to his promise than God? (111)

The contrast between the opening passages of the surah and
its ending cannot be more striking. It begins with a “disclaimer” and
stern warnings to those who have breached their treaties and agree-
ments with God and the Muslims, but ends with assurances from
God that He has sent Prophet Muhammad, out of mercy and care for
humanity, as a blessing to all. Muhammad was a prophet and a leader
working for peace but if fighting was unavoidable, then so be it!
His objective was to establish justice, remove oppression, and alle-
viate suffering. The surah ends with calm reassuring words:
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There has now come to you a Messenger from among yourselves
who grieves for your predicament and who cares for you, and who
is kind and merciful to the believers. If they turn away, say, “God is
All-Sufficient for me. There is no god but Him. I put my trust in
Him. He is the Lord of the Glorious Throne.” (128—29)

Muhammad went to war only to eradicate oppression and injus-
tice. Once basic rights and freedoms are guaranteed and protected,
war becomes an abominable crime. This is a fact established in this
surah which puts war and peace in a clear and proper perspective, and
can in no sense therefore be described as a “declaration of war.”
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Yiinus

(Jonah)

THIS SURAH WAS REVEALED at Makkah and it shares many of
the features we have seen in al-An‘am and al-Isra’. Like them, its
main theme is to guide man to his Creator by means of observation,
contemplation, and reflection upon God’s vast creation. In my
view, the Makkan approach which was, in the first instance, direc-
ted at the pagan Arabs who were mainly idol-worshipers, and which
proved very effective in stimulating their minds and reviving their
dormant intellectual instincts that would lead them to believe in
God and put their trust in Him, would be just as eftective today in
dealing with agnostics, secularists, and other atheists.

One of the general features of the Qur’an, both Makkan and
Madinan sections, is that it is a Book about and for humanity which
appeals in earnest to the human mind and soul to wake up, seek
God, and prepare for meeting Him. As a matter of course, the
Qur’an had also to address the People of the Book, the Jews and the
Christians, and deal with the various issues and disputes they raised.
This is most apparent during the Madinan period.

Idol-worshipers were overwhelmed by materialistic logic, which
relied entirely on the senses, and were totally preoccupied by worldly
gain. This is reminiscent of what we observe in many contemporary
societies. In these societies, the majority of people have no interest in
God or any yearning to know Him. Established religion has no last-
ing impact on these people, because they live for the moment and
have no cause to look beyond the life they live here on earth. They
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leave matters of faith to the church and its clergy who perpetrate and
promote largely outdated, lifeless rituals and practices, based on
dogma and doctrines which are devoid of common sense and ratio-
nal appeal.

A loyal student of Orientalism advanced the ludicrous idea that
the Qur’an’s approach in Makkah had been emotional, but had
turned rational in Madinah as a result of influence from the Jewish
community there. But, when the same scholar came to point to the
use of scientific logic in the sections of the Qur’an revealed in
Madinah, he quoted: “Were there other gods in them [the heavens
and the earth] besides God, they would have been ruined; exalted be
God, Lord of the Throne, above their claims” (al-Anbiya’: 22),
which is in fact a Makkan one.

The Qur’an constantly emphasizes the fact that our existence in
this life is no more than a prelude to another one, and that those who
recognize God and acknowledge Him here shall have the privilege
of knowing Him there as well. We may conclude that existence is a
continuum, part of which is experienced here in this life, the realm
of obligation and responsibility, while the rest is experienced in the
life hereafter, the realm of accountability and reward. Yet, modern
thinking rejects such notions and concepts. In this world, we are
required to praise God, thank Him, and carry out the obligations
and duties with which He has charged us. But in the hereafter, all
that shall be done instinctively and without any effort or struggle on
our part:

Those who believe and do good works, their Lord shall guide them
through their faith. Rivers will run at their feet in gardens of
delight. Their prayer therein will be, “Glory to You, Lord” and
their greeting, “Peace,” and their closing prayer will be, “Praise be
to God, Lord ofall.” (9—10)

Those who enjoy the worship and company of God in this life shall
also enjoy complete happiness in His company in the hereafter. But
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those who reject Him now shall have nothing pleasant to look for-
ward to in the life to come. Total preoccupation with the ‘here and
now’ and the deliberate neglect of what might lie beyond the pres-
ent is a distinguishing feature of contemporary Western
civili-zation. Advocates of traditional religions in the West repeat-
edly defend ideas and dogma which have no influence whatsoever
on the direction in which this civilization is heading: “Those who
entertain no hope of meeting Us, being pleased and contented with
the life of this world, and those who are heedless!8 of Our revela-
tions, shall have the fire as their abode in return for their deeds”
(7-8). Because it relies on the senses alone, materialist logic finds the
Qur’an, and divine revelation as a whole, eccentric and incompre-
hensible. It is an arrogant and pretentious approach which only
recognizes empi-rical evidence for everything! Yiinus opens with a
depictionof this attitude:

These are verses of the Book overflowing with wisdom. Does it
seem so strange to [your| people that We have revealed to one
of them [Muhammad] that he should warn people and give good
tidings to those who believe that they shall have a privileged status
with their Lord? The unbelievers say, “This man is a skilled sor-

cerer.” (1—2)

Religious belief (iman) is an instinctive and natural human incli-
nation. It is only blurred or obscured by dogmatic ‘professional’
clergy or dogged ignoramuses.

This surah highlights the close and direct link between belief
and good deeds (al-“amal al-salih). The one, inter alia, necessitates

18 Ghafil 1s usually translated as “oblivious” which means “unaware”: one
cannot be held responsible for something one is unaware of. We feel that “heed-
less” is better as it means one is aware of something, but chooses to ignore it.
Therefore, one has responsibility for that decision. (Ed.)
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the other. God says: “So that He may equitably reward those who
believe and do good works” (4), and: “Those who believe and do
good works, their Lord shall guide them through their faith” (9).
Therefore, iman and al-‘amal al-salih go hand-in-hand. Several
verses later, God says: “For those who do good there is a good
reward and more besides” (26). The Arabic term used here is ihsan,
which denotes the combination in life between pure and sincere
faith and righteous deeds within the framework of God’s guidance
and under His care. The surah also offers a definition of awliya’
Allah meaning “the friends of God” or “the men of God” as those
who have faith and fear God. It says: “Men of God have nothing
to fear or to regret; they are those who have faith and are God-
tearing” (62—63).

It is fitting to recall here what Prophet Muhammad is quoted in
the surah as saying: “...Were I to disobey my Lord, I fear the punish-
ment of an awesome day” (15). One may also recall God’s words:
“Those who have done evil, it shall be rewarded with like evil, and
humiliation shall overwhelm them. They shall have no protection
against God,” (27) and: “God does not put right the deeds of those
who perpetrate corruption” (81).

Muslims are treated as any other religious community by being
told that, when it comes to judgment, they shall not be aftorded any
special concessions. For them, as for all mankind, rewards shall be
commensurate with deeds and actions. Since earlier communities
and nations had no special treatment and were rewarded in line with
their activities, the Muslims would be no exception. The surah says:

We have destroyed generations before you when they indulged in
wrong-doing. Their Messengers came to them with veritable signs
but they would not believe. Thus shall We recompense the guilty.
Then We appointed you their successors on earth, so that We

might see how you would fare. (13—14)
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From beginning to end, the surah stresses the following sim-

ple fact:

Say, “People, the truth has come to you from your Lord; whoever is
rightly-guided it is for his own good, and whoever goes astray
would do so at his own peril. I [Muhammad] am not your
guardian.” Observe what is revealed to you [Muhammad], and be

patient until God’s judgment is passed. .. (108—109)

By comparing this fair statement, which comes at the end of the
surah, with what Prophet Muhammad 1s told at its beginning, that
he should “warn people and give good tidings to those who believe
that they shall have a privileged status with their Lord” (2), it
becomes clear that the essence of the Prophet’s mission was to estab-
lish justice, affirm what 1s right, and eradicate evil. It is further clear
from the surah as a whole that the Muslim community he was to
establish would be a fair and virtuous one whose members acknowl-
edge God, call on others to recognize Him, follow His path, and
look forward to meeting Him in the hereafter.

Such a community is incorruptible by wealth and power and is
free of oppression. It is a community that rejects and opposes tyrants
and dictators and calls on the Lord, as Moses is quoted in the surah to
have done, to “destroy their wealth and harden their hearts so that
they would never believe until they face the harrowing punish-
ment” (88).

K4 Y,
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In this surah we also find a satisfactory answer to that perennial ques-
tion: Who is this God whom human beings are obliged to worship
and shall face in the hereafter? It says:
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Your Lord is He who created the heavens and the earth in six days
and then ascended the Throne. He takes charge of all affairs; none
has power to intercede with Him except with His permission. Such

is your Lord, therefore worship Him. Will you not take heed? (3)

This brief and concise answer is expanded further by other verses in
the surah. There are in this world thousands upon thousands of crea-
tures and living things that are in constant need of food and
sustenance. Who provides for them and who helps them grow and
develop? Who gave these creatures eyes with which to see and ears
with which to hear? These and other organs are in fact infinitely
intricate and complex systems working together in total harmony
within one body. But how was it possible that the same intricate sys-
tem 1is being duplicated in millions upon millions of creatures?

Ask them, “Who provides for you out of the heavens and the earth?
Who holds control over hearing and sight? Who brings forth the
living from the dead and the dead from the living? Who is in charge
of all affairs?” They will reply, “God.” Say, “Will you not fear God,
then?” (31)

A farmer plants a single seed in the soil out of which a thousand
other seeds are produced. Who transforms the pungent inedible soil
into a cereal with a pleasant aroma and an appetizing taste? Who
transforms organic waste and dead matter into sugar-cane, and into
roses and flowers reflecting thousands of the most exquisite shades
and colors and emitting a vast array of delectable scents and smells?
“Such, then, is God, your true Lord. What is there beyond the truth
but error? How then can you turn away?” (32).

What is even more baffling is that, rather than reflecting upon
creation and trying to understand how it came about, some peo-
ple have opted to look into the identity and the nature of the
Creator Himself. There can be nothing more wasteful or futile. This
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retrogression in human intellectual pursuits has been one of the
main causes of the decline of Islamic civilization as well as the uni-
versal setbacks it has suftered. While we would not indulge in giving
specific and precise interpretations to Qur’anic verses describing the
attributes of God, we believe with certainty that God Almighty
ascended the Throne in a manner befitting His might and glory. We
further believe that God rules over the whole cosmos, which He
alone had created without precedent or the help of a partner, and
that He continues to have control over all its affairs. God, as such,
would not be in need of help from any of His creation; He is Mighty
and Self-Sufticient. This is a fact which all human beings must
acknowledge and understand so that they would need to turn to no
one else for help except to God Almighty. The Qur’an strongly cen-
sures those who neglect this truth, as it says:

They worship instead of God others that can neither harm nor
benefit them, and say, “These are our intercessors with God.” Say,
“Do you presume to inform God of what He knows to exist neither
in the heavens nor on earth?” Glory to Him, and exalted be He far

above the gods they take besides Him. (18)

Human beings, not least the prophets themselves, and the angels,
not least Gabriel, are servants of God who recognize His authority
and bow to His power.

They do not speak till He has spoken and they act by His command.
He knows what is before them and what is behind them. They
intercede for none save whom He accepts, and they are in awe of
His fear. (al-Anbiya’: 27—28)

Once faith is built on a sound basis, man’s relationship with God
develops along proper lines, and he is rewarded with eternal life in
the hereafter, where this life becomes a pleasant memory. Decades
of a lifetime and the millennia of human history pass like hours,
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...and the day He brings them [the unbelievers] all together again,
as though they had sojourned [in this world] but for a day’s hour,
they will get to be acquainted with each other...(45)

But that day always seems so far in the future, leading some people
to conclude wrongly that it will never in fact come.

Elsewhere in the Qur’an, we are told how in the early days of
Islam at Madinah, the Israelites used to greet the Muslims with
offensive words.

When they [the Israclites] come to you, they salute you in words
which God does not greet you with, and ask themselves, “Why
does God not punish us for what we say?” Hell shall be punish-
ment enough for them; they shall burn in it, a wretched fate.
(al-Mujadilah: 8)

They ask for their punishment to come and the longer it is delayed
the more doubtful they become. The polytheists would also be so
confident and convinced of their belief that they would deny God’s
existence, reject His Messenger and oppose him, and insist on daring
God to punish them.

They challenge you [Muhammad] to hasten on the scourge. Had
the time for it not been already appointed, the scourge would have
long since overtaken them. It will come down upon them sudden-
ly, and catch them unawares. They challenge you to hasten the

scourge, but hell shall encompass the unbelievers. (al-‘Ankabiit:

53—54)

This tendency to challenge God is what Yiinus refers to in the fol-
lowing verse:

Were God to hasten to bring upon men what is evil the way men

hasten in seeking what is good, their term would have long since
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expired. Therefore We allow those who entertain no hope of

meeting Us to wallow blindly in their transgression. (11)
This warning echoes that given in verse §8 of al-Kahf that:

were your Lord, the Merciful, to punish them [the unbelievers] for
what they had done, He would have inflicted punishment on them
sooner; but they have a pre-set appointment which they can never

avoid.

Would it not be more appropriate for the unbelievers to take advan-
tage of the delay in bringing punishment upon them to repent and
make up for their misdeeds?

Say, “Do you see if his punishment should come to you by night or
by day, what portion of it would the sinners wish to hasten? Would
you then believe in it at last, when it actually comes to pass?” [It will

be said:] “Ah! now? and you wanted [aforetime] to hasten it on!”
(s0-51)

Would any human being be able to avoid God’s punishment when
its appointed time comes? How could they, when God Almighty is
in control of everything? “Indeed, to God belongs all that is in the
heavens and the earth. God’s promise will certainly be fulfilled,
though most of them [the unbelievers| are oblivious” (55). That is
said with respect to all creation, but as for rational beings, God
specifically says: “Indeed, to God belong all who are in the heavens
and the earth. Those they worship besides God are not real gods and
they are only following their fancies...” (66).

Since the whole universe and all creatures in it, human and
otherwise, are subservient to God and are fully obedient to His
will, how can anyone or anything escape His power or punish-
ment? “They ask you [Muhammad], ‘Is it [the punishment] really
true?’ Say, ‘Indeed, by my Lord, it is true, and you are completely
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powerless”™ (53). What causes some people to think that it is so
strange or extraordinary that God should choose a man to receive His
revelation and convey it on His behalf to others? One reason could
be sheer envy, as we are told in verse 8 of surah Sad. Another could be
angry reaction at criticism of pagan practices and traditions. Natu-
rally, those who inherit polytheist or material beliefs, rituals or
traditions are loath to accept monotheism (fawhid). Yiinus is one of
the surahs that champions the concept of tawhid, and it goes to elabo-
rate lengths to explain and define it. It puts forward evidence from
the natural world to demonstrate the existence of God and His

unparalleled power, saying:

It was He that made the sun to shine and the moon to brighten up
and ordained her phases so that you may learn to compute the sea-
sons and the years. God has created all this only for a purpose. He

expounds His signs for those people who understand. (5)

The Arabs rejected divine revelation and the surah cites three
instances of their denunciation of the Qur’an. first: “When Our
clear revelations are recited to them, those who entertain no hope
of meeting Us say, ‘Bring us a different Qur’an, or make some
(15). What they really wanted was that
Muhammad and the Qur’an should praise and honor their gods

999

change in this one...

and endorse their erroneous beliefs and bogus religious traditions.
But, the Qur’an instructs him: “Say, ‘It is not for me to change it
of my own accord. I follow only what is revealed to me...”” (15).
The Prophet was also directed to point out to his people that he
had already lived among them up to the age of forty years before
he received any revelation or criticized their religious beliefs. He
was only prompted to do so when God’s revelation had been
communicated to him, and he could not possibly disobey God’s
commands. “Say, ‘Had God so willed, I would have never recited
it to you, nor would He have made you aware of it. I had spent a
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whole lifetime among you before it was revealed. Do you not
understand?’” (16) Second:

This Qur’an could not have been composed by anyone other than
God. It is a confirmation of the revelation received before it and a
tull exposition of the Book. Beyond doubt it is from the Lord of all

creation. (37)

No fair-minded person reading the Qur’an with an objective
mind would fail to realize immediately that Muhammad could not
have made up a single word of it. It is also evident that the main
thread going through all of its text is that of the truth. Were the
Qur’an to be the work of anyone else, some of its contents would
not have made any sense at all. Were we to accept those allegations,
it would imply that the human mind was more capable, as it were, of
producing divine revelation than even God Himself! For, the
Qur’an puts forward the strongest possible defense of the principle
of tawhid and is the most eloquent and convincing exposition of its
meaning and ramifications. If the Qur’an was the work of a human
mind, however, what would stop its detractors who make that claim
from producing works similar to it?

Or do they [the unbelievers| claim that he [Muhammad] had in-
vented it [the Qur’an] himself. Say, “Bring me a single surah that
matches any of it, and call on whom you may besides God to help

you, if you are truthful.” (38)

The Qur’an challenges the Arabs to seek the help of anyone,
human or otherwise, who would be skilled or knowledgeable
enough to compose something similar to the Qur’an or even a single
short surah. Centuries have now passed and the challenge remains.
No one has yet been able to take it up. “Indeed, they disbelieved it
before they were able to comprehend it, and before its prophecy has
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been fulfilled...” (39). Because of their ignorance, God has delayed
their punishment in case they might retract their claims and come to
their senses. The surah explains that “some of them believe 1in it,
while others do not; but your Lord best knows the evil-doers” (40).
What attitude should then be adopted towards the skeptics and the
cynics? “If they do not believe you, say, ‘My deeds are my own and
your deeds are your own. You are not accountable for my actions,
nor am [ accountable for what you do’” (41). No other book has
been open to so much scrutiny, criticism and free debate. The
Qur’an has been presented to humankind under no duress or
coercion. Those with honest and open minds can only respond to it
positively; others who reject it are blinded with ignorance and
prejudice.

Some of them listen to you; but you cannot make the deaf hear
while they are incapable of understanding. Some of them look at
you; but you cannot make the blind see [the truth] while they are
bereft of sight. (42—43)

Third: God says in this surah: “People, an admonition has come
to you from your Lord, a panacea for the ailments of the heart, a
guidance and a mercy for those who believe” (57). Indeed, the
Qur’an 1s all of this. It nourishes and cultivates the soul. It acts as a
deterrent against sinful behavior. It shields the heart and the mind
against doubt, cynicism and uncertainty. In short, it provides those
who accept it with material as well as psychological and spiritual
advantage and enrichment. No one who understands the Qur’an
and opens his/her heart and mind to it should ever feel that anyone
else is happier or more fortunate. “Say, ‘Let them [the believers]
rejoice in the grace and mercy of God, for these are far better than all
the riches they [the unbelievers] may accumulate.”” (s8) With the
Qur’an as his reference and guide in every situation, Prophet
Muhammad was able to fight and overcome all the foes who rose
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up against him and was able to refute and rebut their arguments.
The surah echoes this, saying:

No matter what you [Muhammad]| may be engaged in, however
much of the Qur’an you recite, and whatever anyone else may be
doing, We shall be there to witness it as you embark upon it. Not an
atom’s weight on earth or in the heavens escapes your Lord,
nothing smaller or bigger than that, but is recorded in a comprehen-
sive book. (61)

The ending of the surah reinforces its opening statements that
tawhid is the essence and the cornerstone of belief and faith in God.
As the opening verses of the surah refer to people’s surprise at the
fact that God had chosen to send His revelations to an ordinary
human being, the last verse reassures Prophet Muhammad, directing
him to: “Follow what has been revealed to you and be patient in
adversity until God passes His judgment. For He is the best judge”
(109).

The dispute over the Qur’an has been very intense, and we as
Muslims have no doubt whatsoever that it is the incontrovertible
Truth. The meanings of some of its linguistic constructions and
expressions are sometimes not immediately clear to those not sufti-
ciently versed in the Arabic language and its rhetoric, and some have
misunderstood or misinterpreted them. In everyday language, you
may urge someone not to be lethargic or to maintain certain stan-
dards of character or behavior, without him being lazy or showing a
decline in behavior. Your objective would be to provoke, encour-
age and stimulate that person to move forward and improve.
Similarly, God urges His Prophet, saying: “If you doubt what We
have revealed to you, ask those who have read the scriptures before
you...” (94). Would this be a recommendation that Muhammad
should seek counsel with, or direction from, those who advocate the
doctrine of the Trinity or who claim that God appeared in human
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torm? The answer must be a resounding ‘No!” Such queries by the
Prophet as cited in the Qur’an are either rhetorical or polemical or
for reasons of instruction and education.

Tawhid, from the standpoint of Islam, is beyond dispute: God is
one, eternal, He begot none nor was He begotten, and there is none
equal to Him. Likewise, the contentious allegations made by the
Israelites with respect to God and His Messengers, as cited in the
surah, are refuted. Hence the Prophet is told:

The truth has come to you from your Lord; therefore do not doubt
it. Do not be among those who deny the revelations of God or else
you shall be with the losers. Those on whom your Lord’s judgment
has been passed shall never believe, even if they were to be given
every possible sign [of the truth], until they come face to face with
the woeful punishment. (94—97)

Simple honest logic and common sense dictate that God can
never be two or three or more, nor could He be in any way likened
to a human being.
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Humans are vulnerable and weak. When faced with hardship, they
can easily feel completely helpless, despondent and exposed. Crises
can overwhelm and subdue them. It is at such moments that many
people seek God and plead for His support and assistance. However,
in some cases, as soon as the difficulty is overcome and the ordeal is
over, people’s faith dwindles and their yearning towards God fades
away. The surah tells us:

When misfortune befalls man, he pleads to Us lying on his side, sit-
ting or standing. But as soon as We lift his affliction, he goes on as if
he had never sought Our help. Thus their misdeeds are made to

appear fair to the wrong-doers. (12)
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This 1s indeed a scurrilous and disgraceful trait. One ought always to
remember who had come to one’s rescue when needed, and to
acknowledge the favor one owes God Almighty and be loyal to Him
under all circumstances. The surah depicts this type of behavior in
more detail, saying:

He it is who enables you to travel on land and sea. And [behold
what happens] when you go to sea in ships: [they go to sea in
ships,] and they sail on in them in a favorable wind, and they
rejoice thereat—until there comes upon them a tempest, and
waves surge towards them from all sides, so that they believe
themselves to be encompassed [by death; and then] they call unto
God, [at that moment] sincere in their faith in Him alone, “If You
will but save us from this, we shall most certainly be among the
grateful!” Yet as soon as He has saved them from this [danger], lo!
they behave outrageously on earth, offending against all right! O
men! All your outrageous deeds are bound to fall back upon your
own selves! [You care only for| the enjoyment of life in this
world: [but remember that] in the end unto Us you must return,
whereupon We shall make you truly understand all that you were
doing [in life]. (22—23)

It 1s a psychological fact of human behavior that when one is
drowning or surrounded by danger, one turns to no one else but
God Almighty. He is the only resort and the real savior. The vexing
question here is why, once saved, does humankind immediately for-
get the hand that saved it and deny the favor extended to it? It is
indeed a serious and disturbing defect of human nature that needs
urgent and constant attention. Those who at times of triumph and
prosperity forget everything else deserve whatever punishment they
may receive. Such punishment is usually swift and comes when it is
least expected. God says:
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Life in this world is like the water We send down from the sky
which is absorbed by the earth’s plants, crops and vegetation
which are consumed by men and beasts. As the earth flourishes
and becomes adorned luxuriantly, and as people begin to feel they
have full control over it, Our judgment falls upon them by night
or during daylight and We turn it into stubble as if it had never
blossomed hitherto. Thus do We expound the signs for people
who reflect. (24)

Sudden and severe disasters are painful and devastating to indi-
viduals as well as to society as a whole. Calamities usually strike the
crops shortly before the harvest and just as the owners begin to feel
confident that it is within their grasp to gather it. This makes the
impact that much more calamitous. As humans, every one of us is
entitled to call upon God’s help and support when hardship strikes,
but when God comes to our help, we are expected to show grati-
tude and to continue to do so even after the ordeal is over. Huma-
nity cannot stand alone and shall always be in need of God’s help and
support. The example given in the surah applies in many different
situations in human life. Humankind’s arrogance and conceit pro-
voke God’s anger which can strike suddenly and with devastating
consequences.
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Before the surah 1s brought to a close, God Almighty, in a few
tender, gentle words, instructs His Messenger to address humankind
with the following reassuring advice:

Say, “People! If you are still in doubt about my faith, I am not going
to worship what you worship besides God. I will but worship God

who will cause you all to die. I have been commanded to be with
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the believers.” Dedicate yourself to the true faith and do not be one
of the polytheists. You shall not call upon anything besides God
which can neither benefit nor harm you, for, if you do, you shall be
one of the wrong-doers. If God afflicts you with misfortune none
can lift it but He; and if He wills you something good none can take
it away. He bestows His favor upon whom He wills of His servants.

He is Forgiving and Compassionate. (104—107)

This strong and direct link between humans and God is the very
essence of the faith of Islam. Other “gods” or powers, if any, are
worth nothing. Humanity’s fears and hopes are all dependent and
focused on and directed towards God alone. This fact forms the solid
foundation upon which everyday relations and dealings between
humans are based.

In this surah we also encounter several brief accounts of earlier
nations and religious communities such as that of prophet Yanus
whose name gives the surah its title. The implication here is that the
Arabs of Makkah, whom Prophet Muhammad was addressing with
the new faith of Islam, might receive the same pleasant fate as that
of Jonah’s people. The Makkan Arabs, in fact, had in the initial stages
fiercely and relentlessly opposed Islam. They resisted and fought
against it for close to twenty years. Eventually, however they
embraced it and devoted all their energies and resources to defending
and spreading it. The people of Jonah fared much better than other
communities, such as the people of Had. God says:

For, alas, there has never yet been any community that attained to
faith [in its entirety,] and thereupon benefited by its faith, except
the people of Jonah. When they came to believe, We removed
from them the suffering of disgrace [which otherwise would have
befallen them even] in the life of this world, and allowed them to

enjoy their life during the time allotted to them. (98)
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Whenever these narratives are cited in the Qur’an they usually
reflect situations and experiences faced by Prophet Muhammad
himself, in order for him to draw lessons from them. Hence the
similarity in dealing with such situations, despite the time-space
factor. The prophet Noah (Nah), we are told, faced his people’s
resistance and opposition for nine and a half centuries, but he per-
sisted steadfastly with his mission of calling them to God. The surah
tells us:

Tell them [the Arabs] of the story of Noah who said to his people,
“If it offends you, my people, that I should live among you and
remind you of God’s revelations, let me tell you that I have put my
trust in God. Decide upon your course of action and call forth all
your gods, declare your intentions and take whatever action you
want to take towards me without delay. If you turn away from me,
remember that I demand nothing from you in return. I seek my rec-
ompense from God alone. I am commanded to be one of those who

submit to God...” (71—72)

What Noah had told his people was the same as Muhammad would
tell his people. God’s prophets and messengers are honest indivi-
duals devoted to the service of God. They seek no personal gain,
material or otherwise, in carrying out their missions and obligations
towards God and their fellow men. The surah cites experiences of
other messengers and their communities, with extensive coverage
of episodes from the history of the Pharaoh of Egypt and the
Israelites and their prophets and leaders. The Pharaohs were des-
troyed as a result of their arrogance, oppression and exploitation of
their people, while the Israelites took advantage of the privilege of
receiving divine revelation and abused the favor and trust God had
invested in them. In this context God says:

We settled the children of Israel in a blessed land and provided them

with all manner of good things. They came to disagree among
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themselves only after knowledge was given to them. Your Lord will
judge between them on the Day of Resurrection concerning their
disputes. (93)

These words are a warning to the Muslims to avoid the pitfalls
which had plagued the Israelites. Muslims are required to shoulder
the responsibility of carrying God’s message with honesty and dedi-

cation.
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SURAH I1I

Hiid
(Hud)

LIKE SEVERAL QUR’ANIC surahs, Hiid opens with a reference to
the Qur’an as “a Book, whose verses are well expressed and made
plain, from the All-Wise and All-Knowing” (1). This should cause
no surprise because the Qur’an contains proof of its veracity, uni-
versality, and everlasting qualities. It was delivered to Prophet
Muhammad to pass on to all humankind with the aim of saving them
from the dire consequences and the wilderness of polytheism (shirk),
and lead them into the enlightened realm of tawhid, the bed-rock of
salvation. The surah continues: “Worship none but God. I come to
warn you and give you good tidings on His behalf” (2).

The task Muhammad had been charged with was not an easy or
ordinary one. When his trusted friend and Companion, Aba Bakr,
pointed out to him that his hair was going gray, Muhammad was
reported to have said: “Indeed! Hiid and its sister surahs [reportedly
al-Wagqi‘ah, al-Mursalat, al-Naba’ and al-Takwir] are the cause of my
graying hair.”19 I have always been intrigued by this comment and
this spurred me to try and find out what it is about this surah that
would cause the Prophet’s hair to go gray. Would it be the trials and
ordeals suffered by earlier nations? But these have been cited in
other surahs too. Could the cause be the stubbornness and dogged
attitude of some of his own people towards him? The surah says:

19 Narrated by al-Tirmidhi in his Sunan.
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They conceal what is in their hearts to hide it from God, but when
they cover themselves up with their clothes He still knows what
they conceal and what they reveal. God knows what is in the deep-

est recesses of their hearts. (5)

However, I discounted that as the reason for the troubling impact
the surah had on the Prophet because he was too strong for that. I
therefore decided to look for another reason.
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The surah has one outstanding feature which distinguishes it from
the rest. It is full of intensely personal, direct and indirect instruc-
tions addressed to Prophet Muhammad, using the first personal
pronoun, emphasizing the weight and the significance of the mis-
sion he had undertaken. Consider the following words:

You [Muhammad] may be contemplating to omit some of what is
being revealed to you or feeling distressed by it because they [the
unbelievers] say, “If only he was given a treasure or had an angel
sent down to him!” But you are merely a warner, and God has con-

trol over everything. (12)

Such instances recur scores of times, as we shall see, throughout the
surah. Here is another example:

God alone has knowledge of the unseen in the heavens and the
earth. All things shall be referred to Him for judgment. Serve Him,
and put all your trust in Him. Your Lord is never unaware of what

you do. (123)

Commenting on the fate of Noah’s people following the Flood,
God says to Muhammad:
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These are accounts from the past We reveal to you. Neither you nor
your people have hitherto known of them. Have patience, the

God-fearing shall have a joyful end. (49)

Half way through this narration, Muhammad is again directly
addressed with the following words:

Or do they [the Arabs| say, “He [Muhammad]| had made it [the
Qur’an] up himself’? If so, say to them, “If I had made it up, the
consequences of my crime shall fall on me; but I plead innocence of

your crimes.” (35)

How could Muhammad have invented the Qur’an himself or inter-
tered with its authorship when he had had a solid, untarnished
reputation for honesty and truthfulness all his life?

The surah goes on to relate the encounter of the people of “Ad
with their messenger Haid and their mistreatment of him. God says:
“When Our judgment came to pass, We delivered Had through
Our mercy, together with those who believed with him, and We
spared them a horrifying scourge” (58). This is followed, yet again,
with a comment directed at Muhammad, saying: “Such were ‘Ad.
They denied the revelations of their Lord, and disobeyed His
Messengers and followed the words of every headstrong tyrant”
(59). Thamuad, the people of the prophet Silih, had met with a simi-
lar fate. God informed Muhammad: “When Our judgment came to
pass, We delivered Salih, through Our mercy, and those who fol-
lowed him from the ignominy of that day. Your Lord is Mighty,
All-Powerful” (66). God then tells the Messenger of the end of the
people of Lot, whose city was totally destroyed and submerged
underground, saying:

When Our judgment came to pass, We turned the city upside down

and rained on it a torrent of stones of baked clay, especially marked
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from your Lord. Such punishment is never far off from the trans-

gressors. (82—83)

The last sentence is meant as a warning to the Arabs who were bent
on repudiating Muhammad and his message.
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Commenting on the destruction of the Pharaohs and the people of
Madyan, God informs the Prophet, saying: “We have recounted to
you the annals of these nations; some have survived, while others
have ceased to exist” (100). Towards the end of the surah we note
that God addresses Muhammad directly on not less than eighteen
occasions, in addition to the accompanying instructions, which goes
to explain the enormity of the impact the surah must have had on
Prophet Muhammad personally. This section starts from verse 101,
which says:

We never wronged them, but they wronged themselves. When
your Lord’s judgment came upon them, the gods they called upon
besides God availed them nothing; they only added to their ruin.

The words “your Lord” are repeated three times in two consecutive
verses, thus:

The damned shall be cast into the fire, where, groaning and
moaning, they shall abide as long as the heavens and the earth
exist, unless your Lord wills otherwise. Your Lord accomplishes
whatever He wills. As for the blessed ones, they shall abide in
Paradise for as long as the heavens and the earth continue to exist,
unless your Lord wills otherwise. They shall enjoy endless bounty.
(To6—-108)
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Then God says to Prophet Muhammad: “Have no doubts about
what these people [the Arabs| worship” (109). He reminds him of
the fact that God’s judgment of humankind shall be deferred till the
appointed day, saying: “And but for a word from your Lord, already
decreed, their fate would have long been sealed” (110). Until that
day should come, Prophet Muhammad was obliged to endure and
persist with his mission, facing whatever hardships and tribulations
arose in the meantime. Those who follow Muhammad would also
be expected to do likewise: “Follow then the right path as you have
been commanded, together with those who have repented with
you, and do not transgress” (112). He was further instructed to:
“Attend to prayer, morning, afternoon, and during the earlier part
of the night. Good deeds make up for evil ones. This is an admoni-
tion for thoughtful people” (114). Personal speech does not end
there. Let us read on.

Your Lord would never wrongfully destroy towns while their
inhabitants are righteous. Had your Lord so willed, He would have
made all humankind as one nation, but they continue to differ
among themselves, except for those towards whom God has shown
mercy. It is to this end that He has created them. The word of your
Lord shall be fulfilled, “I will fill hell with jinn and humans, alto-
gether.” (117-119)

Would not Muhammad be justified, after all this, in saying that surah
Hiid had given him gray hairs?
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Casual misdemeanors in one’s life are not necessarily detrimental,
as they can be mitigated by repentance. As a matter of fact, these
could very well act as a kind of “vaccine” that immunizes a person
against committing similar offenses against God, and hence they
may be of benefit. Evil actions that bring about the destruction of
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nations and communities are those which set in and take root
within the fabric of society as a whole. In certain societies, evil and
seditious behavior become the accepted norm, protected by and
incorporated into their laws and conventions. The opposite is then
seen as odd, unconventional, and out of the ordinary. Morality,
decency, and righteousness are frowned upon and branded eccen-
tric and reactionary.

Prophet Lot spent a great deal of time and energy trying to
persuade his people to desist from the practise of sodomy, but they
ignored his advice. Let us look at what they had to say to him. “His
[Lot’s] people’s only answer was, ‘Banish them [Lot and his follo-
wers| from your city, because they are chaste people’ (al-A‘raf: 82).
Indecency, perversion, and immoral practices had become the
norm. Usually, corrupt civilizations first sink into decadence and
then decline. Symptoms of such decline have now become visible
in several aspects of contemporary Western civilization. Today’s
humans need to be addressed again with the opening verse of this
surah:

Serve none but God. I [Muhammad] have come to you to warn you
and give you good tidings on His behalf. Seek forgiveness of your
Lord and turn to Him in repentance and He will provide well for
you until an appointed time. He will reward each one on merit. But

if you give no heed, I fear for you the punishment of an apocalyptic
day. (1-3)

The immediate promise for those who repent is ‘a good and decent
life’. Human nature being what it is, people prefer comfortable liv-
ing, and since life is a trial, God reassures human beings that as long
as they believe and submit themselves to Him, He will provide them
with comfort and enjoyment in this life and enable them to progress
and improve their lot. The surah tells us that the same promise was
made to the people of Hiid, when he said to them:
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“My people, seek the forgiveness of your Lord and turn to Him in
repentance and He will bring incessant rain upon you from the
sky and add strength to your strength. Do not turn away from
Him and become transgressors.” They said, “Huad, you have
come to us with no clear proof. We will not forsake our gods at

your behest, nor will we believe in you.” (52—53)

On the face of'it, their argument appears to have a ring of rationality
to it, but in reality it is devoid of all sense. When Had called upon
them to believe in the one God, their reaction was one of total
astonishment, saying: ““We can see you are a foolish man, and, what
is more, we think you are lying’” (al-Araf: 66). He patiently persist-
ed, saying: “‘My people, I am not foolish; I am a Messenger sent by
the Lord of all creation to convey to you the messages of my Lord
and to give you honest counsel’” (al-A‘raf: 67-68).
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Each account related in the Qur’an highlights certain aspects of
the history of the nations and communities concerned. When these
narratives are put together, a full picture emerges. This in itself is a
specialist feature in the interpretation and understanding of the
Qur’an. Hiid relates such accounts in a rather similar way to al-Araf,
but on Noah (Nah), for instance, we find in this surah certain
details, extending over almost two pages, that are not given in
al-A‘raf which devotes only a few lines to the same story. Noah’s
pleading with God to save his own son from drowning in the Flood
cannot fail to move one’s emotions and sympathy. “Noah called out
to his Lord, saying, ‘Lord, my son is of my kith and kin. Your pro-
(45). Noah was

299

mise is the truth, and You are the best of judges
asking God to keep His promise to save him and his family from the
Flood, but God’s swift reply came saying:
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“Noabh, he is certainly not of your kith and kin; he is of unrighteous
conduct. Do not ask me about matters you have no knowledge

about. I warn you not to be like the ignorant ones.” (46)

Some scholars have erroneously interpreted these statements to
mean that Noah’s wife had been unfaithful and the son was the result
of an illicit relationship. This cannot be farther from the truth.
Noah’s wife only betrayed him in as much as she had joined those of
her people who rejected Noah’s prophethood and opposed his mis-
sion, thereby allying herself with his enemies. Her son also took a
similar stand which stripped him of aftinity to Noah, as God pointed
out to him, according to the surah. The son was swept away by the
flood like all the others, and that is what the surah refers to in saying:
“God said, ‘Noah, he does not belong with your people; his actions
are not virtuous. Do not ask Me about matters you know nothing
of...”” (46). Noah’s response was as to be expected: obliging and
compliant. He said:

“I seek refuge in You, my Lord, for asking You about matters of
which I have no knowledge. If You do not forgive me and have
mercy on me, I shall certainly be a loser.” God said, “Noah, come
ashore with peace and blessings from Us upon you and upon some
of the nations who are with you.” (47—48)

God’s revelation to all prophets and messengers since Noah and
Abraham right up to Moses, Jesus and Muhammad has always given
precedence to ties of faith and religion over those of blood and
ancestry. To love or to hate, for the sake of God, has always been the
basis for agreement or disharmony, respectively, among individuals
and communities.

Having given us an account of Noah’s experience, the surah
moves on to relate how Had’s people reacted with such hostility and
opposition to his efforts to guide them to God. His only solace was
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to say: ““I have put my trust in God, my Lord and your Lord. There
is not a single living creature whose destiny He does not control.
My Lord’s path is right and straight’” (56). When divine retribution
tell upon those people it was swift and decisive. Those mighty and
powerful, giant-like people were overwhelmed by gales that
snatched them off: “like trunks of uprooted palm-trees...” (al-
Qamar: 20). Had and his followers were rescued. “When Our
judgment came to pass, We delivered Had through Our mercy,
together with those who believed with him, from a horrifying
scourge” (58). The depressing episode is concluded with the fol-

lowing damning comment:

Such were ‘Ad. They denied the revelations of their Lord, dis-
obeyed His Messengers and followed the lead of every headstrong
tyrant. They were cursed in this world and cursed they shall be on
the Day of Judgment. ‘Ad had rejected their Lord. “‘Ad, the people
of Hid, are damned for ever. (59—60)

Once God’s judgment is passed on those communities that reject
Him and oppose His will, no matter how powerful and strong
they might be, they would stand no chance in the face of God’s
mighty punishment. It remains an historic mystery why the ancient
Arabized tribes such as “Ad and Thamiid were so unanimously
headstrong in opposing God’s prophets and persecuting their
tollowers. It had brought them nothing but destruction and
annihilation.

The surah then moves on to relate accounts of the tribe of
Thamad and their response to prophet Silih. The caste system
which had emerged during the time of Noah seems to have become
even more entrenched in the Thamad society. Most of Salih’s fol-
lowers, however, seem to have come from the lower and less
powerful classes. In another surah, we read that:
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The haughty elders of his people said to the believers from among
the oppressed ones, “Do you really believe that Silih is sent by his
Lord?” They answered, “We believe in the message with which he
has been sent.” The haughty elders said, “We totally reject that in
which you have believed.” (al-Araf: 75—76)

For individuals to choose to destroy themselves is reproachable
enough, but when whole communities opt for mass self-destruction
the crime becomes compounded. Racial discrimination stems basi-
cally from blind arrogance, and it is the underlying cause behind all
the ethnic strife seen in the world, past and present. Racial prejudice
was rife among the Arabs before Islam, and it is particularly deeply
ingrained in many societies of today. A pre-Islamic Arab poet, ‘Amr
ibn Kulth@im, put it rather arrogantly when he said:

When we go to fetch water,
We draw the purest and the sweetest.

Others drink muddy and soiled water.

Even though the spread of ethnocentric tendencies such as fas-
cism and Nazism has been relatively curtailed in recent times,
national bigotry, chauvinistic scientific and scholarly research and
self-centered personal greed remain the collective backbone of
“modern nationalism.” All other loyalties have been swept away.
But humanity has not been created to further such bigoted, narrow-
minded causes. God says:

And to Thamaid We sent their compatriot Silih. He said, “My
people, worship God; you have no god but Him. He brought you
into being out of the earth and established you on it. Seek His for-
giveness, and turn to Him in repentance. My Lord is near and

answers all.” (61)
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This statement is not addressed to Thamiid alone, but rather to all
generations of humankind whom God had charged at various stages
of human history with cultivating the earth and developing it, and
who have an obligation to worship God and serve Him until such a
day that they will all return to Him for accountability and final judg-
ment. One can only feel a sense of frustration and despondency at
the prevailing state of affairs in the world today. It is torn between
two camps. One, the Muslim camp, upholds and represents authen-
tic religious faith but has no say in, or influence on, world affairs or
destiny. The other, the materialist power-hungry West, and its allies
all over the world, is effectively the dominant culture in today’s
world. It has harnessed the earth’s energies and resources and ven-
tured to conquer outer space, but has no room for God in its
philosophy or way of life.

Thamad were closer to the latter type, powerful but faithless.
Their prophet Salih advised them to:

“Remember when God made you inherit “Ad and placed you in a
high position on earth and enabled you to build palaces and carve
dwellings in the mountains. Remember God’s favors and do not go

about ruining the earth.” (al-Araf: 74)

But, blinded by arrogance and corrupted by power, Thamad
proved ungrateful and showed no respect for their obligations
towards God, and so: “When Our judgment came to pass, We,
through Our mercy, spared Salih and those who believed with him
from the ignominy of that day of doom. Your Lord is All-Powerful
and Mighty” (66).

Thamad were succeeded by Madyan who combined political
deviation with economic corruption. In al-Araf, as we had seen
earlier in this work, a relentless campaign was waged on political
corruption and oppression, but in Hiid the attack is directed against
economic corruption. In the former, God appeals to the people
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of Madyan to tolerate and open their minds to views opposed to
their own, and to examine notions and concepts before rejecting
them or persecuting those holding them. They were told by pro-
phet Shu‘ayb:

“Not to stand in every street threatening and debarring from the
path of God those who believe in Him, nor seek to distort the truth.
Remember when you were few and He increased your number,
and consider the fate of the wrong-doers.” (al-A‘raf: 86)

Madyan broke up into two camps: one believed and embraced the
faith and the other refused and rejected it, waging war on the believ-
ers. Shu‘ayb believed that time would settle the issue and that the
truth would come out and falsehood be exposed. He asked for the
believers not to be harassed or intimidated, saying:

“And it a group of you believes in the message with which I have
been sent and another does not, be patient until God judges this

issue between us, for He is the best of judges.” (al-A‘raf: 87)

But Madyan also opted for refusal and confrontation with Shu‘ayb
and his followers. “The haughty elders of his people said, ‘Return to
our fold, Shu‘ayb, or we shall banish you and all your followers from
our city’” (al-A‘raf. 88). In Hiid, however, the emphasis, together
with the condemnation of polytheist belief, is on fighting economic
corruption. It says:

And to the people of Madyan We sent their compatriot Shu‘ayb
who said to them, “My people, worship God, for you have no god
but Him. Do not give short weight or measure. I can see that you
are in good prosperity, and I fear for you the scourge of a calami-
tous day. My people, be fair and give just weight and measure, do
not defraud your fellow men and do not spread evil in the land...”
(84-85)
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Madyan’s response to their prophet was a mixture of disdain and
mockery:

They said, “Shu‘ayb, do your prayers teach you that we should
abandon what our fathers and forefathers have worshiped, or not
use our wealth in whatever way we please? Tell us, you are the wise

and sensible one!” (87)

Eftectively, they had rejected the belief in one God, tawhid, and
consequently failed to live a clean, moral and just way of life. As
Shu‘ayb continued to advise and guide them, they said: ““We see
you as very weak among us, and were it not for your tribe we would
have stoned you, as we have no respect for you’” (91). Their end
was just as tragic and catastrophic as that of their predecessors: “Like
Thamd, gone are the people of Madyan” (95).

Then comes an account of the Pharaohs, who suffered a similar
fate, whose story we shall encounter in more detail in later surahs.
Having related these accounts, God says to Muhammad: “We
recount to you the history of these Messengers in order to put cou-
rage in your heart. Through this you are given the truth, as well as
lessons and admonitions for the believers” (120). Surah Hiid has
given extensive coverage to episodes from the history of earlier
nations in order to show Muhammad that there was nothing new
about his own people’s rejection of his call. The battle between right
and wrong, truth and falsehood, would never cease, but the final tri-
umph shall be to the believers’ side.

A
These days, we hear a great deal about the “Big Bang” theory which
tries to explain the origins of our vast infinite universe and how the
galaxies, stars and planets came to assume their present shapes and
positions within it. The time span taken by this process and the
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distances between these terrestrial bodies are yet to be determined
and understood fully. The question that arises when thinking about
these phenomena is: What about the Creator who brought all this
about? His attributes and powers can only be limitless and beyond
definition or comprehension; with no beginning or end. More
astounding than the creation of the universe is the ability to maintain
its stability and keep it going as an amazing dynamic and harmonious
system. Similarly, more incredible than the creation of a single fetus
1s providing it with the environment and all the elements necessary
for its growth and development. The whole question becomes even
more difficult to fathom and comprehend when we think of the
countless multitude of creatures that exist and have existed in this
world. The surah asserts that:

There is not a single creature on earth but God provides its suste-
nance. He knows its dwelling and its resting-place, all of which is

recorded in a comprehensive book. (6)

When it comes to the question of scale, humans represent a very
small and insignificant part in this world, and the size of our planet
Earth is negligible compared to the rest of this vast universe. Science
has not been able to determine the limits of the universe. But faith
and belief tell us that to God, dimensions of time and space have no
meaning and that He is Omnipresent; He is everywhere at all times.
One may very well wish to reflect deeper on this question and try
even to understand how God might “sit” on His throne, which is
said in the surah to exist “on water,” but how can we visualize or
comprehend this concept when we are not able to understand or
decipher a great deal else of what exists and happens in the natural
world much closer to us?

It 1s far more productive and conducive for man to concentrate
on understanding the purpose of his existence in this world and
work towards fulfilling it. The surah says: “It is He who created
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the heavens and the earth in six days, while His throne was on
water, in order to find out who are the most righteous among
you” (7). Notwithstanding the ignorance of many people, this life
is but a prelude to a far better and everlasting one: “When you
[Muhammad] say, ‘After death you shall be raised to life,” the unbe-
lievers say, ‘“This is nothing but plain sorcery’” (7). Due to their
ignorance, the counter argument of the ingenuous and foolish skep-
tics usually is: “If punishment is true, let it happen sooner rather than
later. If it really happens, then we will believe”. But what use would
their belief in punishment be after it comes? “If We defer their
punishment till the appointed time, they ask, “What is delaying it?’
When it arrives nothing would ward it off them, and the conse-
quences of their mocking would overwhelm them” (8).
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One of the most serious flaws in human nature is that of hastiness and
impetuosity. Many humans live for the moment. They turn to God
for help and support in the face of adversity and affliction, but as
soon as these are alleviated or lifted, they behave as if they had never
occurred.

If We show man Our mercy and then take it away from him, he
yields to despair and becomes ungrateful. And if after adversity We
let him taste good fortune, he would say, “I am no longer in dan-
ger,” and grows jubilant and proud. This is always the case, except
for those who believe and do good works. They shall be forgiven

and receive a rich reward. (9—11)

Human beings need divine revelation to explain to them where
they have come from and where they are going. This is at its most
effective when it comes with such force and eloquence as the
Qur’an did when it was first introduced to the Arabs. It posed a
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challenge to its detractors. In Yiinus, the Arabs were invited to pro-
duce even a single passage or chapter comparable to the Qur’an, but
in Hiid, the challenge is raised, and they are asked to produce ten
chapters of a similar quality as the Qur’an. It is certainly more
demoralizing and humiliating to be asked to take a test when one has
already failed an easier one.

Would they say, “He [Muhammad] has invented it himself”? Say to
them, “Produce ten invented chapters like it, and call on whom you
will besides God, if you are truthful.” But if they fail to respond to
you, then be certain that it has been revealed with God’s knowledge
and that there is no god but Him. Will you then submit and be
Muslims? (13—14)

When Muhammad introduced Islam to people, he had the sup-
port of God behind him. Prior to that there were the prophecies of
earlier Scriptures which anticipated his coming. With such support
he would have nothing to fear.

Are they [the unbelievers| to be compared with those who have
received evident revelation from their Lord, supported by a witness
from Him and heralded by a predecessor, the Book of Moses, a
guide and blessing? These believe in it, but the factions who do not
accept it shall certainly end up in the fire. Therefore, do not have
any doubts about it. It is the truth from your Lord; yet most people
have no faith (17).

Muhammad and the prophets and messengers before him could
not have fabricated the revelation they received. All they advoca-
ted was that there was only one God whom men would meet for
judgment; those who do good deeds would reside in Paradise and
those who transgress would end up in hell. How could this be
taken as a lie and why would those good and trustworthy men
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fabricate such ideas? Earlier communities who denied and rejected
such beliefs had met their destruction, for which archaeolo-
gical and historic evidence can still be found today. The Qur’an
brings the attitudes and reactions of those generations into ques-
tion, wondering why none of their people had been honest and
brave enough to stand up and defend the truth and warn their own
people. The surah says:

Were there, among the nations that have gone before you, any
upright men who stood against evil, except the few We delivered
from among them? The transgressors pursued their worldly pleas-
ures and thus became guilty. Your Lord would never destroy towns
while their inhabitants are righteous and upright. (116-117)

To discharge his obligations towards God, Prophet Muhammad
had adopted a proper and clear approach. Many continue to argue
among themselves. Controversy and disagreement continue to pla-
gue mankind and tear it apart. God was then, and is now, perfectly
capable of making the whole of mankind live as one peaceful and
harmonious nation, believing in the same faith, but He has elected, in
His transcendent wisdom, to give human beings the freedom to
choose and to use their own perceptions and powers of discernment.
“Had your Lord so willed, He would have made the whole of
mankind as one nation, but they shall continue to differ among
themselves” (118). Strife, competition, and rivalry are inherent
features of human nature and behavior, and they are essential for
human progress and development. The next verse, however,
qualifies the statement by adding;:

...Except for those whom your Lord blesses with mercy. It is for

this end He has created them. The word of your Lord shall be ful-
filled, “I will fill hell with jinn and humans, all together.” (119)
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God could have easily created humankind with totally difterent
faculties and features, like the angels, for instance, who have no
power to disobey, or like the animals who behave instinctively and
are not accountable for their actions. However, He gave human-
kind the ability to difterentiate between right and wrong and the
freedom to choose between them. The consequences of that choice
are therefore paramount in causing humankind either to sink to the
depths of despair or rise to the stratosphere of happiness and progress.
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Yiisuf
(Joseph)

IT IS POSSIBLE that, from a very early age, young Joseph felt that
he had a special position in God’s estimation. He had clearly shown
certain qualities of leadership. For, although he was the youngest of
his brothers, his personality had stood out amongst them and he
won their father’s love more than any of them had done. Jacob
(Ya“qab), Joseph’s father, inherited religious leadership from his own
father, Isaac (Ishaq), who had inherited it from his father, Abraham
(Ibrahim). Would it be unreasonable to deduce that Joseph would
expect to inherit that legacy from his father, Jacob?

Joseph related to his father a dream he had, saying: “‘Father, [in a
dream] I saw eleven stars and the sun and the moon; I saw them all
prostrate themselves before me...”” (4). Jacob understood the mean-
ing of that dream and was filled with apprehension over his young
son’s future: he feared his brothers’ jealousy, and so said to him:

“My son, do not relate your dream to your brothers, lest they plot
to harm you; for, Satan is man’s sworn enemy. Thus your Lord has
chosen you and will teach you the interpretation of dreams, and He
will bestow the full measure of His favor upon you and upon the
house of Jacob...” (5—0)

Jealousy drove Joseph’s brothers to collude to take him out to the

fields one day with the intention of harming him or, somehow,
intentionally losing him so that his father would never see him again.
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They put their plan into action and Joseph found himself at the bot-
tom of a dark pit in the middle of a wilderness. The young Joseph
remained calm and confident that he would be saved and would one
day face his brothers and make them ashamed of what they had done
to him. His brothers had left him for dead, but God had other plans
for him:

And when they took him with them and decided to throw him
into the bottom of the dark pit, We revealed to him that, “You
shall tell them of all this at a time when they would not know who

you are.” (I5)

As Joseph was left behind by his brothers, he was overwhelmed
by the feeling that somehow they, and not he, would be the losers in
that dangerous game they were playing. A few decades were to pass
before Joseph’s dream would come true. They were not to know it,
but his brothers were to go and beg him for food, after he had
become an important official in the government of Egypt.

As they [his brothers| entered, they said to Joseph, “Noble prince,
we and our people have been afflicted by famine. We have brought
but little money. Be generous and charitable to us; God rewards
those who are charitable.” He [Joseph] said, “Do you remember

what you recklessly did to Joseph and his brother?”” (88—89)

God’s infinite wisdom had seen to it that Joseph’s ordeal at the
bottom of that dark and desolate pit would become the first step on
the road to power and glory. When his brothers arrived home after
leaving him for dead in the pit, they said to their father:

‘We went off racing with one another, and left Joseph behind to

look after our things, but the wolf came and attacked him. We
know you will not believe us, though we do speak the truth.’ (17)

235



A Thematic Commentary on the Qur’an

Their father’s reply was: ““No. Your hearts have tempted you to do
something evil to Joseph. Sweet patience! God alone can help me
bear what you are telling me’” (18). It was, indeed, sweet patience
which eventually paid off for Joseph and his father.

The Qur’an here presents factual details from an episode of
human history rather than a mere work of fiction. Human society has
always known literary works of fiction, which are in the main a
product of their writers’ rich, but sometimes contrived, imagination.
fiction writers create situations and characters, modeling and manip-
ulating them in a fashion and for a purpose that would make the story
interesting, compelling, and complete. The author takes full respon-
sibility for the ideas and the aims of the story. Some authors use
symbolism and allegory, and some use animal rather than human
characters.

But relating real historic events is a difterent matter altogether
because it involves the identification and understanding of God’s
laws and how they operate in life and society, as well as the interpre-
tation of certain facts and truths that affect human life and behavior.
God says to Prophet Muhammad: “In revealing this Qur’an, We
will recount to you the best of narratives of which you were hitherto
completely unaware” (3). Muhammad had no hand in the articula-
tion or authorship of the revelation he received. Towards the end of
the surah we read: “This is part of what is unknown to you which
We reveal to you. You were not present when they [Joseph’s broth-
ers] conceived their plan and schemed against him” (102). The surah
closes with a comprehensive and definitive statement that applies to
all historic narratives given in the Qur’an. It says:

In tales of peoples gone by there is a lesson for men of understand-
ing. The Qur’an is no fabrication, but a confirmation of previous
scriptures, a detailed exposition of everything, and a guidance and a

mercy for those who believe. (111)
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Joseph’s model for diligence and devotion in the service of God
and His message, no matter how great the obstacles might be, is an
honorable and commendable one. The surah tells us that his
prophethood began as soon as he had come of age: “And when he
reached maturity We bestowed on him wisdom and knowledge.
Thus do We reward the righteous” (22).

Wisdom and knowledge are the two main essential constituents
which God grants His prophets. In al-Anbiya’, verse 74, God says:
“And to Lot We gave wisdom and knowledge and delivered
him from the city whose inhabitants were committing vile acts...,”
while in al-Qasas, verse 14, God says of Moses that: “When he had
reached maturity and grown to manhood We bestowed on him
wisdom and knowledge. Thus do We reward the righteous.”

However ironic it may seem, despite his noble lineage, Joseph
was sold into slavery by people whose main concern was the price
they would get for him, and “the Egyptian who bought him said to
his wife, ‘Be kind to him. He may prove useful to us, or we may
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adopt him as our son’” (21). Thus a prophet’s son found himself
serving in a king’s household, where he was to face another type of
temptation. Even at that ripe young age, Joseph was very conscious
of God and well-known for his piety. God says in the surah: “Thus
We established Joseph in the land, and taught him to interpret
dreams. God has power over all things, though most people may not
realize it” (21).

Joseph respected the man who had taken him into his own
household and became exceptionally loyal to him. He was not of the
despotic and arrogant type of Egyptian chiefs, but a decent and
honorable one. A friendly and sincere relationship had developed
between the two men, as Joseph continued to uphold and observe
the religious beliefs and traditions of his ancestors as well as their
beliefin the one God, preserving at the same time his personal virtue
and upright conduct. Being accepted into the ruler’s family and
treated as a son, however, did not stop the lady of the house from
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coveting to win Joseph’s emotional and sensual attention. She could
not resist his charm and beauty and pursued him for the satisfaction
of her pleasures. But Joseph was beyond temptation, and as soon as
the lady began to coax him into seduction his virtuous instincts were
alerted. He recalled the honor he had inherited from his forefathers
as well as the trust placed in him by the master of the household, and
decided that under no circumstances could he betray either of them.
The scene was set:

The lady of the house where he [Joseph] was living then tried to
seduce him. She bolted the doors and said, “Come to me!” He said,
“God forbid! He [her husband] is my mentor who has welcomed

me into his home. Transgressors shall never succeed.” (23)

Being who he was, Joseph could not but refuse such an invitation and
pass that severe test. Prophet Muhammad is reported to have said that
among the seven people God Almighty would confer special favor
upon on the Day of Judgment is “a man seduced by a woman of
beauty and power but refuses her advances, saying, ‘I fear God...".”20
Joseph, more than anyone else, would be expected to take precisely
that stance. His resolve was confirmed by the lady herself who admit-
ted: ““T attempted to seduce him, but he held back™ (32).

As a virile, fully developed man in the prime of his youth,
Joseph’s desires would under such circumstances be quite naturally
aroused, but at that very moment he would also be aware that he
could not allow himself to be led by those desires. Personal honor,
religious faith, and fear of God would all combine to control the
carnal passions and sensual feelings he must, as a human being, have
experienced. Were he bereft of these natural human emotions and
teelings, were he passionless or inadequate, he would merit no cre-
dit for resisting this lady’s amorous advances.

20 Narrated by al-Bukhari and Muslim.
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She advanced towards him, and he, too, was inclined towards her,
and had he not seen a sign from his Lord he [would have suc-
cumbed]. Thus We shielded him against evil and indecency, for he
was one of Our select servants. (24)

Faith triumphed over temptation, and Joseph’s integrity and
chastity were preserved intact. As Joseph turned away, making his
way towards the door, the Egyptian chief’s wife ran after him, grab-
bing his shirt and tearing it as he dashed away from her towards the
door. The drama reached a fever pitch when the husband appeared
on the scene and the wife, spurned and driven by rage and guil,
immediately retorted by accusing Joseph of attacking her, demand-
ing that he should be punished. She said: “*A man who wished
to violate your wife should be imprisoned or severely punished’
(25). Convinced of his own innocence, Joseph said without hesita-
tion: ““It 1s she who attempted to seduce me’” (26). There was no
video or voice recording, and no material evidence to support either
claim, but the circumstantial evidence was overwhelmingly in
Joseph’s favor. Simple logic and common sense pointed to the fact
that since his shirt was torn from the back, Joseph must have been
innocent.

One of her own people said, “If his shirt is torn from the front, then
she is speaking the truth and he is lying. But if his shirt is torn from
behind, then she is lying and he is speaking the truth.” And when
her husband saw that Joseph’s shirt was rent from behind, he said,
“This is typical female cunning; women’s guile is great indeed!”
(26—28)

Such circumstantial evidence is admissible in Islamic courts, and
so 1s that obtained through the analysis of fingerprints, blood sam-
ples and other modern forensic techniques. The Egyptian chief’s
wife persisted in protesting her innocence, but as the rumors spread
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outside her household she could no longer hide her infatuation with
Joseph while at the same time seeking justification for her behavior.
Her plea to other women who blamed her would have been: If you
were in my position you would have done exactly what I did! The
narrative continues: “In the city, women were saying, ‘The chief’s
wife has sought to seduce her servant. She is passionately infatuated
by him. We believe she is totally misguided’ (30). To prove her
point, the chief’s wife invited a group of women to a banquet and
gave each one of them a sharp knife with which to cut the food and
then asked Joseph to appear before them. They were totally
enthralled with his charm and were so taken by how handsome he
looked that they unconsciously cut their hands with the knives they
were holding, and said: ““This is no mortal human. This is a gracious
angel’” (31). At last, as the women’s emotions ran high, enraged
with frustration and fury, she had no choice but to admit: “‘I
seduced him, but he held back. And if he does not do as I order him,
he shall be thrown into prison and shall be terribly humiliated’ (32).

It is clear that this admission on her part had come as a result of
her realization that the evidence against her was overwhelming. Her
guilt became established. Freudian and other modern schools of
human psychology have sought to find justification for permissive-
ness, indecency, and illicit sexual behavior. Perversion is portrayed
as “normal” and moral discipline as repressive. But history tells us
that immorality and promiscuity undermine societies and can
indeed destroy whole civilizations. Joseph’s reaction was the epito-
me of integrity, manliness, and humility when he said:

“My Lord, I would rather go to prison than give in to their
advances. Unless You shield me from their cunning, I shall suc-
cumb to them and lapse into folly.” His Lord answered his prayers
and warded off their wiles from him. God is All-Hearing, All-
Knowing. (33-34)
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He was rescued from his lady’s scheming and, notwithstanding
his honesty and trustworthiness, was put in prison. “Yet, for all the
evidence they had seen, they decided to jail him for a while” (35).

K/ 4 Sy
SIS

In this surah, we are told of three different dreams, all of which had
come true. The first was when Joseph himself saw a vision of the
sun, the moon, and eleven stars prostrating themselves before him.
He related that dream to his father, as we have seen at the beginning
of the surah, and we are yet to be told of its meaning. The second

occasion was during his imprisonment.

Two young men entered the prison with him. One of them said, “I
dreamt that I was pressing grapes.” And the other said, “I dreamt I
was carrying bread upon my head and the birds were eating of it.
Tell us the meaning of these dreams, for we can see that you are a

man of virtue.” (36)

The third one was the Egyptian king’s dream which will be dis-
cussed later. Dreams are psychic phenomena related to the spiritual
side of human behavior. Despite their visionary and premonitory
attributes, dreams of themselves cannot be taken as omens of good
or bad fortune. They are an indication of a quality of an extraordi-
nary perception in the human disposition which enables certain
individuals to see things in the future, with such clarity and in such
detail, that others can not. I have personally known of a man who,
before traveling from Cairo to his home town in the Egyptian
countryside, had a vivid dream of the funeral of one of his relatives.
When he arrived there he witnessed the scene in real life exactly as
he had seen in the dream. I have known people who have had pre-
monitions of all kinds without any apparent reason or explanation.
The German philosopher, Kant, is said to have seen a fire more
than a hundred miles away, while the following story involving the
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second Caliph, “‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, and one of his army leaders,
Sariyah, is well known and fully documented in Islamic history
books. While “Umar was once giving a speech at a mosque in
Madinah he was heard calling in a loud voice: “Sariyah! Watch

"7

the mountain!” He was reported to have seen the enemy fighters
poised to launch a surprise attack against the Muslim army from
behind a mountain, and involuntarily warned his commander. The
commander, a long distance away, was able to hear “‘Umar’s voice
and take appropriate action to stave oft the attack.

These phenomena are neither predictable nor governed by fixed
rules. Suffice it to say that they do exist and that they did indeed
occur with respect to Joseph. Having listened to the dreams of his

two fellow prisoners, Joseph reassured them saying:

“Whatever food is provided for you, I am able to describe it for you
before it arrives. This is part of the knowledge my Lord has given
me, for [ have left the faith of those who disbelieve in God and deny
the life to come. I follow the faith of my forefathers, Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob. We take no one as gods besides God...” (37—38)

Joseph was proud of the faith he had inherited from his forefathers. It
was that faith which had sustained him through the ordeals and the
temptations he had had to face in his life, including his unjustified
imprisonment. He could not let the opportunity go by, though,
without telling those two inmates something about his beliefs. He
said: “‘Fellow prisoners! Are sundry gods better than God, the One,
the Omnipotent?’” (39). Any other so-called god is but a figment of
imagination and a hollow entity, adding up to nothing.?! Joseph

21 Modern science has unravelled numerous mysteries of life and the uni-
verse, and has made tremendous advances that lead to the recognition of God and
acknowledgement of His power. Nevertheless, modern man remains heedless,
preoccupied with satisfying his material needs, and almost totally oblivious to his
obligations and accountability towards God. (Author)
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interpreted the dreams of his two fellow prisoners as indicating two
different fates, saying:

“Fellow prisoners, one of you will serve his master with wine, but
the other will be crucified and the birds will peck at his head. That is
the answer to your questions.” And Joseph said to the prisoner
whom he knew would be set free, “Remember me to your mas-
ter.” But Satan made him forget to mention him to his master and

so Joseph stayed in prison for several years. (41—42)

Once that prisoner was released, he became immersed in the life
outside and forgot the innocent man he left behind languishing in
the prison.

In the third dream the king had a disturbing vision and urgently
sought its interpretation. Joseph’s former prison companion rem-
embered him and asked to be taken to him in prison to have the
king’s dream interpreted. He asked him:

“Joseph, man of truth, tell us the true meaning of the dream in
which seven fat cows are devoured by seven lean ones; and in
which there are seven green shoots of corn and seven dry ones, so

that I may go back to my people and inform them.” (46)

Joseph obliged, and the king was informed of the meaning of his
dream and asked for Joseph to be brought to him. Joseph, however,
refused to go to see the king before his own innocence was estab-
lished and he was completely cleared of the crime for which he had
been wrongly accused and imprisoned. Joseph’s case involving the
Egyptian chief’s wife was thus reopened and her lady friends, who
were privy to what really happened, were called in to answer the
king who asked them:
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“What made you attempt to seduce Joseph?” They replied, “God
torbid! We know of nothing bad against him.” The chief’s wife
said, “Now the truth must come to light. It was [ who attempted to

seduce him. He has indeed told the truth.” (s1)

At that point, Joseph turned to the king to assert his innocence, say-
ing: “‘From this the chief will know that I had not betrayed him in
his absence, and that God does not fulfill the work of the treacher-
ous’” (52). Upon hearing this the Pharaoh immediately decided that
Joseph would be the right man to put in charge of some of the state’s
affairs during the difticult economic period awaiting his kingdom, as

his dream had indicated.

The king said, “Bring him before me. I will choose him for my own
service.” And when he had spoken to him, the king said, “You are
henceforth established in a secure position, honored and trusted by
us.” (s54)

Joseph was oftered an important public position in the Pharaoh’s
government, and chose to take charge of its treasury affairs.

Joseph said, “Give me charge of the treasures of the realm; I am
trustworthy and competent.” Thus did We establish Joseph in the
land [of Egypt], with full authority to do as he pleased. We bestow
Our mercy on whom We will, and never deny the righteous their

reward. (55—50)

It is important to note here that Joseph had pointed out both the
moral as well as the corporeal qualities that were necessary to qualify
him for the post he had agreed to accept. In other words, he was not
merely a virtuous and trustworthy man, but was also competent
and capable of assuming fully his responsibilities over the state’s
resources. Moreover Joseph was able to propose himself for a role in
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public office because there was no other person in Egypt at the time
as suitable and qualified for the post as he was. The public interest
could only be best served by appointing a strong and honest person
to take up the responsibilities that the position demanded.
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Examining the early history of Islam, we come across the case of the
well-known Muslim soldier, Khalid ibn al-Walid, who put himself
forward to lead the Muslim troops in the battle of al-Yarmik in 635
ac. Khalid had seen that none of the other warriors present at the
time possessed his qualities and combat experience and he therefore
chose to command the troops himself, leading them to numerous
successive victories. Throughout history, experience has shown that
placing the wrong men at the head of important military expeditions
almost always leads to disastrous results in the field of battle. On the
first day he took command, Khalid drew up a fresh plan of attack,
reorganized the Muslim army, rallied all available forces and went
on to achieve a resounding victory against the Byzantines, driving
them out and spearheading the Muslim conquest of the whole of the
Fertile Crescent.

Seeking leadership or public office is a grave matter if undertaken
for reasons of self-aggrandizement and greed for power, privilege or
domination. History is replete with the examples of many great
nations that have been led to ruin and humiliation by despotic and
power-hungry individuals.

K4 Sy,
SN

The seven lean years foretold by the king’s dream finally arrived and
the famine which resulted swept well beyond Egypt to reach Syria
and Mesopotamia whose inhabitants were forced to travel all the
way to the more affluent land of Egypt in their search for food.
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Among them were Joseph’s own brothers who, several years earlier,
had conspired to kill him and presumed him dead. Joseph welcomed
his brothers into Egypt but would not agree to give them any provi-
sions until they brought their younger brother back with them on
their return visit. So the brothers returned home and informed their
father of Joseph’s request. Jacob did not welcome the idea, saying:
“‘Am I to trust you with him as I had once trusted you with his
brother? But God is the best of guardians and He is the most merci-
tul of all’” (64). However, as the conditions of the family were so
dire, Jacob finally gave in to his sons’ persistence and saw them oft a
second time saying:

“My sons, do not enter from one gate; enter from different gates. In
no way can I shield you from the might of God; judgment is His
alone. In Him I have put my trust, and in Him all should put their
trust.” (67)

The reason behind this curious piece of advice seems to be Jacob’s
anxiety that a group of ten, united men seen entering the gates of the
city could be seen as a threat by its inhabitants. He clearly feared for
their safety.

The brothers appeared before Joseph a second time and on meet-
ing them he gave his younger brother a special welcome. “When
they entered before Joseph, he embraced his brother and said to
him, ‘T am your brother, so do not worry over what they do’” (69).
The verse indicates that Joseph must have had some inclination
about his brother’s plight to console him in that manner. Joseph
then devised a plan by which he could detain his younger brother
and force his brothers to return to their father without him. He
asked his aides to conceal the royal measuring cup, usually studded
with precious stones, in his brother’s luggage and, once they had
done so, announced that it had been stolen. It was agreed that who-
ever had stolen it should be detained by the king.
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Meanwhile in Palestine, on learning that he had been deprived
of a second son, Jacob said: “‘God may bring them all back to me.
He alone is All-Knowing and Wise’” (83). It was no doubt a trau-
matic experience for Jacob who had yet to recover from the ordeal
of losing Joseph. His grief was compounded and he “turned away
from them, saying, ‘How grieved I am over Joseph!” His eyes went
white with grief and he was choked with melancholy” (84).
However, in a desperate snatch at hope he told his sons to “‘go and
seek news of Joseph and his brother and do not despair of the
mercy of God. Only the unbelievers despair of God’s mercy’” (87).
Thus, Joseph’s brothers returned to Egypt for a third time. Loo-
king dejected and miserable, on their arrival they went to see
Joseph and said to him: “‘Chief!l We and our people have been
scourged with hardship. We have brought you a few goods. Give
us some corn, and be generous to us. God rewards those who are
charitable’” (88).

At this point Joseph suddenly revealed his true identity and
spoke to them sternly and eftectively, saying: “‘Do you remember
what you recklessly did to Joseph and his brother?”” (89). Only
then did it dawn on them that this man might be their brother
Joseph and they immediately asked: “‘Are you really Joseph, then?’
He said, ‘I am indeed Joseph and this is my brother. God has been
gracious to us. Those that fear God and persevere, God will not
deny their reward’” (9o). With these words, Joseph reminded his
brothers, and thereby all humankind of a fundamental principle of
faith and a fact of life: fear of God and patient perseverance are
rewarded with success. It is a principle as valid as any scientific or
physical law.
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Several decades after Joseph’s first dream, everyone around him
began to realize the truth of God’s will, and his brothers said:
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“By the Lord, God has exalted you above us all, for we have indeed
been guilty.” He said, “This day, you are free of reproach. May God

forgive you. He is the most merciful of all.” (91—92)

A man with a generous and kind heart has no room for vengeance or
malice, and at the moment of triumph he shows greater benevo-
lence towards others and more humility towards God. Joseph then
said to his brothers: ““Take this shirt of mine and throw it over my
father’s face. He shall recover his sight. Then bring me all your peo-
ple

cried: “‘I can sense the scent of Joseph, although you may refuse to
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(93). Well into his journey from Palestine to Egypt, Jacob

believe me’” (94). This verse again brings us face to face with the
mysteries of premonition and the world of the unseen.

We are left wondering as to how Jacob could have felt Joseph’s
existence? How could he have perceived of events that had taken
place hundreds of miles away? “And when the bearer of good news
arrived, he threw Joseph’s shirt over Jacob’s face, and as he regained
his sight, he said, ‘Did I not tell you that I know from God things
that you do not?”” (96). A few days later Joseph’s first dream was
also to come true, as did the other two he had interpreted in the
course of this surah.

When they went in to see Joseph, he embraced his parents and said
to them, “Enter Egypt where, God willing, you shall be safe.” He
then sat his parents on the [royal] bench where they all prostrated
themselves before him. He said, “Father! This is the meaning of my
old dream; my Lord has made it come true. He was gracious to me
as He had me released from prison, and brought you here out of
the desert after Satan created discord between me and my brothers.

My Lord is subtle in fulfilling His will. He is All-Knowing, Wise.”
(99-100)

Having related these parts of Joseph’s story, God turns to address
Prophet Muhammad, saying: “What We have here related was
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unknown to you. You were not present when Joseph’s brothers
conceived their devious plot” (102). Besides the obvious fact that
the Prophet had not been present during those events, the Qur’an
confirms that he had no knowledge of them prior to receiving the
Qur’anic revelation. It was in effect warning his detractors that
Muhammad’s knowledge of all such matters had come from God.
Such rejectionists and cynical critics can still be found today, but
God urges His Prophet to: “Say, “This is my way; I call people to
God; both I and my followers have a clear perception [of where we
are going]|. Glory be to God! I take no gods besides God’” (108). But
such doubters are negligent and totally oblivious of the evidence
pointing to God and the truth of His revelation: “Many are the mar-
vels of the heavens and the earth which they pass by and to which
they pay no heed” (105).
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Al-Ra“d
(Thunder)

IN THE OPENING VERSE of this surah, God addresses Prophet
Muhammad saying: “What has been revealed to you from your Lord
is the truth, but most people do not believe” (1). Yet those who dis-
believe and reject the truth have no reasonable argument to support
their attitude. Even if no revelation had been sent from God to
humanity, there is ample evidence in the universe around us to prove
God’s existence and sovereignty. Reflection and intelligent observa-
tion of the physical and cosmological phenomena of the universe
would reveal that denial of God 1s neither a rational nor a reasonable
position to take. It would also lead to the conclusion that submission
to or worship of other man-made gods is a nonsensical and absurd
practise.

As we look closer at this verse, we find that it is complemented
by another: “Is then he who knows that what has been revealed to
you [Muhammad] by your Lord is the truth equal to one who is
blind?” (19).

The surah tells us that those who acknowledge and appreciate the
value and meaning of revelation are rational and honest people. The
tollowing verses go on to describe them saying: “Only the wise will
take heed; those who fulfill their covenant with God and do not
break their pledge; who join what God has bidden to be joined, fear
their Lord and dread the terrors of an evil reckoning...” (19—21).
These verses list ten virtues which, if acquired, lead to great and
generous rewards. The first is mature thinking and the second is
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tulfillment of the greatest covenant of all: to believe in the One God
and never to take other gods for worship besides Him. The surah
affirms:

These shall have a blissful end. They shall enter the gardens of Eden,
together with their righteous fathers, spouses and descendants. The
angels shall come to them from every door, saying, “Peace be unto
you for all that you steadfastly endured.” How excellent is the ulti-
mate abode! (22—24)

K/ 4 S
SIS

The theme of revelation and Muhammad’s responsibility for con-
veying it to humankind recurs again in the surah when it says:

Thus We have sent you [Muhammad] to a nation before whose
time other nations had passed away, so that you may recite to them
what We have revealed to you. Yet they deny God, the Mercitul.
Say, “He is my Lord. There is no God but Him. In Him I have put
my trust, and to Him I shall return.” (30)

The ignorant pagan Arabs who had strongly resisted the message
of the Qur’an used as their main alibi a request for Prophet
Muhammad to perform a miracle or produce some extraordinary
sign to prove the truth of what he was telling them. Elsewhere in the
Qur’an, we are told that even if he had been able to satisfy their
demands they would not have believed him. In this surah we read of
more such demands, including the following:

The unbelievers say, “If only a sign had been given him by his

Lord!” But you are only to give warning and every nation has its
mentor. (7)
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The unbelievers say, “If only a sign had been given him by his
Lord!” Say, “God confounds whomever He wills, and guides to

Him those who repent.” (27)

The unbelievers follow their inverted logic to its natural conclusion:
“The unbelievers say, “You have not been sent by God.” Say, ‘God is
sufficient witness between me and yourselves, and so are those with
knowledge of the scriptures’ (43). People, including those assumed
to be religious or believing, cannot be expected to develop or nour-
ish a faith in God unless they are willing and capable of using their
minds and intelligence to study their own physiological and mental
faculties and capabilities, as well as the systems operating in the uni-
verse around them.

Prophet Muhammad had been urged many times to recite the
Qur’an, as in al-"“Ankabiit: 45, al-Naml: 91—92, and in this surah,
verse 30. These and other instances show that recitation is more
than just a simple reading of Qur’anic passages. It means the study,
interpretation, and understanding of the principles, ideas and con-
cepts that the Qur’an is putting forward. It also means the trans-
lation of those ideas into laws, actions, relationships, programs, and
practical systems that help uplift the human situation and improve
the quality of life.

The recitation of the Qur’an also protects it against tampering
and distortion. The Arabs, in whose language it was revealed and
to whom it was initially addressed, are especially urged in the first
place to undertake this honorable responsibility. If they falter, they
are warned to take note that: “The unbelievers, because of their
misdeeds, shall not cease to be afflicted by disaster or see it fall
close to them until God’s promise 1s fulfilled. God never fails in His
promise” (31).
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Although scholars and commentators commonly hold the view that
this surah is a Madinan one, revealed after Muhammad, I am of the
opinion that it is a Makkan one. This is borne out by its style and its
preoccupation with the unbelievers’ incessant demands for miracles
to prove Muhammad’s prophethood which is a recurring theme in
Makkan surahs such as al-An‘am, Yiinus, al-Isra’ and others. The
surah opens with the words: “What has been revealed to you from
your Lord is the truth” (1) and towards the end of it God says:

Those who were given the scriptures [Jews and Christians] rejoice
in what is revealed to you [Muhammad] while some factions deny
parts of it. Say, “I am commanded to worship God and to associate

none with Him. To Him I pray and to Him I shall return.” (36)

These words conveyed a prophecy which has in fact been fulfilled.
When Islam started to spread into Egypt and Syria, people, especially
Christians, embraced it en masse. They willingly and easily adopted
the new faith and passed it on to others further afield. History illus-
trates that the Muslim public treasury began to dry up as more and
more people converted to Islam and were no longer paying non-
Muslim duty to the state. The Muslim governor of Egypt decided to
impose such taxes on new converts to maintain the province’s in-
come. The Caliph ‘Umaribn “Abd al-Aziz is reputed to have written
to him saying: “May Allah curse you! The Prophet Muhammad was
sent to guide people to God, not to collect taxes. Repeal the taxes
you imposed on new converts.”

The overwhelming majority of those who converted to Islam in
Egypt, Syria and other parts of the world became Arabized, ethni-
cally, culturally and in terms of their religious beliefs and practices.
This process of “Arabization’ has been a source of vitality and conti-
nuity for the Arab nation which forms the backbone of the Muslim
world community. The surah says:
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Thus We have revealed it [the Qur’an] as a code of judgment in the
Arabic tongue. If you [Muhammad] succumb to their desires after
all the knowledge you have been given, you shall have none to save

or protect you from God. (37)

The Qur’an thus establishes and represents political authority and
stands both as a source and a reference for literary, moral, and social
guidance. Islam initially spread in the outer fringes of the Arabian
peninsula, while the people of Makkah maintained their old beliefs.
It was not until late in Muhammad’s lifetime that the Makkan popu-
lation turned completely to Islam. This is what is referred to in the
following verse which says:

Do they [the people of Arabia] not see how We advance in the land
[Arabia] and close in on them from around its borders? God decides
and no one has the power to reverse His judgment, and He is swift

in reckoning. (41)

The Qur’an is the written Book that guides man to God, while
nature and the physical universe are manifestations pointing towards
His power and existence. Both require alert minds and sensitive
hearts to be understood and appreciated. The Qur’an stresses this
point by its frequent reminder: “Do you not understand?””, “Do you
not remember?” and similar phrases. In this context we cite the fol-
lowing verse:

And there are on earth [many] tracts of land, close by one another
[and yet widely differing from one another|; and [there are on it]
vineyards, and fields of grain, and date-palms growing in clusters
from one root or standing alone, [all] watered with the same water:
and yet, some of them have We favored above others by way of the
tood [which they provide for man and beast|. Verily, in all this there

are messages indeed for people who use their reason! (4)
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It 1s indeed a matter for reflection how, from the same piece of land,
a variety of produce can be grown: grapes, lemons, colocynth, and
nettles. How can plants irrigated by the same water emerge with dif-
ferent tastes, textures, colors, and smells? Is it not also amazing how
the silkworm feeds on mulberry trees and produces silk, whilst bees
which feed on pollen produce honey, and sheep which feed on the
same plants produce dung? However, despite the astonishingly
infinite variety of creatures and substances found in this world, some
people continue to question the existence of God, while others
demand miracles or supernatural feats to be convinced.

The surah speaks of God’s infinite power, evident in the breed-
ing and reproduction of living creatures: human, animal, bird and
reptile. Millions upon millions of beings, organisms and living sys-
tems grow and multiply in a continuous life cycle on land, under the
sea and 1in the earth’s atmosphere. Each organism goes through an
intricate perfectly-timed cycle of its own. All the phenomena and
processes encountered in the macro- as well as the microcosmic
worlds form one harmonious, well-integrated structure which
smoothly lends itself to the full power and control of God who

...knows what every female bears: He knows of every change in her
womb. He has set everything according to a fixed measure. He
knows both what is hidden and what is manifest. He is the Supreme
One, the Most High. (8—9)

The Creator is also responsible for the design of the grand cosmo-
logical system and the order sustaining the whole physical universe,
with all its countless planets, stars, galaxies, and other formations.
Nothing distracts Him, and in His scheme nothing takes precedence
over anything else. The surah continues in a unique manner point-
ing out and explaining the manifestations of God’s supreme power
and grace before it puts forward certain rhetorical questions for

which it supplies its own answers.
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Say, “Who is the Lord of the heavens and the earth?” Say, “God.”
Say, “How is it then, that you have taken other gods besides Him,
who can bring neither good nor harm even unto themselves?” Say,
“Are the blind and the seeing equal? Is darkness the same as light?”
Or have they assigned partners to God that have brought into being
creation like His, so that they have become confused? Say, “God is
the Creator of everything, and He is One and He has power over all
things.” (16)

\
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As mentioned above, the surah opens by referring to the physical
universe as evidence for the existence and power of God, and then
turns to man’s response to the Qur’an which presents this evidence
and elaborates on it. I chose to deal with the latter subject first
because I wanted to devote more space to the first one.

Muslims live almost as non-participants in today’s world. Their
contribution to science is almost negligible, although nothing could
be more conducive to the understanding of the Qur’an than the
study of the physical world. I once imagined myself positioned a
hundred miles away in space, and wondered: what would I see on
earth? Would I see a thick cloud of smoke and smog that has pollut-
ed the earth’s atmosphere? Would I hear the cacophony and the
dissonance of factory and plant noise which has drowned all other
sounds? I believe that the world has a finite life-span, but is it prema-
turely and inexorably driving itself towards that end? Another
question: What is man’s position and role in this vast cosmos? We
have read that a new black hole has been discovered in outer space
which is a hundred times larger than any other black hole known to
man. It has been reported that scientists believe that the colossal new
black hole contains around one thousand million active stars, that it
is exerting a tremendous amount of gravitational pull which pre-
vents even light from escaping out of it! I thought to myself: this is
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only one black hole, so what if we are to look wider into other parts
and aspects of our universe? Let us do that through the surah.

It was God who raised the heavens, as you can see, without pillars.
He then ascended His throne and ordained the sun and the moon
each to run their respective appointed term. He governs all matters,
and makes all signs clear so that you may be firmly convinced of

your meeting with your Lord. (2)

We look at our own bodies every day. Man is a whole intricate
universe in his own right. Within our bodies thousands of organs,
systems, and processes exist and operate together in harmony and
with efficiency. Look at how hundreds of thousands of hairs grow
again and again on the human body; billions of red cells are found in
the blood stream, reproduced within the body as and when neces-
sary. The human nerve system constantly receives signals from the
brain which man has yet to fathom, or understand precisely how it
works and how it carries out its numerous and complicated tasks day
and night. God has always been and ever shall be in charge of main-
taining the function of all these systems and deciding their fate and
destiny. Elsewhere in the Qur’an, we read: “All things shall return to
your Lord. He is the one who makes people laugh or cry; He takes
life and He givesit...” (al-Najm: 42—43).

Science has established that our universe is vast beyond our com-
prehension, but what scientists ought to acknowledge is that God is
much greater. In human terms, people can only concentrate on a
finite number of tasks for a given period of time, but God is never dis-
tracted and is always aware of everything, from the plaintive moaning
of a tortured animal to the mass cries of victims of human oppression.
Moreover, He duly gives the oppressors their just reward. God can
hear aleaf falling from a tree and He hears the roaring of thunder. He
can see the clotting of blood inside veins, as clearly and as easily as
He sees the trail of a shooting star. Nothing escapes Him.
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Ibrahim
(Abraham)

THE SURAH OPENS with the following words:

We have revealed to you [Muhammad] this Book [the Qur’an] so
that you may lead humankind out of darkness into the light, by the
will of their Lord, and to the path of the Mighty, the Glorious; the
path of God to whom belongs all that is in the heavens and the earth

(1—2).

Darkness is manifested in this world in many different forms:
ignorance, conceit, corruption, tyranny, disobedience to God, and
so on. God revealed the Qur’an to Muhammad, the seal of the
prophets, in order to lead people out of all kinds of darkness and to
teach them that this life is a prelude to another one yet to come; that
those who give priority to this life over the next are doomed to fail-
ure and that those who oppose God’s revelations and resist His will
are odious and corrupt.

Long before the advent of Prophet Muhammad, God had sent
Moses to lead the people of Israel out of the darkness of slavery and
humiliation and secure their freedom of mind, conscience, and
movement, and the privilege to enjoy God’s kindness and genero-
sity. All Moses asked of his people was for them to appreciate those
favors and acknowledge God’s grace.
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We sent Moses with Our revelations, saying, “Lead your people out
of the darkness into the light, and remind them of God’s favors.”
Surely in this there are signs for every steadfast, thankful man. (s)

All religions aim to transport man from a state of ignorance and per-
version to one of knowledge and uprightness. The Book that
Prophet Muhammad was given, the Qur’an, is well-equipped to
guide man and save him from error and loss. However, throughout
human history, humankind has always resisted divine revelation and
stood in opposition to God’s messengers seeking to thwart and frus-
trate their missions. Many have exploited their power, wealth and
influence to entice those who believe away from the truth but the
believers have on their part persevered in their faith, saying: “Why
should we not trust in God, when He has already guided us to our
paths [of truth]? We will endure your persecution patiently. All
those who have to trust should place their trust in God” (12).

The process of religious, moral, and social reform of human com-
munities does not bear fruit overnight. It requires diligence, dedi-
cation, and relentless effort. Muhammad spent twenty-three long
years instructing his people and schooling them in the teachings and
principles of the Qur’an in order to discipline their pedestrian uncul-
tured attitudes, eradicate their ignorance and backwardness in the
tields of science and civilization, and prepare them for the leadership
of humankind. The Qur’an took the Arabs on a huge quantum
leap—culturally, politically, intellectually, and morally. When they
took on their opponents they triumphed, thereby earning a distin-
guished and established place in human history. The surah alludes to
these concepts when it says:

And the unbelievers said to their Messengers, “Return to our reli-
gion or we will banish you from our land.” But their Lord revea-
led to them, saying, “We will destroy the transgressors and give
you the land to settle in after they have gone. That is the reward
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for him who dreads standing before Me [in judgment]| and fears
My threat.” (13—14)

Weak, aimless, and neglected nations cannot rise to positions of
leadership unless they are revitalized by the power and rigor of faith.
When a nation believes in God, submits its energies and resources to
Him and adopts His messages, it is transformed into a force to be
reckoned with. Through this process, God decides the destinies of
nations and communities: “As they [the Messengers] sought Our
help, every hardened tyrant came to griet” (15). Muslims today who
are resisting change all over the world should take note!

K/ 4 S
SN

Social differences have existed in all human societies. There have
always been masters and slaves; leaders and followers; elites and
masses; heroes and their admirers who look up to them and emulate
their example. But although all of these different groups are normal-
ly brought together by a unity of purpose, the difterence is that the
one group usually reflects or expresses the convictions, feelings, and
aspirations of the other, just as often the admirers of a particular
author or novelist come from those who share the ideas he articu-
lates in his work. The relationship between leaders and followers is
evident in many walks oflife. We note that during the Battle of Badr
the non-Muslim Arab leader, Aba Jahl, a foremost opponent of
Islam at the time, was being protected by his followers who were
determined to defend him. But this did not prevent some young
Muslim fighters from reaching and killing him!

It is ironic, therefore, to note that on the Day of Judgment the
unbelievers will fall back on some of the bonds that bind them to
one another, but to no avail.

They shall all appear before God. The weaker will say to the haughty

ones, “We were your followers. Will you then save us from any of
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God’s punishment?” They will reply, “Had God given us guidance,
we would have guided you. It is now all the same whether we

despair or remain patient; there is no escape for any of us.” (21)

These concepts were explained by God to people well in advance so
that they would not be misled by bogus leaders. Nevertheless, many
still continue to be exploited and misguided by those they trust and
look up to. “Have you not seen those who repay the grace of God
with unbelief and lead their people to utter perdition? They shall
abide in hell-——such a wretched place!” (28—29). Leaders and follow-
ers shall meet with the same miserable fate.

Like al-Ra“d before it, this surah affirms the fact that besides being
logical and natural, truth is a positive, beneficial, and construc-
tive concept, while falsehood is harmful and destructive to society.
In the surah we read: “Thus God depicts truth and falsehood. The
froth disappears into thin air, but what is of use to humankind

bRl

remains firmly established on earth...” (al-Ra‘d: 17). In the present

surah we read:

Can you see how God compares a good word to a wholesome tree?
Its root is firmly in the ground and its branches reach up to the sky;

it yields its fruit every season by God’s leave... (24—25)

Societies and nations fare differently according to the beliefs, ideals,
and values by which they live. These, naturally, relate to religious,
ethical, civil and cultural factors. As for Islam, tawhid is the essence
and the root of its civilization, and the most fundamental source of
all its tenets and principles. Tawhid encompasses and defines the
whole ethos of the Islamic way of life and is the fountain from which
all aspects of its civilization spring. On the other hand, the surah
affirms that falsehood, being rootless and bogus, only leads to misery
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and frustration: “An evil word is like an evil tree which is uprooted
from the earth and shorn of all its roots” (26). The contrast is stark
and the choice glaringly clear. The surah goes on to outline two
main features required of a believing nation. The first is that it
should be a believing nation, preoccupied with the observance of
religious duties such as prayer; the redistribution of wealth through
zakah, and the welfare of its citizens. It should not be concerned
with advancing its own ethnocentric or national interests at the
expense of other nations or communities. A godly nation uses its
power and dominance to further God’s word in the world:

Tell My servants, those who are true believers, to be steadfast in
prayer and to spend, in private and in public, of what We have
bestowed on them before a day comes when all trading and mutual

friendship shall cease. (31)

History tells us that the communities set up, or led by, God’s
prophets were raised on obedience to God and diligent adherence
to His commands. As some of them abandoned those messages,
cast them aside, or obliterated them, they went into decline and
degenerated into selfish materialism and the pursuit of short-term
worldly aggrandizement. The inevitable disintegration of econo-
mic and material life in those societies, and the shortage of material
resources and consumer goods would be the sole focus of their
lamentation and sorrow. Today’s world is in need of a role-model
nation that would reflect God’s will and implement His word.
This would be the nation of Islam. However, it would have to be a
leading nation that stands head and shoulders above all other
nations and provides a true and viable example to the rest of the
world in all aspects of life. This leads us to the second feature of the
“believing nation”: that it must be powerful, self-reliant, and in full
control of its own destiny and resources. This is made clear in the
following three verses:
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It was God who created the heavens and the earth. He sends down
water from the sky with which He brings forth fruits for your suste-
nance. He has harnessed for your service the ships sailing in the seas
by His leave. He harnessed the river for your service, and the sun
and the moon discharge their functions without fail, and He has
constrained to your service the night and the day. He has given you
of everything you have asked; and if you were to list the favors of

God you would never be able to list them all... (32—34)

Believing communities have existed throughout human history, but
some of them went astray, lagged behind, and became marginalized.
Instead of being masters on earth they found themselves helplessly
controlled by their own worldly pursuits. They wavered in their
loyalty and submission to God and were thrown off course, leaving
the door open for their rivals and enemies to take the lead and plun-
der humanity’s soul and dignity, ravage the world’s resources, and
threaten life and the future of the whole planet.

Jihad in our time encompasses a whole range of activities includ-
ing inventiveness, development, and construction on land, in the
sea, and in outer space. It implies research in all fields to gain wider
and deeper understanding of the world around us and all the phe-
nomena associated with it. It pains me to think how little the
Muslims have contributed to human progress in recent times whilst
other nations have forged ahead making tremendous achievements
of which they will be proud for many generations to come. By mak-
ing a comparison between the Jews and the Arabs, two Semitic
nations descending from a common Abrahamic lineage and heirs to
a common religious heritage, one can immediately see the former
are in possession of power and influence, whilst the latter, entrusted
with God’s message, have fallen far short of their obligations to
uphold it and have become backward and defeated.

Abraham, the epitome of righteousness and piety, traveled far
and wide to spread the doctrine of tawhid and to fight paganism and
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idol-worship. When he decided to settle briefly in the Hijaz in
western Arabia, he made a prayer:

“Lord, I have settled some of my offspring in a barren valley near
Your Sacred House, that they may observe prayer. Lord, make peo-
ple’s hearts yearn with kindness towards them and provide them

with fruits of all kinds that they may be grateful.” (37)

This branch of Abraham’s progeny can be traced back to Ishmael, his
son from his second wife Hagar, whilst the other branch can be
traced back to Isaac, father of Israel, who was Abraham’s son from
his first wife Sarah. The surah informs us that both sons were born
during Abraham’s old age, for which he was very grateful, saying:

“Praise be to God who has given me Ishmael and Isaac in my old
age. My Lord hears all prayer. Lord, make me and my descendants

steadfast in observing prayer and, our Lord, accept my prayer.”

(39—40)

It is ironic that the Jews consider themselves descendants of the mas-
ter wife and the Arabs descendants of the slave wife giving the latter
an inferiority complex. The whole issue is absurd. Human beings
are all equal, and are only distinguished by their closeness to, and fear
of, God. Abraham’s legacy belongs to all his offspring, and it is sim-
ply below God Almighty to designate a particular piece of land as the
sole property of Jacob’s children in perpetuity. We read in al-A‘raf
that: “Earth belongs to God; He bequeaths it to whom He wills of
His servants. The righteous shall have a happy end” (al-A‘raf: 128).

I
AN

In the perennial fight between good and evil, many helpless people
will endure pain and suffering, and may say to their oppressors:
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““We shall meet your persecution with patience’ (12). Oppression
can never prevail and retribution can easily occur in this life here on
earth. In the end, no matter how long it may be delayed, justice will
be done. The surah affirms this, saying: “Never think that God is
unaware of what the wrong-doers do. He only gives them respite till
a day when their eyes are fixed wide open in horror and shock™ (42).

History illustrates that oppressors are ruthless, barbaric people and
as God’s enemies, are utterly merciless in their war against believers.
But their power and ferocity cannot alter the course of divine jus-

tice. The surah says:

They [God’s enemies| would have devised their plans, but God is
able to deal with their plotting even if it could move mountains.
Never think that God would break the pledge He gave to His
Messengers. God is Mighty and capable of revenge... (46—47)

K/ 4 S
SN

The surah opened with a statement to the effect that God had
revealed the Qur’an to Muhammad, the seal of the prophets, in
order to lead people out of darkness and into the light. It closes
with another statement, no less forceful or definite, that: “This is
an admonition for humankind, that they may be warned thereby
and that they may know that God is the One and Only God and
that wise people may take heed” (52). “The wise people” ought to
give credit to their own intelligence by not taking other gods
besides the one God. They ought to study God’s revelation very
closely and hold fast to the beliefs and principles that will ensure
their success and salvation.
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Al-Hijr

“ALIF, LAM, RA. These are the verses of the Book and a perspi-
cuous Qur’an” (1). God’s revelation to humankind, referred to here
as the Book, is written and communicated by word of mouth. The
Arabic words, al-Kitab and al-Qur’an, are both used to identity God’s
revelation to Muhammad. “The disbelievers would often wish they
were Muslims” (2). As the truth becomes clearer and God’s words are
tulfilled, the cynical and the negligent amongst humankind wish
they had taken heed. But the Qur’an directs the Prophet to: “let
them feast and enjoy themselves and hanker after their delusions;
they will soon realize the futility of their endeavors” (3). Pursuit of
worldly pleasures has been a constant feature of human history. In
today’s civilization, however, it seems to have been elevated to the
status of religion, and people have all but forgotten about accounta-
bility in the hereafter. But the Qur’an emphatically instructs the
Prophet not to: “yearn for the enjoyments We have made available
to some of them, nor grieve over them” (88).

The interesting point to note here is that the surah opens with
statements which are endorsed and echoed by similar ones towards
the end of it. When talking about people who challenged earlier
prophets and hampered their work, we read at the beginning of the
surah: “Never have We destroyed a nation before its appointed
time. Men cannot forestall their doom, nor can they delay it” (4—5).
Further elaboration is given towards the end of the surah, with the
citing of case histories such as those of the peoples of prophets Lot,
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Shu‘ayb and Salih. Failures and mistakes of transgressor nations
grow and accumulate up to the point when divine punishment
becomes inevitable and unavoidable. On the instance of Lot’s peo-
ple, God says:

By your life, they were blundering and intoxicated. They were
struck at sunrise as We turned their land upside down and hailed
upon them a shower of clay-stones. Surely in that there are signs for

those who reflect. Their ruins are still there for all to see. (72—76)

Concerning prophet Shu‘ayb’s people, God says: “The forest
dwellers were also guilty and We took vengeance upon them. They
all stand out as a manifest example” (78—79). Then the surah talks of
Salih’s people, identified here as the people of al-Hijr, a valley in
north-west Arabia known today as the cities of Salih, which gives
the surah its title. Salih’s people:

denied the messengers and were given Our signs, but they ignored
them. They hewed out their dwellings into the mountains and lived
in safety therein. But one morning they were struck down and

nothing they had gained could avail them. (80—84)

These verses which appear at the end of the surah explain and
complement the ones appearing at the beginning, starting with verse
4, which says: “We [God] have sent messengers before you to earlier
nations, but they scoffed at each messenger who had come to
them...” (1o—11). The Arabs also scoffed at the Qur’an and at
Muhammad. “They said, “You to whom the Qur’an was revealed,
you are surely possessed. Bring us the angels, if what you say is true’”
(6—7). The Arabs were not alone in making this demand, for other
nations before them had also asked for the same, but God had
ignored such trivial and frivolous demands. These societies seemed

to consider revelation as some kind of game in which the winner
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would be the crudest and the most vulgar. But God replies: “We
send not the angels down except for just cause: if they came [to the
ungodly], behold! no respite would they have” (8).

At this stage God mentions that the Qur’an, as the final divine
revelation, will be preserved for eternity and no matter what its
detractors may do, they shall not succeed in destroying or obliter-
ating its message. “We [God] have revealed this Qur’an, and We
shall preserve it” (9) and: “We have given you [Muhammad]
seven oft-repeated verses [al-Fatihah| and the great Qur’an” (87).
Some people reject the Qur’an out of prejudice and sheer pig-
headedness. The more, and the stronger, the evidence they are
presented with the more adamant they grow in their effrontery
and opposition: “If We opened for them [the unbelievers] a gate
in heaven through which they ascended higher and higher, they
still would have said, ‘Our eyes are shut; we must be under a
spelll’” (14—15)

The surah also contains a fascinating account relating to the uni-
verse, its secrets and forces, which point to the power of its Maker.
As one looks up into the infinity of the heavens, one cannot help but
be captivated by the multitude, distribution, and movement of the
planets and stars in this vast universe which knows no boundaries.
Likewise, as one gazes at the wonders scattered all across the earth,
both on land and sea, one is immediately amazed by how God sus-
tains and provides for all the millions upon millions of creatures and
living organisms that exist upon it. God says:

And indeed, We have set up in the heavens great constellations, and
endowed them with beauty for all to behold; and We have made
them secure against every satanic force accursed so that anyone who
seeks to learn [the unknowable| by stealth is pursued by a flame
clear to see. And the earth We have spread it out wide, and placed
on it mountains firm, and caused [life] of every kind to grow on itin

a balanced manner, and provided thereon means of livelihood for
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you [O men] as well as for all [living beings| whose sustenance does

not depend on you. (16—20)

While the surah goes into some detail in the opening part relating to
the wonders and marvels of the universe, it gives a statement of a
more general nature towards the end:

We have created the heavens, the earth and all that lies between
them for the sake of universal truth. The appointed Hour is sure to
come, and so forbear and show sweet magnanimity. Your Lord is
the All-Knowing Creator. (85—80)

K/ 4 S
SN

Science has shown that the human body is made up of the same ele-
ments as the earth’s soil. But how do flesh and bones turn into dust,
and how does the dust turn back into flesh and bones? Genes carry
hereditary information, but are they responsible for the design and
the origination of that information, or for the human character that
emerges as a result? Are we to believe that it is the human brain and
other bodily organs, complex and ingenious as they are, which in
fact determine man’s character and destiny? With closer scrutiny, it
becomes clear that these amazing organs are only a means, or tools,
by which divine power is manifested enabling man to know God
and acknowledge Him as the Giver of life and death and the
Originator of creation. God “holds abundant stores of all things and
gives of each according to a predetermined measure” (21).

God’s knowledge is instantaneous and comprehensive; all reality
is totally and simultaneously accessible to Him. Dimensions of time
and space lose all their properties. God alone knows the ‘how,’
‘what’ and ‘when’ of the future: “We know those of you who have
already gone by as well as those who are yet to come. Your Lord will
gather them all together; He is Wise and All-Knowing” (24—25).
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The life-cycle of living organisms is a wonder to behold! Living
creatures breed, multiply and die in endless numbers. A parasite
teeding oft the back of a larger animal may, in turn, become a meal
for a bird. By eating the insect, the bird provides relief for the mam-
mal. In this way the life-cycles of the animal kingdom are
interlinked.

KON
AN

Humankind is a marvel of divine creation. Made “from parched
dark clay” (26) people die and return to earth and turn into dust
again. But what makes them such distinguished creatures? What sets
them apart from the rest of creation? The answer is the divine spirit
which has been breathed into them, and which gives them the qual-
ities and status unique to humans in the divine world order. It was
this streak of divine spirit which made Iblis, or Satan, envious of
man, causing him to refuse to recognize man’s superiority. As a
result, Satan vowed to seek revenge against Adam and his offspring.
The surah informs us that Satan said:

“Lord, as You have let me go astray, I will tempt them [humankind]
on earth and will lead them all astray, except those of Your servants
whom You have favored.” God said, “The final word on this is that
you shall have no power over My servants, except the nefarious

among them who follow you.” (39—42)

The story of Adam and his arch-enemy, Satan, is recounted in the
Qur’an on several occasions. In this instance, the main emphasis is
on the very nature of the raw material from which man is made:
parched dark clay!

This life is transient, a mere bridge to another permanent world
where everyone will receive his or her due reward in accordance
with their performance in this life. The losers will be those who
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denied God’s sovereignty and neglected His guidance. As Satan
himself has no real power over human beings, those who allow
themselves to be misled by him will only have themselves to blame
for falling into error; as the saying goes, “ignorance of the law is no
excuse.” All that Satan can do in this life is to tempt and mislead hu-
mankind through the power of suggestion. Individuals who, having
received ample warning of Satan’s methods, choose to listen to and
follow his suggestions, will have no one to blame but themselves for
the consequences. People have to be ever alert and vigilant, realizing
that as long as God’s laws are not abandoned, He will be forgiving
and generous, otherwise His wrath can be overwhelming. The
surah says: “Tell My servants that I alone am Forgiving and Mer-
ciful; and that My punishment is a woeful punishment” (49—50).

This strong admonition is followed with an illustration involv-
ing an episode from the life of prophet Abraham. His wife, as the
angels had told him, was pregnant and about to give birth to a son,
and the town, whose inhabitants engaged in the abhorrent practise
of sodomy, would soon be destroyed. The Qur’an makes no men-
tion of the Old Testament account referring to God as eating at a
feast hosted by Abraham, because this is an act which does not
become God and by ignoring the tale the Qur’an strips it of cre-
dence. Prophet Lot’s people were abominable and although he
tried very hard to dissuade them from their vile practices they
failed to change. Consequently, God destroyed them, turning their
city upside down. Sodomy and homosexuality are a curse and an
affliction which spread as a result of promiscuity and sexual depra-
vity amongst mankind. Although legalized in some contem-
porary societies, these acts have always been considered in the past
as morally unacceptable. However, these have not been the only
perversions that modern western civilization has legitimized
through its legal system.

We have already seen how the opening and closing statements of
the surah skillfully complement one another, separated by passages
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relating episodes from the lives of the prophets Adam, Abraham and
Lot to reinforce the principles conveyed by those statements and
thereby enhance their impact. Thereafter the surah picks up the
thread of giving further instructions to Prophet Muhammad, who
had been honored by receiving God’s revelation, on how to
respond to that honor: “Do not yearn for the enjoyments We have
made available to some of them, nor grieve over them, but show
kindness to the faithful, and say, ‘I am he that gives plain warnings™”
(88-80).

The surah then links this approach with earlier Israelite and
Christian responses to revelation which had, on the whole, been
schismatic and cynical: “Just as We had sent revelation to the schis-
matic, who break the Qur’an into separate parts, believing in some
and denying others” (9o—91). Israelite and Christian contemporaries
of Prophet Muhammad treated the Qur’an in a manner similar to
the way their predecessors had treated their own scriptures. They
accepted what suited them and refused to believe in the rest. In the
case of their own scriptures this had led them to tamper with their
texts, altering some of the principles and rules which were expound-
ed therein. The surah warns: “By your [Muhammad’s| Lord, We
will question them all about what they had done” (92—93). Mean-
while, God consoles Prophet Muhammad with the fact that his
unbelieving detractors would not be able to thwart his mission for
too long: “We [God] will protect you [Muhammad]| against the
cynics who mock you and take another god besides God. They shall
soon come to know their fate” (95—96).

During the early days of Islam, the Arabs of Makkah had staged a
relentless campaign of mockery and ridicule against the Prophet as
well as the revelation he was receiving. They spared no effort in
widening their campaign of psychological warfare, in an attempt to
win other tribes in Arabia over to their side. Naturally, this left the
Prophet distressed and despondent. However, God directed him to
pay no attention to this crusade and not to allow it to dishearten him.
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The surah directs the following comforting words to the Prophet:
“We [God] know you are distressed by what they say. Extol the
glory of your Lord. Prostrate yourself before Him and worship Him
until death overtakes you” (97—99). These closing words conveyed
an implicit divine promise that Islam would prevail in the world.
History has shown that this has been the case.
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THIS SURAH was clearly revealed during the latter part of the
Makkan period, 610 to 622 Ac, when the confrontation between
the Muslims and the pagan Arabs of Makkah had reached such a
fever pitch that despair had begun to creep into the hearts of the
Muslims as they could see no signs of the victory promised by Allah
for their new religion. In contrast to this desperation, the non-
Muslims were beginning to gloat and feel self-confident in their
position as none of the threats made against them in the Qur’an
and by the Muslims had seemingly materialized. It is within this
context and historical setting that the surah opens with the promise:
“The judgment of God will surely come to pass: do not seek to
hasten it...” (1).

Islam eventually triumphed over those who persisted in opposing
it causing them to suffer in defeat. Although the non-Muslims may
have perceived the time-scale involved for this to have been
achieved to be a lengthy and protracted one, on the divine scale of
things, however, it could not have occurred any sooner. The Mus-
lims were required to show patience and not lose heart and, indeed,
the surah ends with these sober instructions to the Prophet:

Be patient, then, and God will grant you patience. Do not grieve for

the unbelievers, nor distress yourself at their intrigues. God is with

those who fear Him and seek excellence in what they do. (127—-128)
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The Muslims had already suffered and persevered a great deal. At the
height of their distress the following two verses were revealed to
console and comfort them, giving them the moral support they so
desperately needed:

We will provide those who had migrated for God’s cause after they
had been persecuted, with a good abode in this life; and the reward
in the life to come is even better, if they but knew it. (41)

Your Lord is forgiving and merciful towards those who had migra-
ted, after they had been persecuted, struggled hard and persevered.
(r10)

The ‘migration’ (hijrah) reterred to here 1s one which was under-
taken by some scores of Muslims, travelling in small groups, during
the first seven years of Muhammad’s call to prophethood. No longer
able to withstand the persecution and victimization of the Makkans
they emigrated to Abyssinia, hoping to find safety and shelter there.
Al-Bukhari reports that Asma’, daughter of “Umays, who was
among the party of Muslims who first emigrated to Abyssinia then
to Madinah, was once visiting Hafsa when “Umar ibn al-Khattab
entered the room. He turned to Asma’ and said: “We have a greater
right to God’s Messenger because we migrated before you did.”
Asm3’ became angry and retorted: “Never, by God. Whilst you
were with the Prophet and he was feeding your hungry and teach-
ing your ignorant, we were in that appalling and strange land during
which time we came under persecution and threat; and all for the
cause of God and His Messenger. By God, I will not rest until I have
informed him of what you have said to me.” True to her word,
when the Prophet next visited Hafsa’s house, Asma’ related the inci-
dent to him and upon hearing “Umar’s comment and Asma’s reply
he remarked: “They have no more right to me than you. ‘Umar and
his Companions have the honor of a single migration (hijrah), while
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you, the ‘people of the boat’ [having returned from Abyssinia by
boat]|, have the credit of two.”22
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At the beginning of the surah, revelation is referred to as ‘the
Spirit’ because of its capacity to revive and rejuvenate nations and
individuals.

By His will He sends downs the angels with the Spirit to whomso-
ever of His servants He chooses, bidding them to warn that there is
no god but Me: therefore fear Me. (2)

Elsewhere in the Qur’an, Allah has stated: “Thus have We revealed
to you [Muhammad] a Spirit of Our will when you knew nothing of
the Book or of faith...” (al-Shira: s2). It is this spirit of the Qur’an
which inspired the Arabs and transformed them from a nation of
marauding tribes, with a marginal place in history, into a dynamic
and vigorous social force that went on to lead the world.

The surah then takes up the discourse along two main themes,
one dealing with revelation and the other with the wonders of
nature and the physical world, alternating between them to convey
to humankind instructions, explanations, examples, and evidence
for the existence of God and His grace to humankind. In the first
theme, we are told of the two different responses given by man to
the Qur’anic statement that, by His will, God: “sends downs the
angels with the Spirit to whomsoever of His servants He chooses”
(2). The first response is that of the rejectionists and the hopelessly
lost people for:

When they are asked, “What has your Lord revealed?” They say,
“Myths of old!” They shall bear their own burden in full on the Day

22 Narrated by al-Bukhiari.
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of Resurrection, together with part of the burden of those they had,
in their ignorance, led astray. (24—25)

In everyday society this kind of rebuttal normally comes from the
elite or the leaders and opinion-formers who influence the masses
and mislead them. The Prophet is reported to have said: “Whoever
advocates a wrong or misleading idea shall bear the accumulative
burden of all those who are influenced by it.”23 The responsibility
for disseminating false and insidious ideas among common people
should not simply stop at the act of promoting and spreading such
information without an examination of or care for its repercussions.
Philosophers, thinkers, and writers must be prepared to bear the
burden resulting from the eftect which their ideas may have on
other individuals and on society as a whole.

On the other hand, people themselves should also think critically
and be ever vigilant and discerning with regard to the principles and
ideas they choose to accept and believe in. In other words, they
should not allow themselves to be led like sheep. The surah says:

And those endowed with knowledge will say, “Shame and affliction
shall this day befall the unbelievers. Those upon whom the angels

’

will bring death while they are wronging themselves...” (27—-28)

In contrast to this attitude verse 30 points to the stance of the
God-fearing, who display a much more intelligent, considered, and
sensible response.

But when the God-fearing were asked, “What has your Lord
revealed?” They replied, “He revealed the best!” Those who do
good will be well-rewarded in the present life, although the life to

23 Narrated by Muslim, Abf Dawiid, al-Nas3’1, al-Tirmidhi, Ibn Majah and
Imam Ahmad.
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come will be even better. Blessed is the dwelling place of the

righteous. (30)

The surah goes on to elaborate further on the qualities of these
people stating: “Those pure ones to whom the angels, when they
come to take their lives, would say, ‘Peace be upon you. Enter

299

Paradise in reward for what you had done’” (32). The verse is refer-
ring to people who will have striven to keep their hearts clean and
their lives pure and devoted to the cause of Allah, seeking to serve
Him to the best of their ability and do good till the moment of death
overcomes them. Faith and righteousness require cultivation and
caring, and are strengthened by incentives and discipline, and with
the exercise, application, and enhancement of a host of human
instincts, talents, habits, and skills.

The surah then turns to the second theme, that of the physical
world and the clear effects of God’s hand in its structure and exis-

tence:

He created the heavens and the earth in accordance with the uni-
versal truth. Exalted be He above all they associate with Him! He
created man from a drop of fluid: yet man has clearly emerged as an

open adversary. (3—4)

Man’s intransigence is indeed bewildering. No other creature is so
well aware of its weaknesses and frailties, yet dares to challenge the
authority of God and deny His grace and favor. The surah illustrates
this by pointing to one of the great favors of God to humankind in
the verses: “He created beasts for you which give you warmth and
tood and other benefits. You enjoy their grace and beauty when you
bring them home and when you take them out to graze” (s—6).
Profiling the relationship between humans and animals, the
Qur’an presents a picture that is free of dominance and exploita-
tion. Man, as the master and keeper of animals, 1s taught to live in
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harmony with them and treat them with respect. The human and
animal roles in this world are complementary and inter-dependent.
Animals are a source of comfort for humans, and should be treated
with care and kindness for they are a blessing and a gift from God.

I
AN

The surah then goes on to detail other divine favors of God to
humans:

He sends down water from the sky, of which you drink and irrigate
the pasturage on which you feed your animals. And with it also He
brings forth crops, olives, palm trees, grapes, and fruits of every

kind. Surely in this there is a sign for those who reflect. (1o—11)

‘What causes the rain to fall, and the earth to produce plants, crops
and flowers which blossom and appear in such amazing and beauti-
ful colors? It never ceases to amaze me how, from the same soil and
using the same rain water, different varieties of plants and crops
grow to provide food and nourishment for animals and humans
alike whilst thick forests and expansive empty plains exist side by
side. How does all this come about, and what power lies behind
it all?

He [God] harnessed for you the night and the day, and the sun and
the moon; the stars are also subservient to His command. Surely in

this there are signs for men of understanding. (12)

The planet on which we live, and which sustains us, is but a speck
in a vast complex universe with countless planets and stars, and
we are but a mere drop in an infinite ocean! Although our universe
1s undoubtedly vast, the power of its Creator is even more immense
and awe-inspiring. Nevertheless, despite these overwhelming reali-
ties, there are in every generation people who remain ignorant of
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God and/or who imagine Him to be a piece of rock or a plank of
wood and worship Him as such.

Is He, then, who creates, the same as him who cannot create? Will
you not take heed? If you were to reckon up God’s blessings you
could not count them. God is Forgiving and Merciful. He is aware
of what you conceal and what you reveal. Those taken as gods
beside Him can create nothing; they are themselves created. They
are dead, not alive; nor do they know when they will be raised to

life again. (17—21)

This surah is also known by the title “al-Ni‘mah”, meaning
“bounties” or “favors”, as it calls on man to remember and value an
impressive host of gifts and blessings which God has provided to
humans for their use and benefit. As noted earlier, the evidence for
God’s power and sovereignty as manifested in the wonders of the
silent physical world is supported by that which is eloquently arti-
culated in the Qur’an. The two are complementary and used
interchangeably to lead mankind to the universal truth and acquaint
them with God Almighty.

Nonetheless, and despite the signs, skeptics and disbelievers have
existed throughout human history. They have slandered God’s
prophets and branded them liars, rejecting belief in life after death.
“They solemnly swear by God that He will never raise the dead to
life. But God’s promise shall be fulfilled, though most people may
not know it” (38). The truth is that this life, with all its enjoyments,
is transient and will be followed by an eternal and far richer one.
This was the message that no Messenger had ever failed to convey to
his people.

All those We had sent before you [Muhammad]| were men to
whom We had sent revelation. If you do not know, refer to those

with knowledge [of earlier revelation]. We had sent them with
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strong evidence and scriptures, and to you [Muhammad] We have
sent the Qur’an, so that you may explain to people what is sent
down for them, and that they may give thought. (43—44)

Materialists, secularists, and animists do not believe in divine rev-
elation. The Arabs of Makkah were idol-worshipers who did not
believe in a life to come. When the Prophet told them that he had
received divine revelation which taught that the physical, as well as
the metaphysical, world was bigger and more sophisticated than
they had come to realize, they turned against him. The Qur’an
advised them to refer to the Israelites and the Christians, earlier
recipients of divine revelation whom the Qur’an refers to as ‘People
of the Book,” and learn from their experience. This leaves us won-
dering as to what happened to the revelations which Moses and
Jesus had brought to their respective followers?

The Old and New Testaments contain statements which are
strange and inaccurate. Who, for instance, can believe the Old
Testament account that God grew jealous of Adam after he had eaten
from the tree of knowledge, and, fearing that he would eat of the tree
of eternity and become His contender for power, had him expelled
from the Garden of Eden and sent down to earth as a punishment for
him and his oftspring? Is it conceivable that God ‘killed His only son,
Jesus, or allowed him to be killed as atonement for Adam’s sin and to
facilitate his salvation’? These and other myths are among some of
the many fabrications which are to be found in the Old and New
Testaments, books claimed to be the word of God, such that who-
ever rejects them “shall never enter the Kingdom of God™!

The reason that the Qur’an referred the Arabs of Makkah to the
People of the Book was only because these had had an experience of
divine revelation, and not in order for them to learn from their
scriptures. Indeed, the Qur’an corrected certain claims of earlier
revelations:
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By God, We have sent Messengers before you to other nations, but
Satan made their vile deeds seem fair to them. He is now their
patron, and a woeful punishment awaits them. We have revealed to
you the Book so that you may resolve for them their differences,

and as guidance and mercy to those who believe. (63—64)

The Qur’an is an elucidation of the truth propounded by earlier
revelation and a means of salvation for man’s soul and sanity. The
revelation brought by Prophet Muhammad purified and reconciled
man’s thinking with earlier religious thought and closed the gap
between purely materialistic belief and the belief in the unknown.
The surah defines Muhammad’s mission thus: “We have sent the
Qur’an, so that you may explain to people what is sent down for
them, and that they may give thought” (44). Reflection is a healthy
function of a sound and vigorous mind, and rational thinking is
an essential feature of a sensible mentality. Any system of religious
belief which does not address man’s rational faculties, or is not in
tune with the requirements and limits of human nature, can claim
no divine origins.

God has said, “You shall not serve two gods, but one God, so fear
none but Me.” His is what the heavens and the earth contain, and to
Him all should undoubtedly submit. Would you then fear anyone
else but God? (s1—52)

K74 Sy
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The surah then returns to citing more of God’s favors to mankind.
“God sends down water from the sky with which He nourishes the
soil after it was dead. In that there is a sign for people who pay atten-
tion” (65). As a result of this process, cereal, crops, and fruits of difte-
rent kinds grow out of soil, manure, and fertilizing substances. Who
controls and regulates the relationship between such paradoxes? “In
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animals too, there is a worthy lesson for you. We give you out of
what is inside their bellies of food and blood, pure milk which is
pleasant for all those who drink it” (66). Cows do not manufacture
the milk they produce, nor is a cow’s body the real or ultimate
source of her milk. Likewise, chickens lay their eggs without having
any idea of what minerals and other nutrients are contained therein.
All this begs the question: who is behind this grand and marvelous
design? Who makes it all work in such harmony, compatibility,
efficiency, and balance? The answer is God Almighty, yet, alas, how
few of us appreciate this tremendous fact or reciprocate it with any
real show of obedience and gratitude to Him.
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Your Lord inspired bees to dwell in mountains and trees and man-
made hives, and to feed on every kind of fruit, and to seek the routes
their Lord made easy for them to find. Out of their bellies comes a
syrup of different hues, therein a cure for men. Surely in this there is

a sign for those who ponder. (68—69)

Volumes have been written about the nutritional and medicinal val-
ues of honey. These tiny insects are able to extract nectar from
flowers and plants everywhere. They group together in intricate and
well-ordered kingdoms or colonies to produce this unique and fas-
cinating substance which has provided man with nutrition, remedy,
and enjoyment throughout the ages.

The surah goes on to cite a number of other favors of God to man
spanning the length and breadth of his life: “God has created you and
He will cause you to die, though some of you shall reach the senility
of old age and forget all they had known hitherto...” (70). Life itselfis
a gift bestowed on man to enable him to fulfill his intended mission
in this world. In return, man is obliged and expected to show grati-
tude and appreciation to God Almighty. God has allotted to people
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varying degrees of prosperity and fortune in their lives as a means of
testing them, both in times of prosperity and in times of adversity.
Will the wealthy be able to conquer their greed and selfishness and
look with mercy and compassion towards the deprived, and care for
them?
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Marriage 1s yet another of God’s great gifts and is a means for the
preservation of the human race. But, how deeply have people truly
valued its sanctity and preserved it from the crippling and unneces-
sary traditions, rituals, and demands of human society?

God has provided you with spouses from among yourselves and,
through your spouses, sons and grandchildren, and He has provided
you with the good things. Would they then believe in falsehood
and deny God’s favors? (72)

One of the most intriguing features of human beings is their capacity
to manufacture and believe in falsehoods. Instead of serving the One
true God who has bestowed all manner of blessings upon them, they
would rather turn their attention to the worship of concocted gods,

both animate and inanimate:

Rather than God, they worship others which cannot, nor will ever,
confer on them any benefit from the heavens or the earth. Compare

none else with God; God knows and you do not. (73—74)

Judgment is a certainty which every single human being will
face. They will have to stand alone before God and be a witness to
what they had done in this life, and for Allah this will occur in the
twinkling of an eye: “The coming of the final Hour shall happen
in a twinkle, or even faster. God has power over all things” (77).
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The surah continues in a similar vein: “God brought you out of
your mothers’ wombs knowing nothing, and He gave you senses
of hearing, vision, and feeling, so that you may be thankful” (78).
The process of growth from babyhood to manhood is an amazing
and fascinating one. Man’s transformation from a small, vulnerable,
and defenseless creature into a grown, mature, and independent
adult 1s a magnificent manifestation of God’s immense power and
creativity.

From the secrets of the womb to the functions of the planet
and the universe, God is fully aware and in control of every-
thing. Nothing exists or happens on land, sea, or air without His
knowledge, command, or power: “Do they not see the birds that
fly in the vast skies, and nothing but God sustains them in flight?
Surely in this there are signs for the believers” (79). Unfortuna-
tely, familiarity has blunted our fascination with the mysteries of
God’s creation and dulled our senses to the signs of His existence
everywhere.

God has made your houses places of shelter for you, and of animals’
hide and skin he provided you with homes which are light to carry
when you travel and easy to erect when you camp. From their
wool, fur, and hair you can make furniture and other utility items
for enjoyment during your short lives. Of what He has created God
has provided you with shelter from the heat of the sun, and He has

given you dwelling places in the mountains... (80—871)

Reading ayah after ayah one 1s quickly and deeply led to understand
and appreciate that the number of favors bestowed by God on
mankind is as vast as the stars in the sky and that: “If you reckoned up
God’s blessings you could not count them all. God is Forgiving and
Merciful” (18).

At this point the surah turns to talk about the Qur’an itself but
with reference to the Day of Judgment.
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On the Day of Judgment We shall call a witness from every nation
to testify against it. We shall call you [Muhammad] as witness
against these people [the Arabs of Makkah]. We have revealed to
you the Book manifesting all things and as guidance and mercy and

good news for the Muslims. (89)

The same scene is cited in al-Nisa’ which says:

How will it be then when We call forward a witness from every
nation and call upon you [Muhammad] as witness against these peo-
ple [the Arabs of Makkah]? On that day those who disbelieved and
disobeyed the Messenger shall wish that they were reduced to dust,
and they shall not [be able to] conceal anything from God. (al-Nisa’:

41—42)

It is reliably reported that when this verse was revealed to the
Prophet he was driven to tears, suddenly understanding the weight
of the responsibility placed upon his shoulders. The revelation
received by Prophet Muhammad contained within it the key to
understanding everything in this world. He delivered it intact and
with honesty, and raised a nation which would go on to create a civ-
ilization that would change the whole course of human history and
lead humanity along the true path to God. Today, this same revela-
tion lies abandoned and the Muslim people, once the creators of
empires, now do no more than pay lip service to its message and as a
result languish in a climate of backwardness, defeat, apathy, and
humiliation. What can the possible reasons for such failure be? Are
the Qur’an’s instructions so difficult to implement that we fail to
execute them? The answer is an emphatic no. Those who find such
lofty principles difficult to live by have only themselves to blame for
living in misery and suftering. For Allah says: “God enjoins justice,
kindness and charity to one’s own kindred, and forbids indecency,

2

wickedness, and oppression...” (90).
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The surah then turns to a slander perpetrated by the enemies of
Islam against the integrity of the Prophet during the early stages of
his mission. The Arabs used to say that Muhammad had been taught
the Qur’an by Jewish and Christian elders, or someone well-versed
in the knowledge of earlier scriptures. The implication was that
these mysterious mentors were non-Arab. However, they had
explained why none of them had come forward to claim credit for
their alleged contribution. “We know very well that they [the
Arabs] say, ‘Someone is teaching him.” But the man they allude to is
non-Arab, while this [the Qur’an] comes in pure Arabic speech”
(103).

The Qur’an immediately points out the absurdity of the accusa-
tion and the fallacy of the argument, for how could a non-Arab, no
matter how skilled and versed in the knowledge of earlier scriptures,
be able to compose a religious text of such utter beauty, perfection,
and purity as to be considered by all literary experts as a unique mas-
terpiece of Arabic prose unmatched to this day, without speaking a
word, or very little, of the language itself? Moreover, if such a men-
tor did happen to exist, why on earth would the Arabs keep his
identity a secret? Surely, the obvious action would have been to
confront Muhammad with him in order to discredit his mission and
expose him as an impostor? The accusation becomes more ludicrous
if we take a closer look at the Torah, the Gospel and the Qur’an, an
exercise which would reveal serious and fundamental differences
between them.

The Torah speaks of a ‘personal god’ whom it presents in
extremely derogatory and demeaning terms, for instance in the
account of God’s alleged defeat in a wrestling contest with Israel, or
Jacob, father of the Jews. Furthermore, on several occasions God is
made to appear in human form, and invariably described as ‘igno-
rant,” ‘reckless,” and ‘remorseful’! There is no room for comparison
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between the contents of the Torah and those of the Qur’an. By what
stretch of the imagination can the Torah be considered a source of
inspiration or a reference for the Qur’an which bases faith on abso-
lute monotheism and the total and absolute perfection, uniqueness,
and sovereignty of God? It describes God as:

...the Merciful who sits majestically on the throne. He has full
command over all that is in the heavens and on earth, and all that lies
between them as well as underneath the soil. Whether or not you

speak aloud, He knows the most hidden of secrets. (Ta Ha: 5—7)

The Qur’an says: “Everyone in the heavens and on earth shall return
to the Merciful in utter submission. He has a complete record of
them all, and one by one, they shall all return to Him on the Day of
Judgment” (Maryam: 93—95).

Likewise, the Gospel also differs dramatically from the Qur’an in
its conception of God. It says nothing even remotely resembling the
above verse, and talks instead of “the Holy Spirit” (a probable refer-
ence to the Archangel Gabriel) and of Jesus, the son of Mary, as
“God the Son” and “God the Father.” In other words, that all three
are, in essence, one, and that God is a trinity in which the father, the
son and the holy ghost are one and the same!

This is poles apart from the Qur’anic conception and admits of
no reconciliation between them for Allah says: “Say, ‘God is One,
the Eternal God. He begot none, nor was He begotten, and there is
none that is equal to Him’” (al-Ikhlas: 1—4).

In light of the above, how can one possibly conclude that
Prophet Muhammad borrowed from the Torah or the Gospel,
especially bearing in mind the fact that nothing in these scriptures
comes even close to the unique style, diction, and presentation
employed by the Qur’an? Its linguistic, literary, and stylistic merits,
as well as its content and structure are without parallel, either in the
language in which it 1s preserved, Arabic, or in any other language
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known to man. The Qur’anic concept of God is rich with reverence
and veneration. It inspires man to be fully aware and appreciative of
His absolute power and control over the whole of creation. God is
Omnipotent, Omnipresent and Omniscient. The Qur’an invokes
in the human mind immediate and spontaneous submission and
obedience to God Almighty. Any attempts to undermine the origins
and integrity of the Qur’anic text will always prove groundless.

God shall not guide those who do not believe His revelation, and a
grievous punishment awaits them. Those who disbelieve God’s

revelation invent lies, and they are indeed liars. (104—105)

Although the Qur’an does not spare such liars, for their crime is seri-
ous, it does show clemency and compassion towards those who are
misled or who succumb to temptation due to weakness or duress.

As for anyone who denies God after having once attained to faith—
and this, to be sure, does not apply to one who does it under duress,
the while his heart remains true to his faith, but [only to] him who
willingly opens up his heart to a denial of the truth—upon all such
[falls] God’s condemnation, and tremendous suffering awaits them:
all this, because they hold this world’s life in greater esteem than the
life to come, and because God does not bestow His guidance upon

people who deny the truth. (106-107)

As Muslims, we believe that the Qur’an shall continue, unrivaled
and unchallenged, till the very end of time, to be the unparalleled
phenomenon it has always been.
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As mentioned earlier, this surah 1s mainly dedicated to pointing out
the numerous and wide-ranging bounties and blessings that God has
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granted to humans. Foremost among these is the Qur’an itself, as a
guide and a beacon. Several communities throughout human his-
tory, however, have chosen to ignore or not to acknowledge these
favors, refusing to show any gratitude to God.

God gives the example of a once peaceful and safe village whose
provisions came to it in abundance from every quarter, but it denied
God’s favors. Therefore, God afflicted it with famine and fear as a

punishment for its people’s deeds. (112)

In cases where people have changed course after having been mis-
led, and have come to recognize and reciprocate God’s blessings
with gratitude, God will always forgive them and take them back
into the fold. It is comforting to know that His door is always open
for those who repent and want to make a fresh start. “Your Lord is
always forgiving and merciful towards those who commit evil
through ignorance, and then repent and mend their ways” (119).

The surah then goes on to speak of Abraham, who was the elder
of all God’s prophets and ‘a nation unto himself,” a paragon of piety
and steadfastness in the service of God and His message. Prophet
Muhammad was instructed to follow in his footsteps. The surah
then makes a fleeting reference to the fact that the imposition of the
Sabbath on the Israelites had been as a punishment for their internal
wrangling, and internecine conflicts.

The surah closes with a profound statement addressed to Prophet
Muhammad emphasizing the fact that Islam is a faith built on under-
standing, reasoned discussion, intelligent argument and amicable
persuasion. It is never to be spread by force or compulsion.

Call others to the path of your Lord with prudence and gentle

exhortation, and argue with them in the most courteous manner.

(125)
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Mastering this approach in da“wah, or propagation of Islam, requires
not only a deep and earnest knowledge of the Qur’an and the
Sunnah of the Prophet but also a good understanding of the intrica-
cies of human nature.
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SURAH 17

Al-Isra’
(The Night Journey)

THIS SURAH IS KNOWN by the two titles: the Israelites and
al-Isra’, the Night Journey. Its opening verse refers to Prophet
Muhammad’s remarkable night journey from Makkah to Jerusalem
in 621 Ac. The following verses then immediately turn back in histo-
ry to relate some important episodes from the Israelites’ first sojourn
in Palestine. The Torah had firmly and conclusively established the
religious and political identity of the Israelites. However, although
they had initially emerged as a model community, promoting order,
cohesion, and fairness, their behavior soon changed and began to
resemble more that of the Pharaohs, their arch oppressors. In the end
they created chaos and havoc.

The Qur’an explains how administrative incompetence and
moral corruption within the leadership of a community can be eradi-
cated by simply removing the base and inept authority perpetrating
them. Reform may also be achieved through an outside force, where
foreigners intervene to take control, restore order, and punish those
responsible for the situation:

We revealed to the Israelites in the Book [the Torah]: “You shall
commit evil in the land twice, and you shall commit great oppres-
sion.” When the first round of your oppression will come to pass,
We shall send formidable loyal servants of Ours to ravage your

lands in fulfillment of Our command. (4—s5)
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Once nations lose control over their own affairs, they become
open to outside control and domination, forfeiting their rights to
independence of thought and freedom of action. Moreover, cor-
ruption and oppression are incompatible with a system based on
divine revelation, and, for this very reason, the punishment for its
negligence is usually very severe as otherwise the community can
easily fall prey to foreign control and suffer indignity and humilia-
tion. Once the lessons are learnt and the community’s true and
original spirit is awakened, its sense of dignity and self-esteem 1is
restored. This was the experience of the Israelites, for God says:
“We allowed you [the Israelites] to prevail against them once
again, and aided you with wealth and offspring, and made you
more numerous [than ever]” (6). The cycle of progress continues
as victory merely ushers in a new phase of trials and appraisal pro-
cedures. “If you persevere in doing good, you will but be doing
good to yourselves; and if you do evil, it will be [done] to your-
selves...” (7).

The Qur’an foretells that the Israelites would soon renege and
deviate, incurring yet more divine displeasure and punishment.
“..If you [the Israelites| revert [to sinning], We shall revert [to
chastising you]. And [remember this:] We have ordained that [in
the Hereafter| hell shall close upon all who deny the truth” (8). The
Israelites were first ravaged by the Babylonians under Nebucha-
dnezzar in §86 BC, when the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem
was destroyed and they were taken into captivity. The second
time was in 70 AC at the hands of Titus, later to become Roman
Emperor, who razed the Temple to the ground (after which it was
never rebuilt) and scattered the Israelites throughout the world.

In recent times, however, it has been the turn of the Muslims to
neglect their obligations towards the establishment of God’s order in
this world and as a result incur His displeasure. The great irony of
the current situation is, however, that it is the Israelites, previously
condemned for the same misdeeds, who have overwhelmed the
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Muslims. Since the Muslims, in possession of authentic and impec-
cable revelation, have regressed into bigotry and ethnocentricity,
they have been humbled by the Israelites, a condemned and cen-
sored people, who have in contrast rallied around their religious
laws and traditions to overcome the Muslims.

K/ 4 S
SN

A unique feature of this surah is the direct use of the word ‘Qur’an’
which is employed around eleven times, a characteristic not found
in any of the other surahs. These references occur in the following
verses:

(9)  This Qur’an guides to that which is most upright...

(41)  We have made plain Our revelations in this Qur’an so that they

[the unbelievers] may take warning...

45)  When you [Muhammad] recite the Qur’an, We place between
y p
you and those who deny the life Hereafter a hidden barrier.

(46) ...and when you mention your Lord, Him alone, in the Qur’an,

they [the unbelievers] turn their back in flight.

(60)  We have made the vision which We showed you [Muhammad],
as well as the [zaqqiim] tree cursed in the Qur’an, but a test to

men’s faith.

(78) Observe the prayers [salah, at their appointed times] from the
time the sun rises in the meridian and through the night.

Recitation of the Qur’an at dawn is particularly celebrated.

(82) Parts of the Qur’an which We reveal are a panacea and a mercy

to the believer...
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(88)  Say, “Ifall mankind and the jinn conferred to produce the like of
this Qur’an, they would surely fail...”

(89) Woe have set forth for humankind in this Qur’an all manner

of arguments, yet most of them persist in denial.

(106) We have divided the Qur’an into parts so that you [Muhammad]

may deliver it to people with deliberation. ..
[t is also referred to indirectly in the following verses:

(86) If We wished We could take away what We have revealed to
you [Muhammad]...

(105) We have revealed it [the Qur’an]| with the Truth, and with the

Truth it has come down.

It appears that the reader’s attention is being drawn to the fact that
the Qur’an is the most effective instrument that can unite the
Muslims and make them into a great world power again. In contrast,
the abandonment and negligence of its message by its followers will
be considered inexcusable and unjustifiable.

In the story of the Israelites we have a clear lesson and a warning.
They were dominated and defeated by pagans and fire worshipers
because they did not respect their divine scripture. Looking at the
dismal history of the Muslims, is it any wonder that, having been
guilty of a similar infringement, they are also being humiliated by
the worst and most lowly of enemies? All is not lost however and
this downward trend can be reversed in order to surmount and
overcome the situation. The Muslim nation’s ethical, social, politi-
cal, and economic life, its laws, practices, and relations with the
outside world should stem from the Qur’an and be guided by its
principles. In short, Muslims must learn to live every aspect of their
life by the Qur’an. This process cannot be completed overnight and
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will be an on-going and gradual development, governed by the
laws of human nature and the imperatives of social change. Unfor-
tunately, man is impatient and can easily be driven to despair: “Man
prays for ill as fervently as he prays for good; truly, man is ever
impatient” (11).

KON
AN

The surah establishes the God-ordained patterns that govern man’s
world:

We made the night and the day as signs; We enshrouded the night
with darkness and made the day bright, so that you may seek the
grace of your Lord and learn the calculation of the seasons and the

years. We have made all things manifestly plain (12).

As time goes by the cycle of human progress and decline is repeated,
as indicated in the surah; civilizations rise and fall, and communities
dominate and become dominated. The single common element in
this process is man himself; his behavior and judgment decide his
destiny and future. “He that seeks guidance shall be guided to his
own advantage, but he that errs shall err at his own peril. No man
shall bear another man’s burden...” (15).

This principle is universal, and equally applicable to individual as
well as collective human behavior. However, the Qur’an points out
that afluence and economic injustice are the first symptoms of cor-
ruption in a nation. The ascendancy of those who hoard wealth and
exploit others is usually the main reason, and the first sign, of a
nation’s downfall.

When We decide to destroy a city [a nation], We address the
affluent of its people. If they persist in their corruption and disobe-
dience, [Our] judgment becomes irrevocable and We shall raze it to

the ground. (10)

296



SURAH 17 ¢ Al-Isra’

Implicit in these statements is the fact that nations and civiliza-
tions are liable to be weakened and undermined by affluence and
extravagance. Their fate is also linked to their people’s attitude
towards the hereafter and the judgment that is sure to come. “He
that opts for this fleeting life We shall give him of it whatever We
will” (18). Affluence and prosperity are bestowed on nations and
individuals according to God’s will, and they do not necessarily
entail obedience and submission to Him.

The surah sounds a stern warning: “We have destroyed many
nations since Noah’s time...” (17) for their corruption and transgres-
sion, and “...no [such] nation shall be spared destruction or stern
punishment, before the Day of Judgment. That is permanently
recorded in the [eternal] Book™ (58).

By way of advice, the surah recommends, in verses 23—39 inclu-
sive, a list of social, moral, and economic practices and measures
which, if adopted, would strengthen the fabric of society and main-
tain justice, balance and cohesion within it. The section begins thus:
“Your Lord has enjoined that you worship none but Him, and to

bR

show kindness to parents...” (23) and ends with the statement:

These injunctions are but a part of the wisdom which your Lord has
revealed to you [Muhammad]. Serve no other god besides God, lest
you should be cast into hell, remorseful and despised. (39)

We note that the section opens and closes with an emphasis on
tawhid, indicating that it is the backbone of righteousness and true
submission to God. Along with tawhid comes respect and kindness
towards one’s parents. To appreciate the value of this, one need only
look at how parents and old people are treated in today’s Western
materialistic societies. Once they reach a certain age, parents and
grandparents are committed to old people’s homes and institutions
that are devoid of love and kinship, abandoned by their sons and
daughters and left to die in loneliness and desolation. Despite the
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hard work and eftort put into raising their children, parents in this
society receive very little in return and nothing reflects more
disloyalty and selfishness than uncaring, ungrateful oftspring. Fur-
thermore, the general trend in many societies today is to raise
children with the idea that they should break away from their fami-
lies at the earliest possible age. In the West, for example, they meet
only, if at all, once a year at Christmas, or at family weddings and
funerals.

In Muslim societies, children should have a difterent relationship
with their parents. God says: “Treat them with humility and tender-
ness and say, ‘Lord, be merciful to them, for they nurtured me when
I was in childhood’ (24). Regarding other family relations, He says:
“Give to the near of kin their due, and also to the destitute and to the
wayfarer. Do not squander your wealth wastefully...” (26). I under-
stand this to mean that one should not live in luxury when one is
surrounded by others in desperate need of the basic necessities of
life. This is further stressed in the verse which says: “Be neither
miserly nor extravagant, lest you would become despised or desti-
tute” (29). Alluding to the pre-Islamic Arab custom of burying alive
unwanted new-born girls, the surah goes on to point out that such
methods of birth control are not the best solution for the world
population problem. People must seek fair and equitable means of
distribution of wealth and resources among all members of society:
“Do not kill your children for fear of want” (31).

Increasingly, illicit sexual relations, including extra-marital sex,
or adultery, have become the norm in modern society. Free indul-
gence in promiscuous sex is seen as a healthy alternative to the
so-called sexual repression associated with morality and family-
based societies. But God says: “Avoid illicit sexual relations, for they
are foul and indecent” (32). Murder, that is to say the unlawful killing
of one human being by another, is recognized as a crime in all soci-
eties. However, the lawful killing of a human being for the com-
mission of a crime, that is to say capital punishment, has been made
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illegal in several countries today, and this has led to the spread of
insecurity and crime, resulting in the loss of innocent lives. The
Qur’an exhorts:

And do not take any human being’s life—][the life] which God has
willed to be sacred—otherwise than in [the pursuit of] justice.
Hence, if anyone has been slain wrongfully, We have empowered
the defender of his rights [to exact a just retribution]; but even so, let
him not exceed the bounds of equity in [retributive] killing. [And as
for him who has been slain wrongfully] behold, he is indeed suc-
cored [by God]! (33)

The Qur’an also enjoins man to protect the property of the
orphan, honor pledges, covenants, and contracts, and exercise jus-
tice and fairness in using weights and measures. Every individual
bears responsibility for what he hears or sees or feels. As humans, our
lives have a purpose, our senses and actions carry liabilities and we
are answerable for all our experiences. The Qur’an tells us: “Do not
follow what you do not understand. All shall be accountable for
what their ears, eyes, and hearts do” (36). A little reflection and dis-
cretion with respect to our thoughts and to what we hear and learn
can help us avoid a great deal of misunderstanding and ill-feeling.
The section is rounded oft with the profound advice: “Do not walk
haughtily on the earth. You shall neither split the earth nor rival the
mountains in their height” (37). These valuable exhortations are
vital ingredients for the development of morally and spiritually bal-
anced individuals and are, moreover, indispensable building blocks
for the development of strong and enlightened societies.

The surah then turns to an inspiring and reassuring discussion
about God Almighty and His power and affinity with the believers. It
touches on the natural physical world around us and the amazing
harmony and rapport which distinguish its systems, movement, and
existence. The infinite and incredibly complex universe, with its

299



A Thematic Commentary on the Qur’an

millions upon millions of stars, planets, and galaxies, 1s in constant
motion, but this motion is so smooth and tranquil that every second
that passes provides additional proof of the power and might of its
Creator. Another marvel of creation is the human body composed of
hundreds of millions of cells which form a number of complex sys-
tems performing a wide range of vital well-integrated functions that
make man a central and effective force in shaping the destiny of the
world. Does each of these cells realize the purpose of their existence
or comprehend the functions they carry out? Do ‘white cells’ or ‘red
cells” have brains of their own that tell them what to do or how to
behave? No, it is Allah who controls them and who has programmed
them to perform a specific set of functions lasting for a determined
period of time which could extend to a whole generation. This mar-
velis duplicated, with the same efficiency and precision, in thousands
of millions of human beings and has been done so for hundreds of
thousands of years.

Every atom in this vast cosmos, every cell, every human being,
and every creature is a testament to God’s predominance and
authority. Is this not proof enough of His incontestable supremacy
and unparalleled power? This world cannot exist on its own, nor
could it have come into existence of its own free will or volition. It is
totally and completely dependent on the power and grace of God.
Skeptics who choose not to believe in God or acknowledge His
authority do Him no harm whatsoever.

We have made plain Our revelations in this Qur’an so that they [the
unbelievers] may take note, but it only adds to their deviation. Say,
“If, as you affirm, there were other gods besides God, they would
surely seek to dethrone Him.” Glory to Him! Exalted be He, high
above their false allegations! The seven heavens, the earth, and all
that dwell in them extol His glory. All creatures celebrate His prai-

ses. He is Magnanimous and Forgiving. (41—44)
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The surah goes on to address and educate the unbelievers about
God, accusing them of preferring to live in darkness rather than to
accept the truth of God’s existence. By refusing to accept His mes-
sage, the unbelievers of Muhammad’s time suspended their rational
intellectual faculties and thereby denigrated themselves to a level
lower than the animals which only live life on a day-to-day basis and
see nothing beyond their immediate material existence. Their
excuse was that Muhammad must have been a victim of incantation,
influenced by a magic spell, and that what he was saying to them was
absolute nonsense for there could be no life after death.

It 1s interesting to note here that modern civilization also adopts
the exact same logic, with reference to life after death, as reflected
clearly in its art, literature, law and philosophy. Ancient and modern
skeptics would say in disbelief:

“What! When we are turned to bones and dust, shall we be restored
to life?” Say, ““You shall; whether you were made of stone oriron, or
any other substance which you may think can never be given life.”
They would ask, “Who will restore us to life?” Say, “He who creat-
ed you the first time round.” They would shake their heads and ask,
“When will this be?” Say, “It may be quite soon. On that day He will
summon you all, and you shall answer Him, praising, and you shall

’

think that you have only lived for a little while....” (49—52)

This is the second time this argument appears in the surah, indi-
cating that human beings are raised above the animals by virtue of
their free will and intellectual capabilities, but that once these capa-
bilities are relinquished, their senses lose their human functions and
begin to resemble more those of the animals—they look without
seeing, hear without understanding, and speak without knowledge.
More ominously, however, as man openly denies the existence and
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sovereignty of God and refuses to believe in his accountability to
Him, he forfeits the right to and privilege of God’s guidance.

Those whom God guides would be rightly guided; but those whom
He confounds shall have no ally besides Him. On the Day of
Resurrection they shall be dragged on their faces, blind, dumb and
deaf. Hell shall be their abode: whenever its fire dies down We shall
bring them a fiercer one. Thus shall they be rewarded: because they
disbelieved Our revelations and said, “Shall we be raised to life after
we are turned to bones and dust?” Do they not see that God, who
has created the heavens and the earth, is capable of creating their
like? The times of their death and resurrection are fixed with cer-

tainty. Yet the wrong-doers persist in unbelief. (97—99)

Verse 83 of al-Bagarah cites God’s advice to the Israelites to: “Be
courteous to others,” emphasizing the point that politeness and civi-
lity are necessary features of the believers. Echoing this counsel verse
53 of this surah also directs Muslims, through Prophet Muhammad,
to be courteous and pleasant to one another: “Tell My servants to be
courteous in their speech, for Satan sows discord among them. Satan
is the sworn enemy of man” (53). This is followed by an assertion that
[slam, and the Muslims, shall eventually triumph. “Your Lord is best
aware of all who dwell in the heavens and on the earth. We have
exalted some prophets above others, and to David We gave the
Psalms” (55). Elsewhere in the Qur’an, the Psalms of David are said
to include this promise: “We ordained in the Psalms, as in the Book
previously, that My righteous servants shall inherit the land of
Paradise” (al-Anbiya’: 105). Taken together, these statements affirm
the continuity of God’s message throughout human history. This
continuity is based on the concept of tawhid, the distinguishing and
most fundamental principle that binds the community of believers
together and links them firmly to God.
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Say, “Pray to whomever you wish besides God. They cannot
relieve your suffering, nor end it.” Those to whom they pray them-
selves seek God’s grace, vying to be close to Him, pleading for His
mercy, and fearing His punishment. Your Lord’s punishment is

ever fearful. (56—57)

Following these verses the surah moves on to give a most pro-
found statement concerning Adam and his offspring. “We have
placed Adam’s oftspring in high regard, facilitated their travel on
land and by sea, provided them with good things, and exalted them
significantly above many of Our creatures...” (70). But Adam him-
self’ proved lacking in will-power, whilst some of his offspring
showed and have continued to show a remarkable lack of gratitude
for the generosity extended to them. The Qur’an relates some asto-
nishing instances of human disrespect of, and indifference towards,
God and His kindness to humankind. Humankind have been espe-
cially favored with intellectual powers which enable them to
discern, reflect, rationalize, and judge values, objects, ideas, beha-
viors, and principles. However, once they begin to disregard or
defy the logical foundations of the world in which they live, their
rationalization and, subsequently, communication with it break
down.
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Prophet Muhammad spared no effort to present the principle of
tawhid in the simplest and most intelligible and forceful manner pos-
sible. Although miracles were demanded of him, and he was
challenged to present extraordinary material evidence to support his
arguments, there were no indications that his detractors would
have believed him anyway. At one stage the Makkans demanded
Muhammad to turn the hill of Safa, in Makkah, into gold before
they would give any credence to what he was telling them.
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However, there was no guarantee that they would have believed
him, even if he had done as they asked, for God says: “And we
refrain from sending the signs, only because the men of former gen-
erations treated them as false. We sent to Thamiid the she-camel as a
clear sign, but they disregarded it. We give signs only in order to

2

frighten [the unbelievers]” (59). The unbelievers of Quraysh were

quite specific:

They said, “We will not believe you until you make us a spring,
gushing out of the ground, or have for yourself a garden of Eden
with palm-trees and grapes and rivers flowing through it, or bring
the sky down upon us, as you have threatened to do, or bring God
and the angels before our very eyes, or have built for yourself
a house of gold, or ascend to heaven; but we shall not believe you
until you bring down for us a book which we can read.” Say,
“Glory to my Lord! Am I anything but a [humble] human
Messenger?* (90—93)

The truth of the matter, reiterated again and again, is that even if
God had acceded to their demands, they still would not have
believed in Him. The Qur’an says:

If We opened for them [the unbelievers| a gate in heaven through
which they ascended higher and higher, they still would have said,

“Our eyes are dazzled; we must be under a spell!” (al-Hijr: 14-15)

The unbelievers are saturated with obstinacy and disbelief (kufr), an
overwhelming persistent state of envy, stupidity, selfishness and
greed. Freedom from kufr requires enlightenment, fair-mindedness
and high moral standards. The conflict between kufr and faith (iman)
1s a continuing one in the history of man and its outcome will not
become apparent until the hereafter, and then:
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he whose record is placed in his right hand, will read it, and shall not
be wronged a wick’s width. But he who has been blind in this life
shall be even more blind in the life to come and will be in a worse

state of loss. (70—71)

However, the rejection of his people was not going to deter
Muhammad from the task with which he had been entrusted; the
timeless message had been addressed to all mankind and so was des-
tined to spread to the far corners of the world. Muhammad’s mission
was made all the more difticult by the fact that, apart from the help
and blessings of God, his methods had to rely on persuasion, educa-
tion, and reform alone. Some prominent Makkan leaders demanded
to be given special concessions and insisted on being treated differ-
ently from the rest. A similar situation had been faced by prophet
Noah when the more powerful members of his community had
asked him:

“Are we to believe in you when your followers are but the lowest of
the low among us?” He [Noah] replied, “How do I know what
they may have done? My Lord alone can bring them to account, if
you would but understand! I am not about to drive away the

believers...” (al-Shu‘ara’: 111-114)

If Muhammad could have been swayed into paying more atten-
tion to the demands of the influential people this would have been
at the expense of the lesser, more ordinary folk who had just as
much right to learn and understand about the religion. The surah
tells him, however:

They [the unbelievers] sought to entice you from Our revelations,
hoping that you might invent some other scripture in Our name.
Indeed, you would have been their trusted ally. Had We not
strengthened your faith, you might have inclined to their way
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slightly. In that case, you would have incurred a double punish-
ment: in this life and in the life to come. You would have found

none to protect you from Us. (73—75)

Whatever means one adopts to spread the message of Islam, it
must be in accordance with the principles of the faith and cannot
deviate from them. This is why the Prophet was reprimanded for
giving more attention and energy to the pursuit of rich and influen-
tial individuals whilst neglecting the needs of the poor and ordinary
ones. In any case, there was no way of ensuring that the powerful
were simply not deceiving him in their continuous scheming to
undermine the Muslims. “They sought to intimidate you and drive
you out of your home town. Had they succeeded, they would have
scarcely survived your departure” (76). Makkan Arabs resorted to
persecution and conspiracy in order to intimidate the Prophet and
his followers, and force them out of Makkah. At one point, they
were poised to kill him, but God led him to safety. Prophet
Muhammad emigrated to Madinah and, within a few years, Islam
had prevailed and he returned to Makkah triumphant.

Once the external material struggle had been overcome and the
Muslims had achieved victory, a new internal struggle took promi-
nence as the selflearned to do battle with its ego, pride, and desires.
Muhammad was taught that to become closer to God he should per-
form extra prayers and devote more time to personal, spiritual
regeneration and development.

Observe the prayers [at their appointed times] from the time the sun
rises in the meridian and through the night. Recitation of the

Qur’an at dawn is particularly celebrated. (78)
In the course of my research on the Prophet’s personality and

spiritual devotion to God, I was overwhelmed by the feeling that
humanity has never known a more devout and pious worshiper than
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Muhammad. This is firmly supported by the Qur’an and amply doc-
umented in the Prophet’s recorded sayings and biographies.
Muhammad was the last of the illustrious chain of prophets sent by
God to mankind, and he was the seal of prophethood. His coming
had been alluded to in the scriptures of the Jews and Christians and
they were aware of his imminent arrival. When the impending
event occurred, the true believers among them accepted him with-
out hesitation. God says:

We have revealed the Qur’an with the universal Truth, and it has
been revealed with the Truth. We have sent you [Muhammad]
only as a Messenger to deliver good tidings and to warn. We have
revealed the Qur’an in stages, piece by piece, so that you may recite
it to people with deliberation. Say, “Itis for you to believe in it or to
reject it.” Those endowed with knowledge prior to its revelation
prostrate themselves when it is recited to them, saying: “Glorious is
our Lord; our Lord’s promise has been fulfilled!” (105—108)

History informs us that as the Roman empire began to decline, the
Christians of Syria and Egypt accepted Islam willingly and en masse,
and, together with the Arabs, they carried it forward to all corners of
the globe. This is a vindication of the truth of the above verses and a
strong indication of the true and genuine faith of large sections of
pre-Islamic Jewish and Christian communities.
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Al-Kahf
(The Cave)

THE COSMOS REPRESENTS the physical evidence for the exis-
tence of God, and revelation is the guide to that evidence. True and
sincere belief'in God (iman) grows out of studying and understand-
ing the evidence and the guiding light leading to it. We read in the
opening verse of al-An‘am: “Praise be to God who has created the
heavens and the earth and ordained darkness and light...”. Al-Kahf
opens with the words: “Praise be to God who has revealed to His
servant [Muhammad] the perfect Book [the Qur’an] free of all
blemish” (1).

In the Qur’an, God urges man to be curious about life and the
world around him, to study every phenomenon he comes across,
and, at the same time, to study the Qur’an and reflect on its concepts
and meanings. Without this reflection and the will to learn and dis-
cover, man will be bereft of guidance and understanding.

Will they [the unbelievers] look at the universe of heavens and
earth, and all that God has created, and [consider| that their
appointed hour might be nigh? What other book than this one shall
they believe? (al-Araf: 185)

The physical world is teeming with evidence for tawhid. Every-
thing in the world points to one universal indubitable truth: that
there is but one Creator, who has no ancestry or offspring, and to
whom all creation belongs. The Qur’an has made this clear and
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beyond question. Even Muhammad himself, who received the
revelation and relayed it to humankind, is a servant of God like
everyone else. Any argument to gainsay these facts is simply futile
and untenable.

And admonish those who say that God has begotten a son. Neither
they nor their ancestors have any knowledge of such claims. It is a
monstrous claim that they utter; they are saying nothing but sheer
falsehood. (4—5)

Reflection on the wonders of the cosmos enhances one’s faith in
God and leads one closer to Him. The Qur’an has very clearly estab-
lished the link between intelligent study and contemplation and the
development of a strong and rational faith.

The Qur’an, as the quintessential reference source for tawhid, is
perfect, untampered with, and free of distortion. This assurance 1s in
itself a divine favor which deserves praise. The surah thus opens with
the words:

Praise be to God who has revealed to His servant [Muhammad] the
perfect Book [the Qur’an] free of blemish, so that he may give
warning of a dire scourge from Him, and give good news to the
believers who do good deeds that a wonderful reward awaits them,

which they will enjoy endlessly... (1—3)

The surah cites episodes from the chronicles of history to illustrate
the veracity of the concept of tawhid and its value to human society.
It narrates the stories of the young men of the cave, the rich man of
the orchard and the pauper, Moses and the pious man, and the well-
known account of Dhi’l-Qarnayn. Each account is followed by an
enlightening commentary designed to instill in the mind a recogni-
tion of the existence of God and the need to prepare for our accoun-
tability to Him.
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Before this, however, a few words of comfort are given to allevi-
ate Muhammad’s despondency at his people’s negative response to
the Qur’an. “You may destroy yourself with grief over their rejec-
tion, sorry that they do not believe in this revelation” (6).
Muhammad was told not to overburden himself because his main
task was to deliver the message, and that he would not be held
responsible for the people’s reactions to it. Human beings are ration-
al creatures, well equipped mentally and intellectually to discern
ideas and judge actions and consequences. Every individual shall be
accountable for the life he or she has spent on this earth. Divine jus-
tice shall be done, and none shall be wronged.

The Cave Youths, or the Sleepers, were young men who lived in
a polytheist community but embraced fawhid and rejected all other
ideologies, thereby earning the anger of their own people. This is
made clear in the verse that says: “‘Our people serve other gods
besides Him, though they have no convincing proof of their divi-
nity. Who is more wicked than him who invents lies about God?””
(15) Their belief had made them a target for mounting persecution
by their people and their lives were in danger. They decided to seek
safety elsewhere. This led them to a cave on the outskirts of the
town, where they remained for a considerable period of time,
unaware that they would go down in history as a paragon of faith
and devotion. Political and religious bigotry and persecution are
known to exist in every human society: “Did you [Muhammad]
think that the Youths of the Cave and al-ragim [the writing table]
were the most extraordinary of Our signs?” (9). Naturally, they
were not!

The sun is 150 million kilometers away from the earth and its rays
take eight minutes to reach us. Bearing these facts in mind, it is a
miracle that, to protect the innocent youths, sunlight fell on the
entrance of the cave at such an angle that it obscured its occupants
from the unwelcome gaze of any passers-by.
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You [Muhammad] would have seen the rising sun inclined to the
right of their cavern and, as it sets, it passes them to the left, while

they are inside it. That was one of God’s signs... (17)

God’s signs abound everywhere, in the history of humankind and
all around us today, but most people are blind to them.

Three hundred years later, unaware of how long they had been
asleep, the youths awoke. The first thing they felt was hunger,
and one of them went to the market to fetch some food. The
others urged him to be careful and ensure that no one recognized
him. “For if they find you out they will stone you to death, or
force you back into their religion and then you shall never
succeed” (20). They were so innocent and sincere that their only
concern was for their faith and how they could protect it. Their
account, therefore, is rather appropriately concluded with the
words:

Say, “None but God knows how long they stayed [in the Cave]. He
knows the secrets of the heavens and the earth. He sees and hears
best. Man has no other ally besides Him. He shares His sovereignty

with no one else.” (26)

The next verse reasserts the principle of tawhid, already empha-
sized in the opening verse of the surah: “Proclaim what has been
revealed to you of your Lord’s Book. His words are immutable. You
shall have no protection other than with Him” (27).

The Qur’an provoked two distinct reactions amongst the people
of Muhammad; some believed it and its teachings, whilst others
rejected it outright. God directed the Prophet to side with the for-
mer, showing support and affinity towards them, but to keep away
from the latter, saying:

Discipline yourself to remain with those who pray to their Lord

morning and evening, seeking His pleasure...and never obey him
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whose heart We have rendered oblivious of Our remembrance;

who follows his desires and whose lot is utterly hopeless. (28)

In this life man is free to believe or not to believe: “Say, ‘The Truth
comes from your Lord. Whoever wishes to believe, let him believe,
and whoever wishes to deny, let him deny’” (29). On the Day of
Judgment, justice shall be fully done towards both parties: “For the
wrong-doers We have prepared a fire which will surround them like
a formidable wall...” (29), while “those who believe and do good
works, We shall not deny them their reward” (30). Having clarified
the position, the surah directs Prophet Muhammad to address the
whole of humankind, saying: ““This is the truth from your Lord.
You are free to believe it or reject it’” (29).

A believer recognizes the existence of God and, conscious of this
reality, dedicates his life to the pursuit of His pleasure and the hope
of meeting Him in the hereafter, for he is fully aware that death does
not signal the end of existence but is simply the staging post for a
journey into another life. In contrast, however, a non-believer is
firmly rooted in this life and spends it entirely in pursuit of his per-
sonal pleasures, needs, and desires. In the expectation that his exis-
tence will end at death, with no prospect of a life to come, the non-
believer views the present and whatever remains of his life as the
only reality.

The surah then moves on to examine features of this principle
and formulates it through a discussion between a wealthy non-
believer and a believer of rather humble means. “Tell them, by way
of example, about the two men, to one of whom We gave two lush
vineyards surrounded by palm-trees and joined by cornfields...” (32)
while the other was of meager possessions. Gloating in his opulence,
the affluent non-believer boasted: ““I am richer and more powerful
than you’” (34). Rather than showing consideration towards his less
fortunate neighbor and oftering to share some of his possessions with
him, he chose to exult in his position judging himself solely on the
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basis of his material wealth. There is no knowing who is best in the
sight of God for Islam teaches that wealth and material possessions
are gifts from God, and not criteria for judging whether a person is
good or bad. Whatever God gives, He can just as easily take away
and if some wealthy people believe that they have come by their
wealth through their personal skills and dexterity alone, they should
ask themselves the question: Who gave them these qualities in the
first place? It was left to the poor believer to put the facts across:

Why, when you entered your garden, did you not say: “This is of
the grace of God! There is no power except with God!”? And if you
think that I am poorer than yourself and with fewer offspring, God
may yet give me a garden better than yours, and send down thun-
derbolts from the sky upon your vineyard, making it [but] slippery
sand... (39—40)

This prophecy was fulfilled, and the green and fertile fields of the
wealthy owner were indeed turned into a barren and arid waste. The
rich neighbor was grief-stricken and lamented his fate, saying: “‘I
wish I had not served other gods besides my Lord!” No allies
had he to protect him other than God, nor was he able to defend
himself” (42—43). He had been too proud, complacent, and self-
satisfied, and although self-preservation usually does drive human
beings to place their personal interests before those of others, in many
cases people become self-possessed anyway and are totally overtaken
by their own self-interests. God no longer holds a place in their hearts
and their consciences and they become completely self-centered.

In fact our own modern materialistic civilization has produ-
ced generations of self-seeking and greedy individuals. Modern cul-
ture has completely removed the issue of life-after-death from its
agenda, and any discussion of it is seen as meaningless and futile, to
be indulged in only by intellectual imbeciles, religious “fanatics” or
the superstitious. To such people God says:
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Cite for them the simile of this life. It is like earth’s vegetation
which thrives when the rain falls on it from the sky, but it then

dries and is strewn away by the winds. God has power over all

things. (45)

This is not to say that life, though transient and brief; is all evil or that
affluence and prosperity are bad. Wealth and power are bestowed
on many people as a blessing and a mercy from God. We have
already seen how Joseph came to be appointed to a high position of
power in Pharaoh’s kingdom. “Thus We established Joseph in the
land to rise therein as high as he pleased. We bestow Our mercy on
whom We will, and shall never deny the righteous their reward”
(Yiisuf: 56). Indeed power and wealth are necessary to establish
God’s universal truth on earth and support and perpetrate good and
useful causes.

Wealth and affluence are not the prerogative of the non-believers
only. The wealthy landowner in the above tale was not condemned
for his afluence but for his crass attitude and fatuous justification,
expressed as follows:

“I do not believe this will ever come to an end, and I do not believe
the Last Hour will ever come! But even if it were to come, [ am sure

to find an even better replacement for this wealth!” (35—36)

But what caused him to arrive at this conclusion or reach such
levels of arrogance and irascibility? The surah comments: “Wealth
and children are the ornament of this life. But deeds of lasting merit
are better rewarded and hold greater hope with your Lord” (46).
Although wealth and offspring add to the happiness and the enjoy-
ment of this life, they are also sources of power and influence. In
al-Isra’, verse 6, God said to the Israelites: “Then We granted you
victory over them and multiplied your numbers and your resources,
and caused you to outnumber them.” Prophet Muhammad was
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quoted as saying: “Clean wealth befits the righteous.”24 When the
spirit of altruism and self-sacrifice is suppressed or defeated, man’s
infatuation with material wealth becomes an obsession; and if
wealth is combined with greed and stinginess, the results can be
disastrous. However, when wealth is underpinned with faith in
God and s utilized for good causes, it becomes an asset and earns
God’s pleasure.
Prophet Muhammad was reported to have said:

God will strengthen and enrich the heart of a man for whom success
in the hereafter is the sole preoccupation; wealth shall come to him
in spite of himself. But a man preoccupied with worldly matters
shall only see poverty and deprivation; he shall only receive his pre-
destined share but will suffer poverty day and night. Whoever turns
his heart to God, others shall turn towards him with kindness and

friendship, and God would bring him quicker success.25

These wise words are deeply reassuring, evoking a sense of content-
ment and inspiring us to free ourselves from the scourges of greed
and self-indulgence. However, they should by no means be taken as
an excuse for apathy and a reason to avoid the lawful and clean pur-
suit of wealth and material prosperity. The threat to man’s humanity
and future happiness arises when he neglects God, discounts his
accountability to Him, dismisses the reality of life after death, and
surrenders his soul to the pursuit of material worldly interests and
desires. Because of the catastrophic effect of this moral and religious
amnesia on man and society as a whole, the surah reminds us of:

the day when We shall cause the mountains to move and the earth to

appear barren and plain; when We shall gather them [humankind]

24 Narrated by Imam Ahmad.
25 Narrated by al-Tirmidhi.
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all, leaving not a single soul behind. They shall be lined up before
your Lord. (47—48)

Most people are negligent and forgetful. Conveniently, the pre-
sent in their lives overshadows and obliterates the past and ignores
the future. But this only makes facing God a more frightening and
traumatic experience.

The record book will be laid open and you shall see the transgressors
dismayed at its contents. They will say, “Woe to us! This book has
omitted nothing small or great but noted it down!” They shall find

all their deeds recorded, and your Lord will wrong no one. (49)

The Day of Judgment is a day of shocks and surprises. It is only then
that the transgressors and wrong-doers will realize the extent of their
folly and their despair. But it seems that man will continue to be
complacent and indifferent to God’s warnings, and will mainly see
the truth when it is too late. “Look at all the previous nations. We
destroyed them for their wrongdoing, at the appropriate and predes-
tined time” (59).
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The next story to be told in the surah is that of Moses and an
unnamed pious elder, identified by the Prophet’s hadith as al-Khidr.
The moral of this story, in my view, reinforces the popular wisdom
expressed in sayings such as: ‘a blessing in disguise’ and ‘where igno-
rance is bliss, it is folly to be wise.” We act on what we consider to be
right and beneficial, but we are often presented with contrary results
which are sometimes disappointing or even tragic. What are we to
do? The Qur’an teaches us to accept God’s will as expressed in the
tollowing verse: ““You may hate a thing and it is good for you, and
you may love a thing and it is bad for you. God knows but you do
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not” (al-Baqarah: 216). But does this mean that we should lose faith
in our actions and our judgment and allow ourselves to be con-
sumed by cynicism? The answer is, of course, no. We are required
to plan to the best of our ability, use all available means of success,
take all precautions against failure, and leave the rest to God. This
does not mean that we should allow ourselves to act against God’s
laws or contrary to decent human behavior and common sense. Our
ignorance of the future does not justify the use of harmful or
improper means. The case of Moses and al-Khidr is, of course, a spe-
cial one, because both men were receiving separate revelations from
God and were trying to discharge their separate responsibilities
within the context of their shared experience.

After Muhammad, there was to be no further revelation, and no
one can, therefore, claim to have access to divine direction, other
than the Qur’an, or be ‘charged” with a divine mission. No longer
can anyone justify wrongdoing of any kind. Moses’ experience was
also designed to impress certain personal principles upon him. He
had once denied that anyone else had more knowledge than he, and
as a result God decided to take him through this episode in order to
show him the error of his thinking.

The story begins by highlighting two moral qualities required of
a leader: confident determination and stamina. The second Caliph,
‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, complained of two types of people: a weak
pious man and a treacherous powerful one. Leaders need to have
strong personalities but to be God-fearing as well; weak leaders are
ineffective, no matter how pious they may be.

It befitted Moses, as a leading prophet of God, to be in possession
of both these qualities essential for leadership. “Moses said to his
young aide, ‘I shall go on traveling until I reach where the two seas
meet, even if I have to travel for a long time’” (60). He would not
rest until he caught up with al-Khidr, no matter how long his jour-
ney might last. They met, and Moses very humbly asked: “‘May I
accompany you, so that you could teach me some of the wisdom
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you have been taught?”” (66) Al-Khidr replied curtly: ““You will
not be able to bear with me; for how can you bear with what is
beyond your knowledge?’” (67—68) Moses promised to be patient
and obedient, but his patience ran out when he saw the man making
a hole in a boat belonging to a group of innocent fishermen, which
meant that they would not survive their voyage. He protested
vigorously, but the pious man unraveled the mystery, saying: ““The
boat belonged to some poor fishermen. I damaged it because they
were being chased by a king who seizes every boat he sees’™ (79).
Damaging the boat therefore would have deterred the pirate king
from seizing it, thereby ensuring that the fishermen did not lose
their boat to him.

However, Moses’ objections grew still stronger when he saw
al-Khidr doing even stranger things which did not seem right or fair
to him. As the story unfolds, however, we begin to see the reasons
and wisdom behind al-Khidr’s mysterious behavior. The boat was
made defective in order to save it, and its passengers, from the pirate
king. A young man al-Khidr killed was wicked and had intended to
kill his parents. By killing him al-Khidr had saved them. However,
al-Khidr makes it clear to Moses that: “‘I have not done all this on
my behest. That 1s the meaning of what you were not patient
enough to understand’” (82). Al-Khidr’s behavior was inspired by
God Almighty, or else it would have been totally unacceptable.
Only God knows in advance the outcome of every action and
al-Khidr was merely acting on His instructions.

As regards comparisons between Moses and al-Khidr, it must be
made clear that Moses, along with Noah, Abraham, Jesus and
Muhammad, is one of the most senior and leading prophets of God.
Al-Khidr’s privileged knowledge does not afford him a status higher
than Moses. A patient on his sick bed can have better sight or hear-
ing than his visitors, but this does not make him a healthier man.
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Religious faith is often associated with asceticism and renunciation
of worldly power and possessions. However, in fact, this is a
mistaken image of true faith and religious life since reclusive,
inward-looking faith is usually of little benefit to society.

The fourth and final story in this surah involves an historical figure
identified as Dh@’'l-Qarnayn (the two-horned one). His career com-
bined knowledge with power, and he is introduced in the Qur'anasa
model for strong faith and genuine humility. R egardless of whether
he was Greek, Persian, Chinese or Yemeni, we are told that God had
given Dhi’l-Qarnayn substantial means and considerable power. He
was knowledgeable, sincere, wise, and fair, and was clearly in charge
ofavastkingdom.

They will ask you [Muhammad] about Dh@’l-Qarnayn. Say, “I will
give you an account of him.” We established him in the land and

provided him with all means of success and he pursued them.
(83-85)

God opened the door of victory for him and he used it to good
advantage. His conquests took him to the remotest coast in the west
where he came across a people of mixed faith. God said to him:

“Dht’l-Qarnayn, you may either punish these people or show
them kindness.” He said, “We shall surely punish the wicked, and
they shall return to their Lord for a stern punishment. As for the
believers who do good works, their reward shall be good” (86—83).

A fair and benevolent treatment.

Dht’l-Qarnayn then went eastward where he encountered
primitive communities living on the open land and wearing no
clothes. Another expedition took him to a place between two
mountain chains inhabited by similarly primitive and helpless peo-
ple, continually being raided by their marauding neighbors. They
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sought his help to protect them and keep their predators at bay.
“They said, ‘Dht’l-Qarnayn! Gog and Magog are ravaging this
land. May we pay you tribute to build a rampart between us and
them?”” (94) Recognizing God’s generosity towards him, he told
them that he needed no payment, but requested that they lend him
their labor to construct a barrier that would keep their plundering
neighbors away. He said: “‘Lend me your manpower and I will raise
a rampart between you and them’” (95).

Dht’l-Qarnayn’s engineering genius is demonstrated by the
way he constructed the dam. He used a molten mixture of iron,
brass and rock to erect a massive wall, rising to the mountain tops.
“They [the enemies] could neither scale it nor dig their way
through it. He [Dh@’l-Qarnayn]| said, “This is of the grace of my
Lord...”” (97-98).

It saddens me to see that Muslims today have not carried on this
tradition of engineering and technical skill. When it comes to scien-
tific and practical innovation and application, the Muslims have been
left far behind. Unfortunately, our energies and skills are wasted in
‘innovation’ in religious matters which has brought us confusion and
discord and hampered our material progress and scien tific advance.

Verse fifty-nine of this surah and verse 58 of al-Isra’ speak of
widespread cataclysmic events towards the end of time which will
cause the destruction of the world and civilization itself and we may
well ponder the question whether this will coincide with the re-
emergence of such pillaging and terrifying hordes as Gog and
Magog, reference to whom is made also in the Torah. Furthermore,
we read in al-Anbiya’, verses 96 and 97, that:

When Gog and Magog are let loose again, emerging from every
corner; when the true promise nears its fulfillment, the unbelievers’

eyes shall be left staring in bewilderment...

Al-Kahf concludes in a similar vein to that with which it opens:
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asserting and enhancing the principles of tawhid and refuting all alle-
gations subscribing oftspring or partners to God. Towards the end it
says: “Do the unbelievers think that they can take My servants as
patrons beside Me? We have prepared hell as an abode for the unbe-
lievers” (102). In the opening passages, it was indicated that human
beings were created to excel in their work and that this would be
their main purpose in life:

We have made all that is on the earth an adornment for it to test

them [humankind] and see whose deeds would fare best. (7)
Nearer the end of the surah Allah says:

Say, “Shall we tell you of those whose labors are in vain? They are
those whose endeavors in this world are misguided but they think
that what they do is right. They are the ones who disbelieved in the
revelations of their Lord and denied that they shall ever meet

Him...” (103—105)

This is followed by a verse referring to the infinite nature of ‘the
words of God’ which contain and express His infinite knowledge
and wisdom. God is the Creator who exercises absolute and incon-
trovertible authority and control over the whole cosmos, deciding
every action and determining the outcome and behavior of every
single movement in this timeless and infinite world He created.
Elsewhere in the Qur’an, we read that: “Every day He is engaged
in a difterent task” (al-Rahman: 29). How can anyone master ‘the
words of God’?

Say, “If the waters of the sea were ink to write the words of my
Lord, the sea would surely dry up before the words of my Lord are

exhausted, even if we brought another sea to replenish it.” (109)
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Since God is One, He is the only resort for help, mercy, and protec-
tion and it would be futile to turn elsewhere.

Say, “I am but a mortal like yourselves, to whom it is revealed that
your Lord is but one God. Whoever is seeking to meet his Lord, let
him do good works and never worship anyone else besides his
Lord.” (110)
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Maryam
(Mary)

THIS SURAH CONSISTS of ninety-eight verses. Its most striking
feature 1s that seventy-two of them end with the same two Arabic
letters, producing a unique and distinctive rhythm. Another fea-
ture is that the Arabic word, Rahman, the Merciful, one of God’s
most exalted names, appears in the surah sixteen times as in the fol-
lowing verses:

(18) She said, “I seek the Rahman’s protection that you may desist, if
you are really God-fearing.”

(26)  “Eat and drink and rejoice; and should you meet anyone say, ‘I

have today vowed to the Rahman that I shall not speak with any-

EER)

one.

(44) “Father, do not worship Satan; for he has rebelled against the

Rahman.”

(45) “Father, I fear that a scourge will fall upon you from the

Rahman...”

(s8) ...For whenever the revelations of the Rahman are recited to

them, they fall prostrating and weeping.

(61) The gardens of Eden which 