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SURAH! 1

Al-Fatihah
(The Opening)

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the (o Peyl I [PV
Beneficent. (1) -

— I - N N I o
Praise be to God, the Lord of all the el 25 dlb el
worlds. (2)

The Compassionate, the Merciful. (3)

@ NEE R\ [P OIA

Master of the Day of Judgement. (4) S
You alone do we worship and to Yon alone 5 anly s ][55 s s 6
do we turn for help. (5) ” ’
P -8 0 - - -~ s o2 ~
Guide us on the straight path. (6) D) mriad) ball Ul

The path of those on whom You have I PRI S G
e V.@.,Lc cwxl pdl bs

bestowed Y our favours, not those who have ? -

. P ) // . LI }.9./9.4
incurved Your wrath, nor those who have &) oLl Yy /‘,_/é,”lc — yaia]]

gone astray. (7)

1 Siirah is the name of a unit of the Qur’an. The nearest English word is ‘chapter’, but since siirah’ is
used in Arabic to denote only units of the Qur’an, it has been retained in English. The Qur’an has 114
siirahs of varying length.



Al-Fatihah (The Opening)

Overview

Every Muslim recites this short siirah of seven verses at least seventeen times a
day. An authentic hadith of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), says: “A
prayer by one who does not read the Fatihah is invalid.”

This short siirah contains a great deal of the central basic ideas of Islam, its beliefs
and concepts. It outlines many of its essential perceptions and attitudes. All this
makes it clear why it is chosen for frequent recitation and why it is essential for the
validity of prayer.

The surah opens with the phrase:

In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful. (Verse 1)

This is recognized by the majority of scholars as a verse of the siirah, in its own
right, completing its verses into seven. There is, however, a difference of opinion
over whether this is so with respect to all other siurahs of the Qur'an in which the
same words appear as the opening phrase. Some scholars maintain that it is to the
Fitihah that the following Qur’anic statement refers: “We have given you seven oft-
repeated verses and this sublime Qur’an.” (15: 87)

The very first verses of the Qur’an revealed to Prophet Muhammad, which begin
with: “Read in the name of your Lord..” (96: 1) establish the Islamic etiquette of
invoking the name of God at the beginning of every action. This is also in line with
the fundamental Islamic principle that God is “the first and the last, the outward and the
inward.” (57: 3) He is indeed the real being, the origin and the raison d’étre of all that
exists. In His name, therefore, every movement and action is made, and in His name
everything begins.

The divine attributes of the Compassionate, al-Rahman, and the Merciful, al-Rahim,
encompass all aspects and meaning of mercy, and can only be used together with
respect to God Almighty. It would be appropriate to use the attribute of al-Rahim in
reference to a human being, but the Islamic faith requires that use of al-Rahman is
exclusive to God. As for the debate over which of the two adjectives denotes the
wider meaning of mercy and compassion, it does not concern us here. We can
conclude, however, that when combined, they encompass all aspects and dimensions
of mercy.

As the invocation of God’s name at the beginning of every action constitutes the
first fundamental principle of the Muslim faith, the restriction of the use of al-Ralmin
and al-Rahim to God alone constitutes the second principle and defines the
relationship between God and man.



Al-Fatihah (The Opening)

Having invoked God’s name and acknowledged His infinite mercy, one is
directed to praise God and recognize His absolute sovereignty over all beings:

Praise be to God, the Lord of all the worlds. (Verse 2)

Praise of God is the first feeling aroused in a believer’s heart at the mention of
God. For man’s own existence is an aspect of God’s infinite grace, which engenders
gratitude and reverence towards God. The manifestations of God’s munificence and
generosity to man and other creatures abound everywhere and can be seen at every
moment. To praise God at the beginning and at the end of every action is another
fundamental principle of the Islamic faith. The Qur'an says: “He is God; there is no
deity but He. To Him belongs praise in the first and in the last...” (28: 70)

Nevertheless, God’s grace is such that when a believer says, “praise be to God,’ it is
recorded for him as a good deed outweighing everything. *Umar ibn al-Khattab, the
Prophet’s Companion, relates that the Prophet (peace be upon him) told how a man
once said, “Lord, I praise You as befits the majesty of Your face and the greatness of
Your power.” The two angels accompanying that man could not evaluate the remark
and referred to God Almighty, who commanded them: “Register it in his record as
he said it, and I shall reward him as he deserves when he returns to Me.”

The last part of this verse, “Lord of all the worlds”, expresses the belief in absolute
universal Godhead which is at the very core of the Islamic concept of God. God is the
sole, absolute and ultimate owner with full independent authority to act in the whole
cosmos. He is the overall supreme master who has created the world and continues
to watch over it, take care of it, and ensure its stability and well-being. This living
and dynamic relationship between the Creator and the created is the perpetual
fountain of life for all creation. God has not created the world and abandoned it to its
own devices. He continues to be an active living authority over His creation, giving it
what it needs for its continued and meaningful life. This applies to all God’s creation.

Acknowledging God’s absolute Lordship makes all the difference between clarity
and confusion with regard to God’s absolute oneness. People often combined their
acknowledgement of God as the sole creator with belief in multiple deities having
authority in their life. It may seem absurd that people should ever hold such a belief,
but this was true in the past and is still true today. The Qur’an speaks of those who
claim that they “only worship them [minor gods] so that they may bring us nearer to God.”
(39: 3) It also mentions that some Jewish and Christian groups who “have taken their
rabbis and priests as gods alongside God.” (9: 31) Polytheism, or the worship of several
deities or demigods besides the perceived ‘Grand Deity’, was widespread when
Islam emerged in the 7th century in Arabia.

The affirmation of the absolute sovereignty and active authority of the One God
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over all creation was necessary to ensure man’s rationality and peace of mind, and to
relieve him from the cruel bewilderment of polytheism. Man must be reassured that
a vigilant and caring God is in charge of this world and will never abandon or
forsake it.

At the advent of Islam, the world was full of erroneous beliefs and philosophies,
and of false religions based on superstition, legend and mythology. Very little of it
was true or even rational. As far as the concept of God and His relationship with man
and the world was concerned, there was plenty of miserable confusion. This in turn
led to confusion in man’s understanding of the world and of his own position and
role within it.

The need for a rational, clear and consistent system of beliefs only becomes
apparent when we study those dark periods of human history when there was no
such system. We then realize how heavily such great myth and false beliefs weigh on
man. There will be more on this when we come to study specific instances in the
Qur’an.

It is in the light of such need that Islam has taken great care to correct man’s
beliefs and define very clearly the concept and nature of God and His attributes, and
the relationship between Creator and creation.

This is embodied in the Islamic concept of God’s oneness, the essence and most
fundamental principle of Islam. Much care has been devoted to establishing and
elucidating the affirmation that God is the One, absolute and transcendent Lord and
Master of all that exists. The other aspect of this concept to which Islam has given its
greatest attention is the definition of God’s attributes, which has been the cause of
much confusion, obfuscation and muddled religious and philosophical thinking
through the ages.

The intensity, emphasis and detail with which Islam has dealt with the concept of
God’s oneness, and all subjects related to it, can only be appreciated against the
background of the great mass of erroneous beliefs and confused theologies that had
accumulated in the course of history. From this perspective, Islam can readily be seen
as a profound and timely act of divine mercy bestowed on humanity — mercy that is
given with beauty, simplicity, clarity, harmony and full accordance with human
nature.

The Compassionate, the Merciful. (Verse 3)

These are two attributes that encompass all meanings and aspects of mercy and
compassion, and epitomize mercy as a property of God Almighty. These two
attributes define the link between the Lord as Creator and His creation. It is a link
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based entirely on love, peace, reassurance and care, and which inspires within man a
spontaneous feeling of gratitude and praise towards God.

Unlike Greek mythology or the Old Testament (Genesis, 4: 1112), Islam does not
depict God as an enemy who pursues man with relentless vengeance, or plots and
schemes against His creation with spite and vindictiveness.

Master of the Day of Judgement. (Verse 4)

This verse states a fundamental Islamic principle that has a most profound
influence on human life: belief in the hereafter. The Qur’an comments on the curious
fact that people have often believed in God as Creator but have failed to believe in a
Day of Judgement, in a life to come, when reward and punishment are meted out to
restore the balance of justice. It is in reference to these that the Qur’an says: “If you ask
them, ‘Who is it that created the heavens and the earth?’ they will surely answer, ‘God’” (31:
25) Elsewhere the Qur’an says of such people: “They deem it strange that a warner
should have come to them from their own midst. Thus, the unbelievers say, A strange thing is
this! [Are we to be resurrected] after we have died and become mere dust? Such a return
seems far-fetched indeed!”” (50: 2-3)

Belief in the hereafter is essential because it engages the human soul and mind and
concentrates man’s attention on a future existence. This in turn helps to rein in man’s
obsession with the present life, and to transcend his immediate earthly desires. He is
no longer anxious to reap all his rewards here and now; he can conquer his
selfishness and develop altruistic feelings and interests. Man is able to go through life
as a motivated, tolerant, confident and optimistic being.

This central Islamic belief distinguishes clearly between aspiring to gain the moral
and intellectual freedom that man needs and deserves, and capitulation to worldly
and selfish desires and pleasures. It marks the difference between a well-balanced
and conscientious humanity and an egotistic, self-seeking one.

Human life can never be balanced and equitable until people believe that what
they earn in this transient life is not the be-all and the end- all. Man needs to have the
incentive of a confident belief that another life awaits him, which is worth the
struggle and the sacrifices and the effort he may have to make here in this short one.
This belief brings a fundamental difference in the feelings, attitudes and behaviour of
those who uphold it.

You alone do we worship and to You alone do we turn for help. (Verse 5)

This verse expresses another fundamental principle that follows logically from the
preceding ones. It is also a decisive and crucial principle that draws a line between
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the freedom man gains in submitting to God and the abuse and debasement implicit
in man’s servitude to man.

Once man has submitted himself to God and sought help and guidance from Him
alone, he has achieved total liberation from the tyranny of all religious, intellectual,
moral and political powers.

To the believer in Islam, human power falls into two categories: a rightly-guided
power that recognizes God and abides by His directions, and an arrogant, rebellious
one that does not admit to God’s sovereignty and authority. A Muslim is required to
support and endorse the former, no matter how weak or disadvantaged it may be,
and to reject and oppose the latter, regardless of its strength or dominance. The
Qur’an says: “Many a small band, by the grace of God, has vanquished a large one.” (2: 249)
Such victory of the apparently weaker host could only be achieved when it relies on
God, the source of all power.

Towards natural forces, a Muslim’s attitude is one of curiosity and friendliness
rather than fear or hostility. The powers of man and the powers of nature are
perceived as by-products of God’s own power, and subject to His will. They are,
therefore, perfectly complementary and interdependent.

Islam teaches that God has created the physical world and all its forces for man’s
own use and benefit. Man is specifically taught and directed to study the world
around him, discover its potential and utilize all his environment for his own good
and the good of his fellow humans. Any harm that man suffers at the hands of nature
is a result only of his ignorance or lack of understanding of it and of the laws
governing it. The more man learns about nature, the more peaceful and harmonious
his relationship with nature and the environment.

Hence the notion of “conquering nature” can readily be seen as cynical and
negative. It is alien to Islamic perceptions and betrays a shameless ignorance of the
spirit in which the world has been created and the divine wisdom that underlies it.

Being always aware of God’s hand and role in shaping and running the world,
Muslims have a positive, friendly and constructive outlook on man’s relationship
with nature. Simply stated, it acknowledges God as the origin and Creator of all
these forces, on the basis of the same set of axioms and laws. They are designed to
function together, for a common purpose, in harmony, compatibility and mutual
support. The forces of nature are essentially subservient to man, who is mentally and
physically equipped to discern them, unravel their secrets, comprehend the laws
governing them and, subsequently, to harness them to improve the quality of life on
earth. The Qur’an asserts: “He has all that is on the earth subservient to you.” (45: 13)

Such an outlook eliminates all traces of fear or isolation and allows, instead, a
profound sense of belonging in which man is seen not only as an integral part of the
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overall design of the world, but also an essentially effective and influential one. Thus,
his world becomes a friendly one. This is best expressed by the Prophet when he
once faced Mount Uhud, the scene of a bitter defeat for Muslims, and said, “How we

'II

love this mountain, and how it loves us!” This expresses in a nutshell the affinity the

Prophet felt towards nature even in its most rugged forms.

Having established these fundamental principles, the sirah points the way to
certain practical means of responding to them, foremost among which is prayer:

Guide us on the straight path; the path of those on whom You have bestowed Your
favours, not those who have incurred Your wrath, nor those who have gone astray.
(Verses 6-7)

With these words a believer pleads to be shown the Right Way and to be helped
along it, which cannot be achieved without God’s guidance, care and mercy. To
acknowledge that is in itself a recognition of God’s sovereignty and dominance over
all things and events.

Guidance to the right way of life guarantees man’s happiness in this world and in
the hereafter. It comes about, in effect, by guiding human nature and man’s instincts,
desires and inspirations towards the recognition and comprehension of the divine
will, so bringing human activity into rhythm with the natural order and the physical
world.

The surah reveals the nature of the “straight path” as being one taken by those
whom God has favoured, not the way of those who have earned His displeasure by
their deviation from the Truth, nor that of the heedless who have no knowledge of
the truth. It is the path of happiness and salvation.

This, then, is al-Fatihah, the sirah selected for frequent daily recitation, without
which Islamic prayers are invalid. Despite its brevity, it contains some of the most
fundamental principles of the Islamic faith and certain insights that arise from them.

The Prophet Muhammad is reliably reported to have quoted God as saying that
the fruits of prayer are shared equally between Me and My servant, and My servant
will be granted what he asks for. As the worshipper recites [in Prayer]: “Praise be to
God, the Lord of all the worlds,” God will say: ‘My servant has praised Me.” As he
recites: “The Compassionate, the Merciful,” God will say: ‘My servant has thanked Me.’
As he recites: “Master of the Day of Judgement,” God will say: “My servant has
glorified Me.” As he says: “You alone do we worship, and to You alone do we turn for
help,” God will say: ‘“This is between Me and My servant, and My servant will receive
what he asks for.” And, as he says: “Guide us on the straight path, the path of those on
whom You have bestowed Your favours, not those who have incurred Your wrath, nor those
who have gone astray,” God will say: ‘This is for My servant, and he will be granted his
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wish.””

This hadith explores some of the meanings of al-Fatihah. The reader will perhaps
find it helpful in understanding why God has chosen this surah for recitation by
Muslims at least seventeen times a day, as they stand up for their obligatory prayers,
spread over the night and day, and even more frequently, whenever they offer
voluntary prayers.



SURAH 2

Al-Bagarah
(The Cow)

Prologue

This sirah is one of the earliest to be revealed soon after the migration of the
Prophet Muhammad and his companions from Makkah to Madinah in 622 CE. It is
the longest surah in the Qur’an.

From the varied and wide-ranging context of its verses, it is safe to assume that
they were not all revealed in sequence. A common feature of the long Madinan
surahs is that their verses were not revealed in consecutive order. Sometimes,
passages of one siirah were revealed before the completion of an earlier one. Hence,
the convention in deciding the chronological order of the siirahs has been based on
the dates of the revelation of the opening passages, and not of the complete surah. In
this instance, we find that Verses 275-280, prohibiting usury, were among the last
Qur’anic revelations, while the opening parts of the siirah were revealed early in the
Madinah period.

The composition and arrangement of the verses within each surah of the Qur’an is
fixed by God and was directly intimated to Prophet Muhammad. Al-Tirmidhi
reports that “Abdullah ibn "Abbas, a close and learned Companion of the Prophet,
said that he had asked “Uthman ibn “Affan, the third Caliph who is universally
recognized as having authorized the compilation of the Qur’anic text as we have it
today, why Surah 8, al-Anfal, consisting of less than 100 verses, was placed before
Siirah 9, al-Tawbah, which comprises over 100 verses, and which, unlike other siirahs,
does not contain the usual opening phrase of “In the name of God, the Compassionate,
the Merciful”? He further enquired from him why Surah 8 was grouped with the
seven long siirahs [that appear at the beginning of the Qur’an].

“Uthman answered, “The Prophet (peace be upon him) used to receive verses or
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passages from several surahs at the same time. He would call the scribes and instruct
them to put specific verses at specified places in their respective sirahs. Al-Anfal was
one of the earliest surahs revealed in Madinah while al-Tawbah was one of the latest,
but their subject matter was very similar that I suspected they might be one surah.
The Prophet passed away without clarifying this particular point. Therefore, I placed
them one after the other without separation.”

This account makes it clear that the arrangement of the verses within every sirah
was decided on the Prophet’s instructions.

Furthermore, authentic ahidith related by al-Bukhari and Muslim mention that the
Prophet used to recite the Qur’an for the Archangel Gabriel every night during the
month of Ramadan, and that both the Prophet and Gabriel recited the whole Qur’an
for each other. Needless to say, he recited the Qur’an in the right arrangement of its
verses and siirahs.

Anyone who studies the Qur’an closely, and tastes the unique and rich experience
of living within its ambience, will immediately identify the distinct character of every
one of its surahs. Every sirah has an aura and a personality of its own, with unique
and well-defined features, and a feel that makes it stand apart from all the rest.
Moreover, every siirah revolves around a central theme, or a number of major themes
related to one another by a common thread or idea. Every siirah radiates its own
atmosphere of meaning and essence, within which its theme, or themes, are
discussed using the same well integrated and well coordinated style and approach. It
also has its own special rhythm and musical pulse which accord with the meaning
and context of its topics and content.

These general outstanding features are common to all surahs, including the longer
ones, such as the present one.

This siuirah deals with several issues which revolve in total harmony around closely
interrelated twin central lines. On the one hand, the surah discusses the attitude of
the Israelites towards Islam and the burgeoning Muslim community in Madinah. It
describes aspects of the hostile reception they gave the new religion and their
reaction to the Prophet Muhammad and the growing community of his followers. Tt
explores the close and unholy alliance that had developed between the Jews and the
hypocrites of Madinah, professing belief in Islam, on the one hand, and between the
Jews and the Arab idolaters of the rest of Arabia, on the other.

On the other hand, the siirah, having established the Israelites’ failure to uphold
God’s trust and honour their covenant with Him, discusses the vicissitudes faced by
the Muslim community during its formative years, and the manner and environment
in which it developed, and prepared and mobilized itself for the great task of
inheriting the trust of the establishment of God’s sovereignty on earth. The surah
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decisively and swiftly strips the Israelites of their association with Abraham, the
great proponent of monotheistic belief, and the source of all the honours and
privileges that go with it.

This two-fold central theme forms the backbone of the surah’s subject matter as a
whole and shadows the growth and progress of Islam and the Muslim community in
Madinah during the period from 622 to 632 CE.

To set the contents of this sirah in their appropriate context, it would be pertinent
to throw more light on the historic environment and the religious and social setting
in which the verses were revealed. Before we do that, however, it is important to
point out that, in general terms, what the Muslims had to face in those early days
was a miniature of, and a rehearsal for, what has occurred throughout the later
history of Islam, albeit with some variations of scope and detail. The setbacks and the
achievements, the allies and the opponents have invariably been the same.

This fact highlights the role and status of the Qur’an as the unchallenged,
immutable and incontrovertible authoritative reference for the religious, ethical and
legislative principles and systems of Islam. It further affirms the unique property of
the Qur’anic text as being ever fresh and responsive to the inevitable changes that
come with the perpetuation and progress of human life.

With these qualities, the Qur’an remains the eternal guiding light for Muslims,
despite the difficulties and hardships they have to suffer or the animosity and
hostility they have to face. This, in itself, is an aspect of the inimitability and
unsurpassed veracity and beauty of every verse in the Qur’an.

Seeking a Secure Base

The Prophet Muhammad’s migration from Makkah to Madinah in 622 CE was
undertaken after meticulous planning and with appropriate care and attention to
detail. Leaving Makkah had become unavoidable in consequence of events: the
indigenous Quraysh Arabs of Makkah were pursuing a relentlessly hostile and
oppressive campaign against the Prophet personally, and his mission and followers
in general. This campaign had intensified following the double personal tragedy of
619 CE in which the Prophet had lost his wife Khadijah, who had been to him a pillar
of personal support and strength, and his uncle Aba Talib, his guardian and
protector. This tragedy greatly restricted Muhammad’s movement and his followers’
activities in and around Makkah.

While the conflict between Muhammad and his tribal cousins, led by Aba Lahab,
"Amr ibn Hisham and Aba Sufyan ibn Harb, reached a stalemate within Makkah, his
message was gaining converts and supporters outside it. The majority of provincial
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Arabs, however, elected to watch from a distance what they viewed as a purely
internal dispute over power within the Quraysh. It would not do for them to become
embroiled in supporting the religion of a man whose own tribe had denounced him,
especially since that tribe held the custodianship of the sacred Ka'bah and assumed
supreme religious authority for the whole of Arabia.

The Prophet had to seek an alternative home for his new faith, and a base where
he could be protected, so that he could break the deadlock he had reached in
Makkah, and be allowed to pursue his commission unimpeded. This, in my view,
was the first and most important reason for leaving Makkah.

Before Madinah, other destinations had been proposed and tried as alternatives to
Makkah. In 615, only a few years after Muhammad’s call to prophethood in 610 CE, a
number of early Muslims had emigrated to Abyssinia. It would not be correct to say
that they had gone there for reasons of personal safety alone. Had this been the case,
the emigrants would have included the weakest and least supported elements among
the Muslims. These were the ones at the receiving end of a sustained persecution
campaign. But the reverse was the case. The emigrants included some of the most
powerful of the Prophet’s followers and tribesmen. The majority of them were from
the tribe of Quraysh, including Ja'far ibn Abi Talib, and a number of young men who
were accustomed to providing protection to the Prophet, such as al-Zubayr ibn al-
*Awwam, “Abdur Rahman ibn “Awf, Aba Salamah al Makhzami, “Uthman ibn
"Affan, to mention but a few. There were women belonging to some of the most
prominent families of the Quraysh, such as Umm Habibah, daughter of Aba Sufyan,
the Quraysh’s unrivalled non-Muslim leader. Such women would never be
persecuted in Makkah.

There were, no doubt, other reasons for the Muslims’” emigration to Abyssinia.
There was the need to shake the religious and social foundations of the Quraysh’s
most noble and powerful families. There could be no greater insult or threat to the
Quraysh dynasties than seeing their proudest and most noble sons and daughters

running away for conscientious and religious reasons, leaving their cultural heritage
and tribal homeland behind.

Whatever other reasons there might have been for the Muslims’ emigration to
Abyssinia, the fact remains that the search had started very early on for a safe haven
for Islam, or a secure base where it could flourish and spread freely. This is further
supported by reports of the Negus of Abyssinia’s conversion to Islam, which only the
threatened rebellion of his patriarchs prevented him from making public, as some
reliable accounts confirm.

Following the death of his uncle, Aba Talib, in 619 CE and as a result of the
Quraysh’s growing hostility, the Prophet sought help from the Thaqif tribe who lived

12



Al-Bagarah (The Cow) | PROLOGUE

in the town of Ta'if, some 90 km east of Makkah. The effort ended in failure because
the Thaqif gave him a most hostile reception. They mocked him and heaped scorn on
him. They let loose their louts and their children to chase him and throw stones at
him, causing his feet to bleed.

The Prophet’s biographers tell us that he took refuge in an orchard belonging to
“Utbah ibn Rabi'ah and his brother Shaybah, where he made a most moving and
emotional appeal to God, saying, “To You, my Lord, I complain of my weakness,
lack of support and the humiliation I am made to receive. Most compassionate and
merciful! You are the Lord of the weak, and You are my Lord. To whom do You
leave me? To a distant person who receives me with hostility? Or an enemy to whom
You have given power over me? If You are not displeased with me I do not care what
I face. I would, however, be much happier with Your mercy. I seek refuge in Your
face by which all darkness is dispelled and both this life and the life to come are put
in their right courses against incurring Your wrath or being the subject of Your anger.
To You I submit, until I earn Your pleasure. Everything is powerless without Your
support.”

A Major Breakthrough

Not long after that, the Prophet’s, and Islam’s, fortunes suddenly changed for the
better. At a place called “Aqgabah near Makkah, the Prophet had two crucial historic
meetings in 621 and 622 CE with a group of Arabs from Madinah, during which they
pledged their allegiance and support. This was to have a profound and far-reaching
effect on the whole future of Islam and the Muslim community.

Towards the end of the Makkan period, the Prophet Muhammad embarked on a
concerted effort of making contact with various influential Arab communities and
tribes to introduce Islam to them and seek their following and support.

The Khazraj and the Aws, the two Arab tribes of Madinah, having lived side by
side with the Jews, had often heard them boast about “the Prophet who will come
soon” and “whose day is at hand”, who would lead the Jews to victory over the
Arabs. A group of the Khazraj pilgrims met the Prophet who explained to them his
message. They immediately realized that he was the very Prophet the Jews were
talking about. They were determined to get to him before the Jews did. Having met
him and listened to what he had to say, they accepted him and became Muslims.
They said to him: “We have left our people in an unprecedented state of mutual
hostility. May God make you the cause of their unity.” On their return home, they
reported what they did to their people who approved their action.

The following year a delegation comprising members of the two tribes of the Aws
and the Khazraj, arrived in Makkah to meet the Prophet. They declared their
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acceptance of Islam and their allegiance. He sent them back with one of his senior
companions to teach them the Qur’an and instruct them in their new religion.

At the following annual Pilgrimage, a larger group from both tribes came to
Makkah, and offered to make a covenant with the Prophet Muhammad. This was
attended by his then non-Muslim uncle al-’Abbas. The covenant bound them to
support Muhammad and defend him as they would their own families and property.
This is known as the second “Agabah covenant.

*Abdullah ibn Rawahah of the Madinah people is reported to have stood up and
asked the Prophet to “put forward your Lord’s and your own conditions.”

Muhammad replied, “My Lord’s condition is that you worship Him alone and
take no other gods beside Him. As for myself, my condition is that you give me the
protection you would give yourselves and your property.”

*Abdullah asked, “What do we receive in return?”
“Paradise!” the Prophet replied.
They said, “This is a profitable deal on which none will go back.”

Thus the Arabs of Madinah committed themselves to Islam and to following
Muhammad and defending him. Islam was to spread rapidly and entrench itself
among them. The Muslims of Makkah began to arrive in Madinah in droves,
abandoning their belongings and material possessions and taking only their faith.
They were warmly welcomed by their fellow Muslims, who offered to share with
them everything they had.

Eventually the time came for the Prophet himself to migrate to Madinah. He was
accompanied by his close and trusted companion Aba Bakr. At last Muhammad had
found the safe haven he had been looking for all those years, where he and his
followers would be free to proclaim the faith and establish their community. The
Prophet’s arrival in Madinah was to prove a crucial turning point in the history of
Islam.

The Making of a Unique Community

The community taking shape in Madinah was a unique and distinguished one,
praised repeatedly throughout the Qur’an. This siirah opens with a concise, generally
applicable, definition of true believers. Nevertheless, it refers specifically to those
early pioneers of Islam: “This is the Book; there is no doubt about it, a guidance for the
God-fearing. Those who believe in what lies beyond the reach of human perception, observe
Prayer and give of what We bestow upon them. Those who believe in what has been revealed
to you and what was revealed before you, and are certain of the Hereafter. Those follow their
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Lord’s guidance, and they shall surely prosper.” (Verses 1-5)

In contrast, we are immediately given a description of the unbelievers, which is
again general and universal but applies specifically to those who rejected Islam and
opposed it, in and around both Makkah and Madinah: “For the unbelievers, it is alike
whether you forewarn them or not, they will not accept the faith. God has sealed their hearts
and ears; their eyes are covered; and a grievous punishment awaits them.” (Verses 6-7)

In Madinah, a third group emerged, the hypocrites, or al-Munafigin. This faction
had not been noticeable in Makkah; its rise was prompted by the Prophet’s arrival
and settlement in Madinah, as outlined earlier. That was because in Makkah, Islam
had no sovereign political entity or force, and the Muslims remained soft targets for
persecution and repression by the rest of the Arabs. Those who accepted Islam had to
be brave and sincere, prepared to endure all kinds of hardship and terror.

In Madinah, hitherto known as Yathrib, the picture was very different. Islam was
gradually gaining strength and the Muslims were developing into a dominant force.
This became even more evident following their decisive victory over the non-Muslim
Arabs at Badr, 125 kms south of Madinah, in February of 624 CE. This caused some
people, including a number of leading and privileged figures, to feign acceptance of
Islam merely to save their position and protect their social and tribal status and
interests. Thus they came to be known as the ‘hypocrites’ in Islamic terminology.
One of the most prominent of these was “Abdullah ibn Ubayy ibn Salal who, prior to
the Prophet’s arrival in Madinah, was about to be crowned as a king of the city.

At the beginning of the surah, we find a detailed description of the hypocrites
(Verses 8-20) from which it can easily be seen that they included those who had
reluctantly embraced Islam and had not totally relinquished their self-pride and
arrogance.

We also find a reference to their ‘evil companions’, which the context of the sirah
indicates to be the Jews, who were at the forefront of opposition and hostility to
Islam. The siirah devotes a fair amount of space to a series of stinging attacks on the
Jews who were ranged against Islam and the Prophet Muhammad.

The Jews were the first community to confront Islam in Madinah, for several
reasons. As a people with an established religious heritage and culture, the Jews
enjoyed a privileged and highly esteemed position among the illiterate Arabs of
Madinah from both tribes of the Aws and the Khazraj. However, the pagan Arabs
had not shown any great enthusiasm or inclination to embrace the Jewish religion.
Nevertheless, they acknowledged that the Jews were better versed in matters of
religious wisdom than they were. Moreover, the tense, and at times bloody, rivalry
existing between these two tribes provided the Jews with an ideal environment for
manipulation and exploitation.
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When Islam came to Madinah, those advantages and privileges came under threat.
Not only did Islam come to embrace and endorse Jewish Scriptures and beliefs, but it
immediately aimed to eliminate the existing a unified and divisions them into
harmonious community, unique in the whole history of mankind.

Above all, the Jews had claimed to be God’s own chosen people, heirs of earlier
prophets, true inheritors and custodians of the divine message, and the people from
among whom the new Prophet, foretold in their own scriptures, was most likely to
be selected. When an Arab prophet emerged, they expected him to discredit them
and restrict the new religion to his own people, the Arabs. But, as Muhammad went
on to introduce his message to the Jews, as recipients of earlier revelations and
therefore more likely to respond and give him their support, they became arrogant
and self-important and took offence.

They were overwhelmed with envy and jealousy towards Muhammad on two
grounds: first, for being chosen as God’s Messenger and, second, for the rapid and
growing success he was having in and around Madinah.

But, of course, there was another very important reason for their unease and
hostility. They had seen the threat of becoming marginalized and isolated within
Madinah itself, where they had held spiritual as well as commercial sway for such a
long time. The alternative would be to embrace the new faith and become assimilated
into the Muslim community, losing their identity and separate existence for ever.
Their options were thus severely restricted.

These factors explain the stance taken by the Jews towards Islam; a stance which
has been extensively explored on several occasions in the Qur’an. In this sirah, we
find the Qur’an appealing to the Israelites, reminding them of the attitudes and
conduct of their ancestors towards earlier Prophets, and recalling their stubbornness
and intransigence, and their betrayal of God’s trust and covenant.

The images and examples cited from the chequered and turbulent Jewish past
were familiar in Muhammad’s time, and reflected the true nature of the Jewish
psyche and attitude. Those features have accompanied the Jews in every generation
and remain typical of their behaviour even today. For this reason, the Qur’an has
adopted a unique and revealing style in addressing all Israelite generations as one
and the same, which again makes these accounts relevant for all time: past, present
and future. Thus, the Qur’anic words shall remain a timely and pertinent guide, and
a warning, to Muslims in every generation with respect to the identity and potential
intrigues of the enemies of their faith.

The Suirah’s Central Theme
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A significant part of the sirah is devoted to the foundation and essential
preparation of the Muslim community which was to carry God’s message to the
world, the Israelites having notably failed to undertake that noble task. Indeed, they
were now in opposition to its final version, Islam.

Having introduced the three main types of humanity: believers, unbelievers and
hypocrites, and having made a clear though implicit reference to the ‘evil ones’, the
surah addresses mankind as a whole, asking them to worship the One God and fully
acknowledge the revelations He has bestowed on His Messenger. It affirms God’s
favour and wisdom in creating the earth and the heavens, and all that is in them, for
the use and benefit of man. (Verses 21-29)

This is followed by an account of the occasion when God appointed man as His
vicegerent and representative on earth, outlining the terms and conditions of that
auspicious appointment. (Verses 30-39)

The following section of the siirah is devoted entirely to an extensive and wide-
ranging debate with the Israelites, dealing critically with various aspects of their
religious and historic record. (Verses 40-141)

The discussion focuses on the Israelites” reception of Islam in Madinah. They were
the first to actively reject it. They deliberately confused and concealed facts. They
adopted a two-faced attitude towards faith and attempted to distort God’s words.
They cheated, lied and broke faith with the Muslims in the hope of turning them
away from their religion. They claimed the exclusive possession of God’s trust and a
monopoly of righteousness. They became envious of the Muslims and spared no
effort to undermine their existence and cause them harm. Last, but not least, they
allied themselves with Islam’s enemies, the hypocrites and pagan Arabs, and were
prepared to conspire with them against the Muslim community.

In consequence, the siurah launches a bitter and fierce attack on the Jews, drawing
its justification from their behaviour towards Moses and their reaction to the laws
given them by God and the prophets and messengers He sent them. All generations
of the Jewish nation are addressed as one group.

The attack ends with an admonition to the Muslims never to hold any hope that
the Jews will ever reconcile themselves to accepting or acknowledging Islam. It goes
on to lambast the Jewish claim to the monotheistic legacy of Abraham, and to
establish Muhammad and his followers as the true heirs of Abraham’s faith who are
entitled to inherit his covenant with God. It affirms that the inheritance by Muslims
of the guardianship of God’s message to man had come as a fulfilment of Abraham’s
and Ishmael’s prayers to God while constructing the Ka'bah, the symbol of surrender
and the Sacred House devoted to the worship of the One God.

From then on, the surah addresses the Muslims, instructing them how to fulfil
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their role as guardians and carriers of God’s Message to mankind. It offers guidance
on the beliefs and concepts that were to distinguish the Muslim faith and way of life
for all time to come. (Verses 142-283) This part begins by defining the giblah, the
direction to which Muslims should turn when praying. It was to be the sacred site at

Makkah housing the Ka'bah, the House of God built by Abraham and Ishmael, its
tirst keepers and custodians. The surah tells us that even while the Muslims had been
praying towards Jerusalem, the centre of Judaism, Muhammad was privately
yearning for the Ka'bah to become the exclusive direction for the Muslims during
Prayer. (Verse 144)

The surah goes on to outline the principles and systems of Islam in several fields
including faith and outlook, rites of worship and religious matters, personal and
public behaviour and conduct. It teaches the Muslims that those who give their lives
for the cause of God never die; that insecurity, hunger and poverty are not
necessarily evil in themselves, but are means to test the believers, to assess their
potential and refine and strengthen their capacity to advance God’s cause in the
world. It reassures Muslims that God is their patron and will always be on their side,
while their detractors and opponents will be led astray into a wilderness of darkness
by impostors, false mentors and bogus leaders. The siirah outlines aspects of lawful
and unlawful food and drink, penal measures, rules governing wills, fasting, war,
and pilgrimage. It dwells at length on the regulation and organization of family
affairs, including marriage and divorce, and covers rules governing spending, usury,
lending and trade.

Although during this extensive discussion the surah refers, from time to time, to
instances and glimpses from Jewish history, the main body of the second part deals
basically with the structure and organization of the Muslim community, and the
essential features and qualifications it requires to uphold God’s message and fulfil its
prime role as His trustee and the custodian of His message for all time to come.

The following section of the surah is almost entirely devoted to the education,
formation and building of the Muslim community, which was destined to take up
the task of expounding God’s message to the rest of humanity. We continue, from
time to time, to come across discourses and arguments dealing with those opposed to
Islam, especially the Israelites, and their plots and schemes to thwart its progress and
stifle the growth of the Muslim community. There are also instructions to the
Muslims on how to fight back and what precautions to take in order to avoid their
traps.

Nevertheless, the chief concern of this section, and of the rest of the sirah, remains
the establishment and codification of the distinguishing qualities and features of the
Muslim community. It is a community that has its own laws, confirming and
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succeeding those of earlier Divine Revelation, its own giblah, and above all its distinct
and original outlook on the world and life as a whole. It is a community that is fully
cognizant of its relationship with God and of its leading role in the world, and the
responsibilities and obligations stemming from that role. It is a community that is
confidently and loyally poised to submit fully to God’s will and command, as
ordained and articulated in the Qur’an and the teachings and work of the Prophet
Muhammad, God’s peace and blessings be upon him.

We learn that the giblah issue is related to the fact that the Muslim community is a
moderate and middle-of-the-road community. By virtue of their message and role in
the world, Muslims shall be God’s witness to the rest of mankind, while Muhammad
shall be a witness to them. The Qur’an accords the Muslims a leading status in the
world, and calls on them to work hard, persevere and make all the sacrifices that are
required of them to earn that status and fulfil their role, putting their trust fully in
God’s will and wisdom.

We come across some important elaboration of basic Islamic concepts such as
taquwd, fearing God, and “amal silil, good works. This comes in the course of refuting
Jewish arguments concerning the change of the giblah, which are based on distortion
of the facts and faulty interpretations of Divine instructions.

The siirah then turns to setting out rules and regulations for the religious and
practical life of the community. These include penalties for capital offences and rules
relating to wills, fasting during the month of Ramadan, going to war during the
sacred months and within the surrounds of the Ka'bah, the Hajj, or Pilgrimage,
drinking and gambling, and family affairs. The common denominator underpinning
all these duties and regulations is sound belief and strong faith in God Almighty.

The section contains a discussion on jihad, citing an important episode from the
history of the Israelites after Moses, during the reign of the Prophet David, which has
many essential lessons for the Muslims as heirs of Abraham’s religious tradition and
the responsibility of world leadership.

The surah has given us a good idea of the nature of the battle the Qur'an was
tighting and the environment it was fighting in while it was being revealed, and the
objectives it was aiming to achieve in raising and building the Muslim community in
the 7th century CE. The atmosphere among the Makkan Arabs was one of intrigue,
mischief, confusion and falsehood. Human weakness and greed also had to be taken
into account.

Above all, the Qur’an was aiming to establish and articulate upright concepts and
sound principles on which the community could be raised, and to chart for it a
course for a righteous and dignified leadership of the world.

The enduring qualities of the Qur’an are vindicated by the fact that the principles,
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rules and instructions it propounded fourteen centuries ago remain today, and for all
time to come, essential for the regeneration and reconstruction of Muslim society.
The battles and the issues and the controversies remain the same. The enemies, and
the means and weapons used against the Qur'an and its followers also remain
fundamentally the same. To fight and win today’s battles, Muslims will need to
follow the Qur’anic principles and teachings which shaped and guided that
pioneering Muslim community of Madinah.

Muslims today need the Qur’an for a better and a more realistic understanding of
the world and their role in it. No other source exists that can provide them with the
inspiration, the practical guidance and the complete way of life they need to forge
ahead and assume the leadership of the world again.

The closing two verses take us full circle to the opening of the surah, affirming the
Muslim world community’s eternal belief in all Prophets and messages sent by God
to man, without exception, and in what lies beyond the reach of human perception.
They assert the Muslims’ total unqualified faith in, and submission to, the One God.

Thus, the ending of the siirah coalesces smoothly with its beginning, as the subject
matter is shaped and honed to give a complete and superb example of the Qur’an’s
inimitable and powerful style.
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The Message Spelt Out

In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful.

Aldf, lam, mim. (1)

This is the Book, there is no doubt about
1t, a guidance For the God-fearing. (2)

Those who believe in what lies beyond the
reach of human perception, observe Prayer
and give of what We bestow upon them.

(3)

Those who believe in what has been
revealed to you and what was revealed
before you, and are certain of the Hereafter.

)

Those follow their Lord’s guidance, and
they shall surely prosper. (5)

For the unbelievers, it is alike whether you
Sorewarn them or not, they will not accept

the faith. (6)

God has sealed their hearts and ears; their
eyes are covered; and a grievous punishment
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awaits them. (7T)

There are some who say: “We believe in
God and the Last Day’, yet, in truth, they
do not belzeve. (8)

They seek to deceive God and the believers,
but they are only deceiving themselyes,
though they may not realize it. (9)

There is sickness in their hearts, and God
has aggravated their sickness. Painful
suffering awaits them for the lies they keep
telling. (10)

When it is said to them: “Do not spread

corruption in the land’, they say: “We are
but doers of good.” (11)

But, they indeed are the ones who do spread

corruption, though they do not realize it.
(12)

When it is said to them, ‘Believe as other
people have believed’, they say, ‘Are we to
believe as the fools believe?’ It is indeed they
who are fools, though they do not know it.

(13)

When they meet the believers, they say, ‘We
believe’, but when they are alone with their
devilish allies, they say, We are with yon,
we are only mocking.” (14)

God will put them to derision and let them
continne  their transgression, blundering
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blindly along. (15)

These are the ones who barter away
gutdance for ervor. Their transaction is
profitless and they will receive no guidance.

(16)

They are like one who songht to kindle a
fire, and as it lit up all around him God
took away their light and left them in
darkness, unable to see anything. (17)

Deaf, dumb and blind, they can never
return to the right path. (18)

Or, when there is a storm-cloud, dark,
charged with thunder and lightning, they
thrust their fingers in their ears at every

thunder-clap, for fear of death; but God

encompasses the unbelievers. (19)

The lightning all but snatches away their
sight; whenever it flashes over them they
walk on, but when darkness overtakes
them they stand still. Should God will i,
He would take away their hearing and
their sight, for God has power over all
things. (20)

Mankind, worship your Lord who has
created you and those who lived before you,
50 that you may become God-fearing. (21)

He made the earth a couch for you, and the
heavens a ceiling. He sent down water from
the sky to bring forth fruits for your

sustenance. Do not, then, knowingly set up
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equals to God. (22)

If you are in doubt as to what We have
revealed to Our servant, then produce one
sirah comparable to it and call upon all
your witnesses, other than God, if what you
say is true. (23)

But if you fail, as you will certainly do,
then guard yourselves against the fire,
fuelled by men and stones, prepared for the
unbelievers. (24)

To those who believe and do good deeds give
the good tidings that they shall reside in
gardens through which running waters flow.
Whenever they are offered fruits therefrom,
they say, ‘We have been given the same
before’, for they shall be provided with what
looks similar. They shall also have pure
spouses and they shall reside there for ever.
(25)

God does not disdain to give a parable of a
gnat, or a higher creature. Those who
believe kenow that it is the truth from their
1 ord,

while the unbelievers ask, What could
God mean by such a parable?’ In this way,
God lets many go astray and gives guidance
to many others, but none does He leave fo
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go astray except the evildoers. (20)

Who violate God’s covenant after having
accepted it, and cut asunder what He has
ordered to be joined, and spread corruption

in the land. They are the losers. (27)

How can you reject God who has given you
life after you were dead? He will canse you
to die again then He will bring you back to
tife. To Him you shall return. (28)

It is He who created for you all that is on
earth. He then turned to heaven and
fashioned it into seven heavens. He has

knowledge of all things. (29)
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Overview

This opening passage of the sirah outlines the essential features of the religious
groups the Muslim community faced in Madinah, with the exception of the Jews, to

whom only a brief, but adequate, reference is made. They are described as the
‘satans’ or ‘evil companions’ of the hypocrites; a description that says a great deal
about their qualities and the nature of their role. They are dealt with in more detail

later on in the surah.

In delineating the features of these groups, the special characteristics of the

Qur’anic style are clearly displayed. Words are used as an artist uses lines and

colours, and through them images slowly begin to take on shape and life.

At the outset, in a few words and sentences, profiles of three types of people

merge, each a true representation of a group of human beings such as recurs in every

day and age. Indeed, all mankind in all ages and places can be classified into these

types. This is a fine example of the eloquence and power of the Qur’anic style.
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In these brief and highly informative sentences and verses, pictures are brought to
life with a power and focus that no lengthy or elaborate rendition could ever
provide. A few rapid touches combine with the beauties of style and rhythm to
supreme effect.

Following this concise and powerful introduction, the siirah addresses all people in
the world, calling on them to belong to the first category of mankind. It urges man to
believe in the One God, the Creator, Sustainer and Provider, who has no equals or
partners. It challenges those sceptics who doubt the truth of the Prophet
Muhammad’s message, and of the revelations he received, to come up with a single
surah to compare with the Qur’an. It complements the challenge with a severe
warning of horrible punishment for those who reject God’s message, and a promise
of everlasting bliss and happiness for those who trust and believe in God and His
revelations.

The passage then responds to certain Jews and hypocrites who had questioned the
use of parables in the Qur’an, which they used as an excuse to doubt the truth and
validity of Divine revelations altogether. It gives them a stern warning that they are
departing from God’s path, in contrast to the believers, who are drawn closer to God
and strengthened in faith. It denounces their denial of God who gives life and takes it
away, the Creator who controls all and whose knowledge of things and events in this
vast universe is all-embracing and comprehensive. It is God who has bestowed His
grace on mankind by making the earth and all that it contains, to be under their
control and for their benefit.

These are the main themes of this opening passage of the siirah, and we shall now
go on to look into them in more detail.

The Qualities of True Believers

The siurah opens with three Arabic letters: “Alif, lam, mim.” (Verse 1) This is
immediately followed by the statement: “This is the Book, there is no doubt about it, a
quidance for the God-fearing.” (Verse 2)

Several siirahs in the Qur’an begin with a combination of Arabic letters in this way,
and interpretations of these abstract openings vary quite widely. The one we tend to
favour is that these are meant to emphasize the fact that the Qur’an is a book
composed of the letters of the Arabic language, in the same way as they are used by
the Arabs who were the first people addressed by this divine revelation.
Nevertheless, it is such an unparalleled and transcendent work that no Arab writer,
using the same letters and the same language, could ever match its majesty and
power. Rivals are repeatedly challenged to compose a book similar to it, or only ten
surahs, or even a single siirah, of matching quality. No one has ever been able to take
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up the challenge.

This is true for all God’s creation. Soil, for example, is made up of elements of
known properties. The best man has been able to make out of soil is bricks, tiles,
vessels and structures of various types and uses, which are in some cases very
sophisticated. But using these same elements, God has created life, the one
outstanding secret that remains far beyond man’s intellectual and creative abilities.

Similarly, the same letters and words that ordinary people, speaking the language
of the Qur’an, use to articulate expressions and convey meanings and concepts, are
used by God to produce the Qur’an as a definitive book stating the final and absolute
distinction between truth and falsehood. A comparison between man’s work and the
work of God is simply not possible; it is a comparison between the image and the
reality, between the dead body and the living soul.

“This is the Book; there is no doubt about it.” (Verse 2) How can there be any doubt
about it when the evidence for its truth and veracity is given in these very letters
with which the surah opens? Evidence is implicit in the total inability of the Arabs to
produce anything matching the Qur’an, despite their proficiency and excellence in
the use of their own language which is comprised of the same letters and words.

“This is the Book; there is no doubt about it a guidance for the God- fearing.” (Verse 2)
The key word in this statement is ‘guidance’. It expresses the essence and the nature
of the Qur’an. But guidance for whom? Who are the people who will find that this
Book provides them with light, direction and true counsel? They are the God-fearing.

Once a man’s heart is filled with the fear of God, he will benefit by the Qur’an.
Fear and consciousness of God is the quality that opens one’s mind to the true
guidance contained in the Qur’an and allows it to have its proper effect on one’s life.
It is the factor that causes one’s heart and mind to become sensitive and receptive to
God’s guidance and enables one to respond to His call and His instruction.

Anyone seeking the benefit and Godly wisdom of the Qur’an must approach it
with an open mind and a pure heart. One must also approach it with perception and
sensitivity, and with a determination not to fall by the wayside or be tempted away
from God. Then, and only then, will the marvels and treasures of the Qur’an be
opened and revealed, and their light and wisdom will pour into this apprehensive,
alert and welcoming heart.

It is reported that “Umar ibn al-Khattab, a close companion of the Prophet and his
second successor, asked the learned Companion, Ubayy ibn Ka'b, about the true
meaning of “fear of God’.

Ubayy asked ‘Umar, “Have you ever walked along a thorny road?” “Yes,
certainly,” “Umar replied.
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Ubayy asked again, “How did you manage to get through it?” *“Umar replied, “I
gathered up my clothes and tried my best to avoid the thorns.”

“That is precisely what God-fearing is like,” said Ubayy.

Fear of God, then, is to have a sensitive conscience, clear feelings, a continuous
concern, vigilance and alacrity, and a yearning for the correct path in life. It is a
feeling that is ever alive, a feeling of being aware of life’s temptations and pitfalls;
and the ambitions and hopes, and the worries and fears that come with it. It is a
feeling of being able to discern false hopes and unwarranted fears that one associates
with individuals or powers that could neither bring benefit nor cause harm. Above
all, the journey of life is full of many other kinds of thorns and nettles one must be
aware of and strive to avoid.

Believing in the Imperceptible

The surah then gives a description of those who are God-fearing. In doing so it
presents the early model of believers in Madinah, which was also to be the universal
one for all future generations of Muslims: “Those who believe in what lies beyond the
reach of human perception, observe Prayer and give of what We bestow upon them. Those
who believe in what has been revealed to you and what was revealed before you, and are
certain of the Hereafter.”” (Verses 3-4)

The most essential quality of the God-fearing believers is their conscious, active
moral unity that enriches their souls with profound belief in the imperceptible, or
ghayb, dedication to their religious obligations, recognition of all God’s messengers,
and unshakeable certainty in the hereafter. Such are the ingredients that make the
Muslim faith a complete whole and distinguishes believers from unbelievers. Such a
thorough outlook is worthy of God’s final message to man, which was intended as a
focus and a guide for all human endeavour on this earth. Man is called upon to adopt
this message and lead a complete and wholesome life, guided by its light which
shapes man’s feelings, actions, beliefs and ways of living and behaviour.

Looking more closely at each of these qualities, one discovers a number of
essential values that are fundamental to human life.

“Who believe in what lies beyond the reach of human perception.” (Verse 3) The limits of
human perception do not prevent believers” souls from reaching their Creator, the
omnipotent power behind the universe and all existence. Their limited natural senses
do not stand in the way of their desire to reach beyond the physical world or their
pursuit of the ultimate truths of life.

Belief in the imperceptible is a major threshold in human understanding, and
crossing it elevates man above animals and takes him far beyond the physical world
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of the senses or all the devices that may extend their function. It raises human
consciousness to a level where a wider and fuller world can be perceived. Such a step
has far-reaching effects on man’s understanding of his own existence and the
existence of everything else around him. It provides him with a totally new
awareness of the realities of the interacting energies and forces that are at play in this
complex world, and of the way he conceives of them. It also affects his behaviour and
life on earth in general.

There is a vast difference between the thinking that is trapped within the parochial
materialist world of the senses, and that which is based on the awareness of an
infinite world of existence and which can, through the soul and the instinctive mind,
deeply and intensely feel its energies and the forces governing it. Time and space
extend far beyond what can be determined or comprehended within the short span
of life. Man will come to recognize the great and ultimate truth that underpins the
whole cosmos and sustains all existence, seen as well as unseen. It is the Divine Being
that the human eye cannot see, nor the mind perceive.

This belief has the vital role of preserving man’s finite mental and intellectual
powers and saving them from being wasted, abused or misdirected. These faculties
have been bestowed on man to enable him to properly discharge his obligations as
God’s vicegerent on earth. In the present life, the domain for man’s activities of
procreation, construction, innovation and excellence is limited. His intellectual power
needs to be strengthened and complemented by spiritual power which stems directly
from God and is thereby linked to the whole of existence.

Any attempt to comprehend the world from another perspective is futile and
foolish, because it resorts to the wrong tools and defies the fundamental truth that
the finite cannot fathom the infinite. Man’s limited sensory and intellectual
capabilities do not enable him to understand the absolute meaning of things.

This inherent human deficiency, however, in no way prevents man from believing
in the imperceptible and accepting that it is the prerogative of the Divine. Man
should leave these matters to God, the Omniscient, and should turn to Him for
meaning, information, understanding and explanation. Recognition of this fact is the
greatest prize the human mind can win, and is the first and foremost mark of the
God-fearing believer.

The concept of the imperceptible is a decisive factor in distinguishing man from
animals. Materialist thinking, ancient as well as modern, has tended to drag man
back to an irrational existence, with no room for the spiritual, where everything is
determined by sensory means alone. What is peddled as ‘progressive thought’ is no
more than dismal regression. God has protected believers against such an error by
describing them as those who believe in the imperceptible. For that alone they should
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be deeply grateful.

Those who “observe prayer,” revere and worship none but God Almighty. They
never debase themselves by worshipping anyone or anything else. They turn to the
real and ultimate power in this world, humbling their hearts and souls to Him alone.
In this way they link up to the cause and origin of existence; their lives assume real
meaning and noble purpose, transcending the crude and trivial pursuits and needs of
worldly living. Their ties with God give them power over other creatures and feed
their conscience with moral strength and fear of God. Prayer is an essential element
in the building of a believer’s character and shaping his concepts, feelings and
behaviour and in linking them directly with God.

“And give of what We bestow upon them.” (Verse 3) This implies the believers’
recognition that what they own and possess is a gift and a favour from God. It is not
of their own making. Such a belief brings mercy and benevolence towards the weak
and the poor, and mutual fellowship and a true spirit of brotherhood and human
community among all. The outcome is to eliminate greed and fill people’s hearts
with compassion and humanity, making life an opportunity for cooperation rather
than an arena for conflict and confrontation. The sick, the weak and the young and
helpless in society are given security, so that they feel they are living among human
beings with compassionate hearts and scrupulous souls, rather than selfish beasts
with nothing but claws and teeth.

This kind of benevolent spending comprises the obligatory zakat, as well as the
giving of alms, voluntary donations and all other forms of charitable offerings. The
latter had been instituted in Islam long before zakat, because they are more general
and wide-ranging than zakat, which relates to the obligatory aspect of charitable
spending. Fatimah bint Qays quotes the Prophet Muhammad as saying: “There is a
rightful claim to people’s money, other than zakat.” [Related by al-Tirmidhi] This
statement by the Prophet clearly establishes the general principle with respect to
tinancial obligations.

“Who believe in what has been revealed to you and what was revealed before you.” (Verse
4) This is a characteristic of the Muslim community, or ummah, the rightful heir to,
and custodian of, God’s message and the legacy of all prophets since the dawn of
human life, and the leader of mankind. This characteristic embodies such concepts as
the unity of man, the oneness of God, the unity of the divine faith and God’s
messengers. It purges man’s soul of bigotry and petty fanaticism. It reassures us of
God'’s everlasting grace and protection which He has shown by sending successive
messengers preaching one and the same faith and offering the same guidance to all
mankind. It allows us to feel proud of being the recipients of God’s pure and
universal guidance, which remains a bright shining star that is never extinguished,
even in the darkest days of human history.
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“And are certain of the Hereafter.” (Verse 4) This characteristic of the God-fearing
links the present life with the life to come; the beginning with the end; deed with
reward. It provokes in man the feeling that he is no mere useless being, created
without a purpose and left to wither away. It comforts him by affirming that full
justice is certain to come, and thus inspires man to seek to do good, with total
confidence in God’s justice and mercy.

Belief in the hereafter is the point of departure between those who conceive only
of the confines of the physical world and those who appreciate the limitless expanse
of existence; those who believe that worldly life is the be-all and end-all, and those
who see it merely as a testing arena where the ultimate reward is earned. This latter
group realize that true life is there, beyond the limited confines of this earthly
existence.

Each of these interrelated characteristics carries certain values for human life, and
they form one harmonious entity.

Fear of God is an inner feeling, a state of mind, a source of human action and
behaviour. It binds inner feeling with outer action, and brings man into constant
contact with God, in private and in public. This contact extends into the deeper
recesses of meaning and consciousness, penetrating barriers of knowledge and
feeling, making acceptance of the belief in the unseen a plausible and natural
outcome and bringing total peace and tranquillity to man’s soul.

Fear of God and belief in what is beyond human perception go hand in hand with
acts of worship, in accordance with the manner prescribed by God Almighty in order
to link man the servant with God the Lord and Master.

Then comes the giving of part of one’s wealth to charity, in acknowledgement of
God’s favour and as an expression of human fraternity and compassion. This is
followed by a broad, all-embracing fellowship with all believers in God, and
acceptance of His message and all the Prophets and messengers who preached it.
Finally comes an unswerving belief in the hereafter.

These qualities were true of the first Muslim community which emerged in
Madinah at the time these verses were revealed. It consisted of the Muhajirin, who
had migrated from Makkah, and the Angar, the natives of Madinah who welcomed
them. Members of this model community displayed these profound characteristics of
faith in their personal and public conduct. Thus they were capable of great
achievements, with far-reaching effects on human life and civilization as a whole.

The passage aptly concludes with the comment: “Those follow their Lord’s guidance,
and they shall surely prosper:” (Verse 5) Indeed, they adhered to God’s guidance and
they were successful. For those who wish to follow in their footsteps, the route
remains clearly marked.
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A Contrasting Picture

The next human model we are presented with is that of the unbelievers. “For the
unbelievers, it is alike whether you forewarn them or not, they will not accept the faith. God
has sealed their hearts and ears; their eyes are covered;, and a grievous punishment awaits
them.” (Verses 6-7)

The contrast with the previous group is total. While God’s Book in itself is a guide
for the God-fearing, no warning to the unbelievers has any effect at all. The
receptivity of the believer contrasts with the unbeliever’s total unreceptivity; here the
ties that bind the believer to God and the world around, and link the seen with the
unseen and the overt with the covert, are completely absent. Their hearts are firmly
shut and their ears can hear nothing. They are utterly incapable of receiving guidance
or discovering the truth. Moreover, “their eyes are covered.” (Verse 7) They are in total
darkness, with no light to guide them anywhere. All this is their just reward for
ignoring God’s warnings.

The verses paint a grim and lifeless picture of these people on their way to “a
grievous punishment”, which is a fitting and proper reward for obstinacy and
disbelief.

The Mark of Hypocrisy

We now move on to the third model. The picture that the verses paint of this type
of people is neither as bright and noble as the first nor as dark and base as the
second. It is an elusive, evanescent image, constantly changing. These are the
hypocrites: “There are some who say: “We believe in God and the Last Day’, yet, in truth,
they do not believe. They seek to deceive God and the believers, but they are only deceiving
themselves, though they may not realize it. There is sickness in their hearts, and God has
aggravated their sickness. Painful suffering awaits them for the lies they keep telling. When it
is said to them: “Do not spread corruption in the land’, they say: “We are but doers of good.’
But, they indeed are the ones who do spread corruption, though they do not realize it. When it
is said to them, ‘Believe as other people have believed’, they say, Are we to believe as the fools
believe?” It is indeed they who are fools, though they do not know it. When they meet the
believers, they say, ‘We believe’, but when they are alone with their devilish allies, they say,
‘We are with you, we are only mocking.” God will put them to derision and let them continue
their transgression, blundering blindly along. These are the ones who barter away guidance
for error. Their transaction is profitless and they will receive no guidance.” (Verses 8-16)

This was a description of a number of people in Madinah, but the picture can be
identified in every human generation. Such people are to be found among the elite of
society who lack the moral courage to either openly accept the truth or clearly reject
it. They are ever assuming the moral high ground, placing themselves above all
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others, deriding their understanding. We should, therefore, take these verses in their
absolute sense, as being descriptive of hypocrites in all generations. They indeed
address the human soul which is one in all societies.

Typically, the hypocrites claim belief in God and the Last Day when they in fact
entertain no such belief. They simply do not possess the resolve to declare their true
feelings and convictions.

They delude themselves into thinking that they are so clever and cunning as to be
able to deceive the ‘naive’ believers, but God uncovers the truth about their actions.
They are trying to deceive not only believers, but God Himself: “They seek to deceive
God and the believers.” (Verse 9)

This and similar Qur’anic verses reveal a great truth and an honour that God has
bestowed on believers, for they emphasize the special relationship He has with them.
God always takes the believers’ side and makes their concern His concern. He
protects them and stands against their enemy, and repels any attacks directed at
them. This great honour elevates the status of believers among the rest of mankind,
and affirms the fact that belief in God is the noblest and most honourable of all
concepts in this life. It is the source of boundless reassurance to the believer that God
supports his cause, nurtures him and fights on his side. The scheming and intrigue of
other mortals is not to be feared.

This statement also carries a stiff warning to those who seek to deceive believers,
harm them or scheme against them. It tells them that they will have to confront not
only believers, but God Almighty. Waging war against believers means having to
tight against God Himself and face His wrath and His retribution.

Both aspects of this fact should be appreciated and carefully considered by
believers, so that they may be fully satisfied and reassured of their ultimate success.
They need not be perturbed by the scheming and hostility of their detractors or the
harm that these people may inflict upon them. Equally, the enemies of the believers
should reflect on them, in order to appreciate the true nature and magnitude of the
force they are contending with.

Going back to the verse, we find that it mocks their behaviour, pointing out that
“they are only deceiving themselves, though they may not realize it.” (Verse 9) They are so
oblivious of the reality of their position, and so careless, that they deceive no one but
themselves. God is aware of their schemes and deception. The believers are under
God’s protection. The thinking of these foolish hypocrites is so warped that they
believe they have triumphed and achieved their goal, whereas in fact they have
earned themselves nothing but doom and have condemned themselves to a terrible
fate.

But why, we may ask, do these hypocrites resort to such behaviour? The answer
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is: “There is sickness in their hearts.” (Verse 10) There is something wrong with their
attitude and their hearts are not pure, which causes them to deviate and incur further
displeasure from God, who has “aggravated their sickness.” (Verse 10)

This type of sickness begins as a minor deviation and grows gradually, according
to the established laws of human social and psychological behaviour. Predictably,
such behaviour will only lead to one end, as befits those who deceive God and the
believers: “Painful suffering awaits them for the lies they keep telling.” (Verse 10)

Other characteristics of the hypocrites, which were certainly evident in the case of
those notorious ones encountered by the early Muslims at Madinah, such as
Abdullah ibn Ubayy ibn Salal, is obstinacy and justification of their corrupting
behaviour, together with an arrogant belief that they will escape punishment. “IWhen
it is said to them: Do not spread corruption in the land’, they say: “We are but doers of good.”
But, they indeed are the ones who do spread corruption, though they do not realize it...”
(Verses 11-12) It is not sufficient for them simply to tell lies and resort to deception.
They have to make false claims, adding insult to injury.

People of this type can be found in every generation. They perpetuate evil and
corruption but claim to be proponents of reform and proper behaviour. Their
standards of responsibility towards society and dedication to the common interest
are distorted, and so is their evaluation of good and evil. Lack of faith and sincerity
towards God blurs their vision of right and wrong, allowing their actions to be
influenced by personal whims and desires. Their criteria of good and evil, right and
wrong, are not dictated by the standards laid down by God. Therefore they are
strongly and severely reprimanded: “They indeed are the ones who do spread corruption,
though they do not realize it.” (Verse 12)

Hypocrites are also distinguished by their arrogance, their contempt for other
people and their pretence to be what they are not. The description continues: “IWhen
it is said to them, ‘Believe as other people have believed’, they say, Are we to believe as the
fools believe?’ It is indeed they who are fools, though they do not know it.” (Verse 13)

It is clear that what the hypocrites of Madinah were being called on to
demonstrate was sincere, unwavering faith, free of personal desire or caprice. They
were being urged to join those who accepted Islam in its totality, submitted
themselves completely to God, and opened their hearts and minds to the teachings
and instructions of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him).

But it is also clear that they were too proud to accept. They thought of Islam as a
religion for the meek and the poor in society, which did not become the lofty elite.
This was reflected in their response. They are quoted as saying: “Are we to believe as
the fools believe?” which is appropriately met by: “It is indeed they who are fools, though
they do not know it.” (Verse 13) Fools are seldom aware of their predicament and are
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always willing to delude themselves that they are righteous and proper.

Then comes the last characteristic, which reveals the common ground that the
hypocrites of Madinah shared with the grudging Jews. Their lies and deceptions are
compounded by treachery and murky scheming against the Muslims: “When they
meet the believers, they say, ‘We believe’, but when they are alone with their devilish allies,
they say, ‘We are with you, we are only mocking.”” (Verse 14)

To some people wickedness means strength and scheming is an art; yet the
opposite is true. A strong person never feels the need to resort to treachery or
intrigue. The hypocrites were too cowardly to come into the open and could only
adopt a two-faced attitude. With the Muslims they professed belief in order to
protect themselves and have access to the Muslim community and undermine it from
within, but with their allies, who were often the Jews, they would say otherwise.
Their rapport was matched by their cooperation in wicked schemes.

As soon as this aspect of their conduct is revealed, God delivers the sternest
warning of all: “God will put them to derision and let them continue their transgression,
blundering blindly along.” (Verse 15)

What a degrading, humiliating and terrifying end: they are left wandering
heedlessly, without guidance or direction, until the hand of God picks them up
again, like feeble mice walking unawares into a trap. This is the true irony of their
situation, which makes their mockery of the believers appear even more petty and
ignoble.

Here again we are faced with the timeless truth mentioned earlier: that God
always takes care to defend the believers, reassuring them and thwarting their
enemy, who will blunder arrogantly in the dark, deceived by God’s temporary
clemency and brief remission, towards their inevitable and dreadful fate.

Then comes a final statement to sum up: “These are the ones who barter away
quidance for error. Their transaction is profitless and they will receive no guidance.” (Verse
16) They spurned the opportunity to be rightly guided, and forfeited their right to it.

They are left miserable and totally lost on all counts.

The Enemy Within

We note that more space is devoted to the delineation of the character of the third
group, the hypocrites, than to either of the preceding ones. This is because each of the
first two types is, in a sense, simple and straightforward. The first picture shows
people with clear vision and honest purpose, while the second paints those moving
aimlessly, devoid of guidance. In the third picture we see those with a devious,
restless, complex and sick disposition. Its delineation requires more touches and finer
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detail to be clearly and fully defined.

A detailed description of this third group also suggests that the role played by the
hypocrites in Madinah in undermining the Muslim community during those
formative years was a very serious one, and that they instigated trouble and
instability in that community. It is also an indication of how far-reaching a role
hypocrites can play in any Muslim community, and that there is a need to expose
their activities and maleficent scheming against the Muslims.

Further examples are given to add more clarification and expose the nature of
hypocrisy: “They are like one who sought to kindle a fire, and as it lit up all around him God
took away their light and left them in darkness, unable to see anything. Deaf, dumb and blind,
they can never return to the right path.” (Verses 17-18)

Unlike the unbelievers, the hypocrites did not turn away from divine guidance in
the first instance. They did not block their ears or refuse to listen or understand. They
simply elected to turn away from God’s guidance, after having considered and
understood it. They sought the light and saw it, but they did not benefit from it. It
was for this reason that “God took away their light and left them in darkness, unable to see
anything.” (Verse 17) This is a punishment for their deliberate rejection of God’s
guidance.

Man’s senses are meant to enable him to perceive and receive God’s Guidance, but
the hypocrites wilfully closed off their senses, rendering themselves deaf, dumb and
blind. Thus they are no longer able to see the light, nor can they find the right path
again. They are lost.

Another description of their wavering and loss of direction tells us that: “Or, when
there is a storm-cloud, dark, charged with thunder and lightning, they thrust their fingers in
their ears at every thunder-clap, for fear of death; but God encompasses the unbelievers. The
lightning all but snatches away their sight;, whenever it flashes over them they walk on, but
when darkness overtakes them they stand still. Should God will it, He would take away their
hearing and their sight, for God has power over all things.” (Verses 19-20)

It is a fascinating scene, full of life and movement, overshadowed by confusion. It
is remarkable for the sense of loss, panic and perplexity it conveys. There is light and
sound, dark stormy clouds bringing heavy rain, intermittent spells of light and
darkness. People walking in all directions, not knowing where to go, and stopping
abruptly in terror as the light disappears, covering their ears against the piercing
sound of thunder that could well-nigh kill them.

The interaction between the various dynamic elements of this awesome scene
perfectly reflects the confused and perplexed state of mind of the hypocrites, their
double-faced way of life and their wavering and equivocating attitude towards
others. It is a vivid picture of the psychological condition of those people, eloquently
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expressed in the rich inimitable style of the Qur’an.

Having clearly defined these three types of people, the sirah goes on to address
mankind as a whole with an exhortation to seek to be of the pure, constructive and
honest type in order to attain happiness and prosperity. “Mankind, worship your Lord
who has created you and those who lived before you, so that you may become God-fearing. He
made the earth a couch for you, and the heavens a ceiling. He sent down water from the sky to
bring forth fruits for your sustenance. Do not, then, knowingly set up equals to God.”
(Verses 21-22)

The call is addressed to all mankind to worship God, the sole Creator of all beings.
He alone is the Creator, and He alone must be worshipped. Man’s worship of God
tulfils a definite purpose, namely, to make man God-fearing. It is through worship
that people can attain the honourable status of believing in, and fearing none other
than God. Thus, they fulfil their obligations towards the One God, Lord of the living
and the dead, past and present, and the sole sustainer and provider of all that is in
the heavens and the earth.

“He made the earth a couch for you.” (Verse 22) The tone here emphasizes the
element of ease in human life. Planet earth has been prepared as a suitable place for
living, providing comfortable shelter for man. Long familiarity, however, tends to
make people take this ease and comfort for granted and to overlook the meticulous
care and balance involved in providing the means to sustain human life on earth.
Should only one of the elements necessary for life on this planet fail or run short, life
itself would disappear or become impossibly hard.

“And the heavens a ceiling”, solid and well coordinated. Man’s life on earth is
strongly linked to the skies and what they provide: heat, light, gravity, stars and
planets. The forces that preserve this delicate coherence and harmony between the
earth and the rest of the universe are vital to enable and sustain man’s life. It is no
surprise, therefore, that this should be mentioned within the context of God’s power
and grace, emphasizing man’s duty to worship and submit to Him.

“He sent down water from the sky to bring forth fruits for your sustenance.” (Verse 22)
This is a recurring theme in the Qur’an, especially in the context of reminding man of
God’s power and grace. Water is the essence of all life on earth. God says elsewhere
in the Qur’an: “We have made out of water every living thing.” (21: 30) Causing plants to
grow, running into rivers, forming lakes, permeating the soil to form underground
reservoirs then springing out or drilled up, water remains the most vital substance
for life.

Water as a phenomenon, and its role on this earth, are wonders that no one can
deny or overlook. To assert God’s power and grace, it is sufficient simply to point
them out as an example.
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Two fundamental Islamic principles emerge from this passage. The first is God’s
oneness as the Creator of all beings; the other is the unity of the universe and its
internal cohesion, and its fitness for man and for all life. The earth is stretched out for
our ease and comfort and the skies support their marvellous systems above us, while
water brings forth crops and fruits to sustain mankind. All this is by the grace of
God, the sole Creator. Therefore the surah continues: “Do not, then, knowingly set up
equals to God” (Verse 22)

Knowing that God has created us and those who came before us, and knowing
that He prepared the earth for us to live on and built the skies above us, single-
handedly and without a partner or helper, and provided us with water, the essence
of life, how can we ever deny Him, set up equals to Him, or worship others as gods
beside Him?

The concept of “setting up equals to God” which the Qur’an frequently and
strongly condemns need not necessarily refer to the worship of idols or figurines or
statues, normally associated with pagan religious practice and observed by the Arab
idolaters. It could very well take other forms, some of which are very subtle indeed.
To pin one’s hopes on anyone other than God, to fear someone other than Him, to
believe that others can bring fortune or cause harm, are all infringements of

monotheistic belief and, therefore, forms of idolatry or, to use Islamic terminology,
shirk.

The Prophet’s learned companion, “Abdullah ibn “Abbas, said: “Setting up equals
to God is a subtle form of idolatry, or shirk. It is more subtle than an ant stealthily
walking on a smooth black surface in the thick of darkness. It is when someone
swears by something other than the name of God or believes that dogs or ducks keep
the thief away. It is when someone says, ‘By the will of God and the will of man” or,
‘Were it not for God and you...”” It is also reported that a man once came up to the
Prophet and said: “Whatever you and God will.” The Prophet replied: “Do you take
me as an equal to God?”

The early Muslims were extremely sensitive and alert to these subtle forms of
idolatry. We today have to reflect on our own attitude towards this matter and
determine how true and faithful we are to the pure and fundamental principle of
God’s oneness.

A Divine Challenge

The Jews of Madinah used to raise doubts about the truth of the Prophet
Muhammad’s message, while the hypocrites, like the pagan Arabs of Makkah, were
sceptical and called it into question. Therefore we find the Qur’an challenging them
all, as indeed it challenges mankind in general, saying: “If you are in doubt as to what
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We have revealed to Our servant, then produce one stirah comparable to it and call upon all
your witnesses, other than God, if what you say is true.” (Verse 23)

The challenge starts off with emphasizing an important fact by describing the
Prophet Muhammad as God’s ‘servant’. This description is significant in a number of
ways: it is, first, an honour to the Prophet himself and an indication that to be a
‘servant’ of God is the highest honour a human being can attain. Second, it affirms
the essence of servitude to God in the universal human context, calling on all men to
submit only to God and renounce all partners that may be associated with Him. The
Prophet Muhammad, who attained the highest position of honour as a recipient of
divine revelations, is also honoured by being described as a servant of God.

The challenge is also related to the opening of this siirah, which points out that the
Qur’an was composed of the very same letters the Arabs were familiar with in their
language. If they were in any doubt as to its truth or veracity, they were free to
produce anything, even one sirah, comparable to it, and they could call any
witnesses they wished to testify in their favour. The Prophet’s claim had already
been supported by God.

This challenge remained open throughout the Prophet’s life, and has done so ever
since. The Qur’anic argument stands just as firmly today as it has through the
centuries. The Qur’an remains today the unique work it was on the first day it was
revealed, clearly distinguished from anything men can ever produce. Thus, God’s
words, and His warning, remain true: “But if you fail, as you will certainly do, then
quard yourselves against the fire, fuelled by men and stones, prepared for the unbelievers.”
(Verse 24)

It is a remarkable challenge indeed, but what is even more remarkable is the
absolute certainty with which it is made. Were any of the unbelieving Arabs able to
take up the challenge, they would not have hesitated for a moment. The Qur’anic
assertion of the futility of their task, and the endurance of that assertion, are in
themselves manifest and irrefutable proof of its superior nature.

The opportunity remains wide open for anyone or any group to pick up the
gauntlet and try their best to match the Qur’an and refute its claims of divinity and
superiority. But this has not happened and, as the Qur’an clearly states, will never
happen. That is the Qur’an’s final word for posterity.

Anyone with any real knowledge or appreciation of literary styles, or expertise in
philosophy, psychology, social science, or any other science at all, will not fail to
recognize that whatever the Qur’an has to say in any field of knowledge is something
unique, unlike anything human beings would say. Argument over this fact can only
arise from blind ignorance or sheer prejudice.

The stern warning to “guard yourselves against the fire, fuelled by men and stones”
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should, therefore, come as no surprise to those who may fail in their challenge to
God but persist, nevertheless, with their rejection of the truth.

The use of the word ‘stones’ here is intriguing. This fire is prepared for the
unbelievers, described earlier in the siirah as those whom “God has sealed their hearts
and ears” and whose ‘eyes are covered.” (Verse 7) They are the ones who have failed to
take up God’s challenge, and persisted, nevertheless, in their rejection of His
message. They are effectively stone-like, although they have a human form. Hence
the connection between humans and stones in this verse. The expression amply
conveys the horror of the awesome scene in which people and stones are consumed
by fire.

In total contrast, we are given the scene of bliss which awaits the believers: “To
those who believe and do good deeds give the good tidings that they shall reside in gardens
through which running waters flow. Whenever they are offered fruits therefrom, they say,
‘We have been given the same before’, for they shall be provided with what looks similar. They
shall also have pure spouses and they shall reside there for ever.” (Verse 25)

The interesting aspect of this life of eternal bliss, besides the chaste, pure spouses,
is the similar types of fruit offered to the believers, which they somehow feel they
were given previously, either in this world or in heaven. This apparent similarity
seems to introduce an element of recurring surprise; every time the fruits are found
to be different, adding to an atmosphere already filled with pleasure, abundance and
enjoyment.

The combination of apparent similarity and difference of essence is a phenomenon
clearly discernible in God’s creation, indicating, for one thing, that the world we
know is much greater than it seems to us. Take man as an example. Overall, people
look the same and possess the same limbs and organs, with essentially the same
physical, biological and chemical constitution. But how far does this similarity go?
How different can people be in their habits and aptitudes? For, despite the striking
physical similarity, such differences can be vast indeed.

Variety and diversity in God’s creation can be great indeed. There is variety in
living species and in human races; there is diversity in shapes and features, as well as
qualities and characteristics. Yet, this wvast, multitudinous, diversified and
inexhaustible universe goes back to a basic single cell which is made up of the same
constituent parts.

Who, with all these manifest marvels and astounding proofs of God’s power and
omnipotence, dare reject God and fail to submit to Him alone in total awe and
reverence?

The Use of Parables in the Qur'an
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At this point the siirah speaks of the Qur’anic use of parables: “God does not disdain
to give a parable of a gnat, or a higher creature. Those who believe know that it is the truth
from their Lord, while the unbelievers ask, ‘What could God mean by such a parable?” In this
way, God lets many go astray and gives guidance to many others, but none does He leave to
Qo astray except the evildoers, who violate God’s covenant after having accepted it, and cut
asunder what He has ordered to be joined, and spread corruption in the land. They are the
losers.” (Verses 26-27)

Earlier in the siirah, the hypocrites were shown in derogatory situations. They also
realized that the Qur'an uses parables referring to insignificant creatures. One of
these compares unbelievers to spiders: “Those who take beings other than God for their
protectors are like a spider which makes for itself a house. The frailest of all houses is the
spider’s house. Could they only understand.” (29: 41) Similarly the Qur’an cites a parable
showing the powerlessness of their false deities: “Mankind/ An aphorism is set forth;
hearken, then, to it. Those beings whom you invoke instead of God cannot create a fly, even
though they were to join all their forces to that end. If a fly robs them of anything, they cannot
rescue it from him! Weak indeed is the seeker, and weak the sought!” (22: 73)

This passage suggests that the hypocrites in Madinah, and probably the Jews and
the polytheists, were, in their clumsy and confused campaign against Islam, trying to
exploit such use of parables to raise doubts about the Qur’an’s divine origins,
claiming that God would not speak about such insignificant creatures as spiders and
flies. They thus hoped to undermine the authority and authenticity of the Qur’an.

These verses serve to refute that argument and explain the wisdom underlying the
use of such parables, while warning unbelievers against taking up such a line of
argument and reassuring believers that they will strengthen their faith.

“God does not disdain to give a parable of a gnat, or a higher creature.” (Verse 26) God is
the Lord of all creatures, big and small. Every single creature, regardless of shape or
size, is a marvel to behold, embodying the greatest secret of life, which is known only
to God. Besides, parables are used to explain and illustrate concepts and ideas, and
the size or shape of their subjects is irrelevant; in no case should they be slighted or
scoffed at. Moreover, God, in His infinite wisdom, makes use of such parables to
assess and test people’s faith. “Those who believe know that it is the truth from their
Lord...” (Verse 26)

Since they believe in God, they accept what He sends with the reverence that is
due to Him and with respect for His wisdom, which they do not question. The faith
He bestowed upon them enlightens believers’ hearts, enhances their spirits, opens
their minds, brings them closer to God and makes them more sensitive and receptive
to what they receive from Him.

“While the unbelievers ask, ‘What could God mean by such a parable?”” (Verse 26) Apart
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from being an impertinent and inappropriate question, this reveals the unbelievers’
ignorance and their exclusion from God’s light and guidance. They have no
reverence for God and no trust in His revelations.

Accordingly, the answer comes in the form of a swift warning: “In this way, God
lets many go astray and gives gquidance to many others, but none does He leave to go astray
except the evildoers.” (Verse 26)

God tests people in various ways and with varying degrees of difficulty and
rigour, but the effect is not the same. Ordeals and tribulations can only bring a
believer much closer to God and enhance his God-fearing sense and his submission
to Him, while they will shake and confound an unbeliever or a hypocrite. It is the
same with prosperity and good fortune. A believer will become more conscious of,
and thankful to God, while an unbeliever or a hypocrite will grow more arrogant,
inconsiderate and irresponsible.

Thus parables are used by God to test people’s faith, so that “In this way, God lets
many go astray and gives guidance to many others, but none does He leave to go astray
except the evildoers.” (Verse 26) In consequence of their attitudes and actions, the
evildoers are given even more freedom to pursue the route they have chosen for
themselves.

God’s Covenant with Man

We have not completely departed from the subject of the beginning of the sirah:
the presentation of the main types of people found in every human society. So the
text turns to speak in more detail of the “evildoers”. They are those “who violate God'’s
covenant after having accepted it, and cut asunder what He has ordered to be joined, and
spread corruption in the land. They are the losers.” (Verse 27)

The text speaks in very general terms, without specifying the ‘covenant” or the
thing they cut asunder, or the type of ‘corruption” they spread. Priority is given to
defining the overall profile of this type of people rather than recording any particular
incidents or examples. They have lost God’s trust, severed all the ties He
commanded to be maintained, and they are capable of perpetrating every kind of
corruption or evil. These are people condemned to confusion and loss of guidance;
their basic human nature has been corrupted and perverted. They are like a
prematurely picked fruit that has rotted and withered away. Their minds and
outlook on life are totally distorted, so that whatever gives believers guidance and
direction only confounds them and sends them further towards ruin and damnation.

Here, we may care to reflect briefly on the destructive effect of the activities of this
type of people, as represented by the Jews, the hypocrites and the idolaters, on the
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young Muslim community of Madinah; and on subsequent Muslim societies
everywhere, although under different guises and names.

Those “who violate God’s covenant after having accepted it”. (Verse 27) The ‘covenant’
is in fact several covenants, the fundamental one being man’s obligation to
acknowledge his Creator and turn to Him in worship and submission. Belief in God
is a basic human need that must be fulfilled; but it can be abused and misdirected, so
that a person sets up partners or equals to God and turns to them.

There is the covenant made with Adam on behalf of all mankind, establishing
man’s role on earth and defining his rights and obligations, as we shall discuss
presently.

There are numerous covenants and agreements, conveyed through Prophets and
Messengers at different stages of human history, with various communities and
human groups, committing them to the belief in the One God and implementation in
their daily life of His laws and teachings. Evildoers, throughout history, have
violated these covenants, and once they renege on their basic and fundamental
obligations towards God, there is nothing to deter them from violating laws and
norms of every kind, thereby wreaking havoc and destruction on all forms of life.

“And cut asunder what He has ordered to be joined.” (Verse 27) Such ties are also
numerous, and include family ties between kindred and relations as well as
humanitarian ties within the larger human family. First and foremost, God has
enjoined the maintenance of man’s relationship with God and his fellow believers,
which underpins all other ties and relationships. When these ties are broken or
dissolved, societies fall apart and chaos and corruption run rampant.

“And [they] spread corruption in the land”. (Verse 27) This corruption also takes
numerous forms and manifestations, but it stems from one major evil: deviation from
God’s word and violation of His covenant, severing the ties and relations He has
commanded to be maintained. The root of all evil and corruption on earth is
deviation from God’s laws which He has laid down for the conduct and organization
of human life. This is a departure that will surely lead to ruin and destruction.

Human life cannot be built on sound and healthy foundations as long as God’s
laws, commands and teachings are discarded or ignored or given second place. Once
this vital bond between God and man is broken, human and natural destruction
becomes inevitable. Therefore, those who advocate such deviation from God’s path
and perpetrate corruption and ungodliness deserve to be left to stray and to be
utterly confounded. Their confusion is caused by the same thing that provides
guidance to those who are God-fearing.

Giving Life after Death
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The surah then addresses all mankind, denouncing their disbelief in God who
gives life and takes it away, and who provides for all and has full control over the
whole universe: “How can you reject God who has given you life after you were dead? He
will cause you to die again then He will bring you back to life. To Him you shall return. It is
He who created for you all that is on earth. He then turned to heaven and fashioned it into
seven heavens. He has knowledge of all things.” (Verses 28-29)

Denial or rejection of God after seeing all these manifest signs is certainly
despicable and utterly unjustifiable. The Qur’an here faces mankind directly with
facts they cannot deny or question. It refers to their life and the phases of human
existence. God brought man out of a state of death and gave him life. This
transformation is a fact that cannot be ignored or denied, and can only be explained
by acknowledging the creative power of God. Life is not an illusion, but how has it
come about? Who has initiated this unique phenomenon we call life, which
distinguishes the living from the dead in this world? Life represents an extraordinary
dimension that is the complete antithesis of death, but where does it originate?

It is a question that has to be faced and answered in a way that will satisfy man’s
curiosity and put his heart and mind at rest. It is simply not enough to dismiss it or
attribute life to anything other than a creative power that is itself totally different
from creation. The immediate answer to this question is that life comes from God. Let
those who dispute this come up with another answer.

The verse questions man’s denial of, and disbelief in, God “who has given you life
after you were dead”. (Verse 28) How impertinent of man to reject God, the origin and
the cause of life. It affirms that God “will cause you to die again”, a fact that is beyond
dispute and of which we are constantly reminded. It adds that “[He] will bring you
back to life”, which has been, and still is today, a matter for endless argument and
debate. Yet, if people would only reflect on how man came to be in the first instance,
there would be no reason for bewilderment or rejection of life after death.

“And to Him you shall return.” (Verse 28) As it was from Him you have come, to
Him you shall return, in total fulfilment of His will and purpose.

Thus, in one short verse, the whole book of life is opened and. closed. The whole
story of man’s existence on this earth is reviewed. It begins, by the will of God, with a
state of death and ends with death, after which God will restore life again, and the
ultimate return thereafter shall be to Him from whom life originated. In this brief
picture, we can visualize God’s awesome power and appreciate its deep impact on
our hearts and minds.

This is complemented by another powerful affirmation: “It is He who created for you
all that is on earth. He then turned to heaven and fashioned it into seven heavens. He has
knowledge of all things.” (Verse 29)
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Commentators and scholars have spoken at length about the origin and creation of
the heavens and the earth. They have spoken about the order in which various parts
of the universe were created. They have delved deep into the possible ways in which
God could have “turned’ to heaven and ‘fashioned” it. However, they overlook the
fact that such dimensions of time and space are meaningless in relation to God. These
are linguistic terms used to bring infinite concepts into the sphere of our finite minds.
Endless disputes have periodically erupted among Muslim scholars about these and
similar terms, over many centuries. These are part of the unfortunate legacy of Greek
philosophy and Jewish and Christian theological and scholastic arguments that had
crept into Arabic and Islamic thought and theology. Today, we would be better
advised to avoid engaging in such futile debates, which can only mar the clarity of
faith and destroy the beauty of the Qur’an.

We should, therefore, look for those facts, ideas and concepts that lie beyond these
Qur’anic expressions and relate to the creation of all that is on the earth for the
benefit of man. Let us look into the purpose of human existence and man’s great role
on this earth, and its value in the sight of God. What value does Islam attach to
human beings, and what role does it assign to them in the social system?

“It is He who created for you all that is on earth.” (Verse 29) The key words in this
sentence are “for you”. They explicitly assert that God created man for a momentous
and important purpose, placing him in charge of the earth’s affairs: to own it and to
play an effective part in it.

Man is the master of this expansive earthly realm, and his role in its development
and well-being is the most crucial of all. Man is the master on earth, and he is the
master of the tools that are available to him on it. He cannot become a slave to these
tools, as he is perceived to be by modern materialistic thinking. Nor is he subservient
to, or dependent on, the changes or developments brought about by technology and
their influence on human relations and societies, as materialists today would have us
believe. Such thinking belittles man’s role, lowers his status in the world, and renders
him inferior to machines instead of being their master.

No material value should ever supersede human values, or subjugate or dominate
man. Any cause that aims to depreciate man’s worth is anti-human, no matter how
much material advantage it achieves. Man’s dignity and integrity override all
material values and ideals, which are of secondary importance.

The grace and honour implied in these verses, of which God reminds mankind,
even while He denounces their rejection of Him, are not only reflected in the fact that
He has provided them with all that is on earth, but also that He has appointed man
its master and set him above everything else on it. This honour is represented by the
fact that man has been delegated by God to rule over the earth.
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“He then turned to heaven and fashioned it into seven heavens.” (Verse 29) This can
only be interpreted in the sense that God has total control over everything, and with
Him rests the will and decision of creating and shaping things.5 There is no need to
dwell on the precise meaning, shape or dimensions of the ‘seven heavens’ referred to
here. It is sufficient to point out the overall import of the text as outlined above.

“He has knowledge of all things.” (Verse 29) He is the Creator of everything and has
control over all things. God’s omniscience and omnipotence are strong incentives for
man to believe in Him, acknowledge His favours and worship Him alone.

This brings us to the end of the first section of the surah, which has focused mainly
on belief in God and on urging mankind to join the ranks of God-fearing believers.

$ Here, the translator uses the expression ‘turned to heaven’ for the Arabic verb Istawa. For further
discussion on the Istiwa” attribute, please refer to section 1.1 of A Critique of “In the Shade of the Qur’an.’
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Man in Charge of the Earth

Your Lord said to the angels, T am
appointing a vicegerent on earth.” They
said, Will You appoint on it someone who
would spread corruption and shed blood,
whereas we celebrate Your praises and
extol Your holiness?’ He said, ‘T surely
know that of which you have
knowledge.” (30)

70

And He taught Adam the names of all
things and then turned to the angels and
said, ‘Tell Me the names of these things, if
what you say is true.” (31)

They said, Limitless are You in Your
glory! We only know what You have
taught us. Indeed, You alone are All-
Knowing, Wise.” (32)

He said, ‘Adam! Tell them their names.’
When he had told them all their names,
He said, Have I not said to youn that 1
know the secrets of what is in the heavens
and the earth, and I know all that you
reveal and conceal?’ (33)

When We said to the angels, Prostrate
yourselves before Adanr’, they did so except
Sor Iblis who refused, swelled in insolence,
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but those who deny and gainsay Our .
revelations shall have the fire, wherein they

shall abide.’ (39)

Overview

Stories and narratives are a familiar part of the Qur’an, recurring with varying
emphasis and detail. The context within which a narrative or story is given normally
dictates the main line and content of the story, as well as the style and form in which
it is presented. All these factors are chosen to blend in with the spiritual and
intellectual background of the text, as well as its artistic aspects. In this way, a story
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or narrative serves its intended purpose and produces the desired psychological
effect.

Some people are of the view that there is much repetition in the Qur’an, as some
stories are related in more than one sirah. But on deeper reflection, one finds that not
a single story or episode is ever related twice in exactly the same way. There are
obvious variations of detail, style and format. Every time a story is told, it has
something new to say. The criticism of repetitiveness does not stand.

Some have gone so far as to suggest that there is a certain amount of invention or
manipulation of detail and events, with a tendency to artistic licence that does not
adhere to historical facts. But anyone studying the Qur’an objectively, with an honest
and open mind, will see clearly that the circumstances in which a story is related
determine the aspects and amount of detail given in each specific instance. These also
usually dictate the style and the way in which it is presented.

The Qur’an is a book with a message. It lays down a constitution and provides an
outline for a complete way of life. Its purpose is not to relate a story or to give an
account of historical events for pure intellectual enjoyment. The extent of narrative
detail chosen is determined by the message and the context in which it is used, while
seeking also to attain and preserve beauty of style and power of expression, without
exaggeration or false embellishment. The Qur’anic style relies purely on faithful
representation of the facts with characteristic power and beauty.

Historical accounts of earlier Prophets, as related in the Qur’an, portray the long
procession of the faithful through the ages, and the reaction of mankind to God'’s
messages, generation after generation. They also give us a glimpse of faith in God as
experienced and interpreted by that select group of human beings, the messengers,
whom God has chosen for the great honour of conveying His message to mankind.
For believers, reading these rich and vivid accounts can be heart-warming and
reassuring, reaffirming the essence and value of faith and its profound role in human
life. They also help define the believer’s outlook on life, as established by the belief in
God, and distinguish it from other man-made concepts. It is for these reasons that
such historical narratives form a significant part of the Qur’anic text.

Against this background, we now look at the story of Adam, or that part of it that
is related in this surah.

The overall context, we may recall, is a review of human life in general and of the
phenomenon of existence as a whole. It talks about planet earth, emphasizing the
grace of God, who created everything on it for man’s benefit. It then moves on to tell
us about Adam’s arrival on earth and his appointment as master over it, in full
charge of its affairs, subject to certain conditions. It mentions that God has provided
him with the tools of knowledge that would qualify and enable him and his
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descendants to fulfil their mission. This also serves as an interlude to the account that
will follow, relating the assignment of the Israelites to take charge of God’s message
on earth, their covenant with Him, and their subsequent discharge and replacement
by the followers of Islam, the loyal and true keepers of God’s covenant.

Thus we find that the account of Adam fits in very well with the whole drift of the
surah and forms a perfect link between the sections that precede and follow it, as we
shall now see in more detail.

Establishing Man’s Authority

The opening scene is an awesome one. We are in the presence of God Almighty
and the Supreme Society of the angels: “Your Lord said to the angels, ‘I am appointing a
vicegerent on earth.” They said, ‘Will You appoint on it someone who would spread
corruption and shed blood, whereas we celebrate Your praises and extol Your holiness?” He
said, ‘I surely know that of which you have no knowledge.”” (Verse 30)

God, in His infinite wisdom, decided to hand over the earth’s affairs and destiny
to man and give him a free hand to use, develop and transform all its energies and
resources for the fulfilment of God’s will and purpose in creation, and to carry out
the pre-eminent mission with which he was charged.

It may be assumed, then, that man has been given the capability to take on that
responsibility, and the necessary latent skills and energies to fulfil God’s purpose on
earth.

It may, therefore, be concluded that a perfect harmony exists between those laws
that govern the earth and the universe, and those governing man’s powers and
abilities. The aim of this harmony is to eliminate and avoid conflict and collision, and
to save man’s energies from being overwhelmed by the formidable forces of nature.

This clearly indicates that man is held in high regard in God’s sight, and occupies
a prominent position in the system of the universe, bestowed on him by God
Himself. This is neatly encapsulated in the glorious statement: “I am appointing a
vicegerent on earth.” (Verse 30) The impact of this statement becomes even more
profound and impressive, as we reflect on man’s contribution and achievement on
earth and beyond.

“They said: ‘Will You appoint on it someone who would spread corruption and shed blood,
whereas we celebrate Your praises and extol Your holiness?”” (Verse 30) The angels’ reply
suggests that they were aware of man’s nature and disposition, either through some
past experience on earth or special inspiration or direct information. Thus, they were
able to surmise that he would spread corruption and shed blood on earth.
Furthermore, by nature, angels can think only of absolute goodness and complete
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peace. Hence, they perceive that total dedication to the praise of God should be the
sole and ultimate purpose of existence. They were already carrying out this purpose,
extolling God’s praises and glorifying Him at all times.

The angels were not privy to God’s will and His purpose in setting up the earth
and creating the various forms of life on it. They were not aware of God’s plan to
have the earth developed, cultivated and enriched at the hands of man, His
vicegerent there. It is true that man would commit corruption and shed blood, but
even this apparently evil aspect of his function turns out to be for the best. It is a
necessary consequence of perpetual progress and development, and the changes
brought about by a ceaseless endeavour in pursuit of better and higher things in this
world.

Thus, they are given God’s answer which settles the matter: “He said: “I surely
know that of which you have no knowledge.”” (Verse 30) “And He taught Adam the names of
all things and then turned to the angels and said, ‘Tell Me the names of these things, if what
you say is true.” They said, ‘Limitless of e You in Your glory! We only know what You have
taught us. Indeed, You alone are all-knowing, wise.” He said, Adam! Tell them their names.’
When he had told them all their names, He said, ‘'Have I not said to you that I know the
secrets of what is in the heavens and the earth, and I know all that you reveal and conceal?””
(Verses 31-33)

The passage takes us right into the very scene in which we can see the angels in
God’s presence, and witness how He entrusts man with the task of God’s vicegerent
on earth. He has given man the great secret of knowledge and cognition, as well as
the ability to assign names to persons and objects which serve as symbols denoting
whatever they are assigned to, even though they are no more than sounds and
words. The ability to know and name objects has had the most profound effect on
man’s life on earth. We can only imagine what life would have been like without this
communication tool to appreciate its value. Indeed, without it, human life and
interaction would have been unthinkable, and there would have been no progress
beyond a very primitive state. Without such ability, all communication would have
necessitated the presence of the subject matter. Thus, if a group want to discuss
something related to a tree, a mountain, or a particular person, then that person
should be brought before the group, or they should all go to the tree or mountain.
Indeed, without the ability to use names and symbols, human life could not function.

The angels have no use for such an ability because it is not required for their role.
Therefore, they have not been given it. When God, having bestowed this great
honour on Adam, asked the angels to identify certain objects, they could not because
they did not possess the ability to use symbols and assign names or titles to things.
They admitted their inability and recognized the limits of their knowledge,
prompting the comment that followed: “He said, ‘Have I not said to you that I know the
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secrets of what is in the heavens and the earth, and I know all that you reveal and conceal?"”
(Verse 33)

Man’s First Test

The story continues: “When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam’,
they did so.” (Verse 34) This is undoubtedly the highest accolade bestowed upon man.
For, despite the fact that he would commit corruption on earth and shed blood, he
was elevated above the angels, endowed with the secrets of knowledge, and given a
free and independent will to choose his destiny. Man’s dual nature, his ability to
determine his own course of action, and the trust he carries to pursue God’s
guidance by his own means are all aspects of the high esteem in which he is held.
The angels prostrated themselves before Adam in obedience to God’s command,
“except for Iblis who refused, swelled in insolence, and was thus an unbeliever” (Verse 34)

Here we see evil manifested in Satan’s behaviour as he disobeys God Almighty,
vainly refuses to recognize honour where it is due, persists in his error and closes his
mind to the truth.

The general drift of the narration suggests that Iblis was not one of the angels;
rather, he was with them. For, had he been an angel, he would not have disobeyed
God, since the angels’ foremost characteristic is that they “do not disobey God in
whatever He commands them and always do what they are bidden.” (66: 6) The fact that the
Arabic construction here makes an exception in relation to Iblis does not mean that he
is, or was, one of the angles. The exception is justified on the basis that he was with
the angles. This is perfectly acceptable in Arabic, which allows the construction “the
whole clan arrived but not Ahmad” without implying that Ahmad is a member of
the clan.

Furthermore, the Qur’an specifically identifies Iblis as belonging to another type of
extra-terrestrial creatures, the jinn, who are created out of fire, eliminating the idea
that he was, at any time, an angel. (See 15: 27, 18: 50, and 55: 15)

The battle lines are drawn, and the long struggle commences between Iblis, the
epitome of evil, and man, God’s vicegerent on earth.

This battle is fought within man’s own conscience. Its outcome will be in man’s
favour as long as he exercises his will and remains faithful to his covenant with God.
Evil will triumph only if man succumbs to his own desires and alienates himself
from his Lord.

And We said to Adam, “Dwell you with your spouse in Paradise and eat freely
whatever you wish of its fruit, but do not come near this one tree, lest you would be
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wrongdoers.” (Verse 35)

They had been allowed access to all the fruits of Paradise with the exception of one
tree. That tree may be seen as a symbol of the things forbidden to man on earth,
without which there would be no freewill for him to exercise. Man would have been
indistinguishable from animals, acting on mere instinct. Without forbidden things,
there would be no way of testing man’s willpower and resolve in fulfilling his
covenant with God. The human will is the deciding factor, and those who do not
exercise their will, despite their human form, belong with animals and irrational
creatures.

“But Satan lured them away from it [Paradise] and thus caused them to be ousted from
where they had been.” (Verse 36) So graphic and expressive is the Arabic word,
azallahuma, used here to express the act of luring away. We almost visualise the scene
of Adam and Eve being tempted and manoeuvred so that they slip and fall out of
Paradise.

Thus the test is over. Adam forgot his covenant and yielded to temptation,
invoking God’s inevitable judgement that they should be sent down to earth. “IVe
said, ‘Get you down. You shall be enemies to one another. On earth you shall have an abode
and sustenance, for a while.” (Verse 36) This was the signal for the battle between man
and Satan to commence and continue until the end of time.

But Adam, by virtue of his basically good and sound human nature, was
awakened to his oversight and was saved by God’s boundless mercy, which is
always close at hand for the repentant to seek. “Thereupon Adam received from his Lord
certain words, and He accepted his repentance; for He alone is the One who accepts
repentance, the Merciful.” (Verse 37)

God’s final word has been spoken, and His full covenant with Adam and his
offspring as His vicegerents on earth has been sealed and brought into effect. This
covenant outlines the conditions that bring mankind prosperity and those that lead
people to ruin. “We said, “You shall all descend from it [Paradise]. Guidance shall reach you
from Me. Those who follow My guidance shall have nothing to fear nor shall they grieve, but
those who deny and gainsay Our revelations shall have the fire, wherein they shall abide.””
(Verses 38-39)

Thus the battlefield was transferred to its proper location, the planet earth, and the
battle was to rage on unabated. From that early moment man was taught how to
triumph over evil, and what would bring about his defeat and condemnation. It is
now for him to choose how to act.

Points to Consider
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It is quite clear that when God told the angels that He was appointing a vicegerent
on earth, He intended Adam and his descendants to settle there. Hence, the question
arises about the purpose behind the forbidden tree and the ordeal that Adam and his
wife had to endure. Why was it all necessary to justify Adam’s coming to earth, since
he was meant to live on it in the first instance?

It seems that all this was part of Adam’s training and preparation for the task
ahead. The test was necessary in order to awaken his inner powers and latent ability
to face up to temptation, so that he could see for himself the consequences of his
actions and bear responsibility for them. It was also necessary to let man identify his
enemy, and to give him a taste of repentance so that he would feel the need to return
to God and seek His help and forgiveness.

The forbidden fruit, Satan’s deception, Adam’s disregard of his covenant with
God, his grave error, subsequent realization and profound sorrow for what he had
done, and his pleading for God’s forgiveness, encapsulate the ever-recurring cycle of
human experience.

God Almighty, in His infinite wisdom and mercy, has seen fit that man should
undergo this experience before he came to settle on earth, where he was to be the
master. Man was going to face this experience time and again in order to be properly
equipped to cope with the rigours of his fight with Satan and the evil he represented.

We may also ask: Where did all that happen? What was this ‘paradise’” where
Adam and his spouse had lived for some time? Who were the angels? Who was Iblis?
How did God communicate with them all, and how did they speak to Him?

Knowledge of these and other similar matters found in the Qur’an is exclusive to
God Almighty. God, in His infinite wisdom, knows that such details, and similar
information, are of little consequence in the fulfilment of man’s mission as God’s
vicegerent on earth. Just as God has favoured man with the secrets of many physical
laws and control over many physical events, He has withheld certain others as they
are of no immediate benefit to man.

Thus, despite the vast and amazing knowledge of life and the universe that he has
been able to accumulate, man remains completely ignorant of what lies beyond the
present moment. None of the tools of knowledge, intuition or technology enable him
to gain knowledge of the immediate future in any degree of certainty. No human
being can even know if his next breath will be his last. This is a typical example of the
kind of knowledge that is withheld from man because it is not needed for the
discharge of his duties as God’s vicegerent.

Indeed, were man to have access to such knowledge, it could well impede the
fulfilment of those duties.
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For this reason it would be futile for man to persist in pursuing such knowledge,
since he does not have the means to obtain it. All efforts expended in this direction
will be fruitless and would simply lead nowhere.

On the other hand, the lack of licence to penetrate the unknown does not give man
the right to deny it. Denial is in itself a judgement which must be based on
knowledge, but this is out of bounds for the human mind because it is not a
prerequisite for man’s life and role on earth.

To succumb to myth and superstition is extremely serious and harmful, but it is
even more serious to deny the unknown or refuse to take it into account simply
because it is beyond the limits of human perception and understanding. Such an
attitude reduces man to the level of animals which can only live within the realm of
the material world of the senses and are not capable of going to the wider universe
beyond.

We ought, therefore, to leave the knowledge of the unknown to God and be
satisfied with whatever glimpses He allows us into it that would improve our
understanding and the quality of our life and behaviour. With accounts such as that
of Adam and Eve, we must reflect on the universal and human truths, concepts,
morals and impressions the story conveys and on man’s nature and values, and their
place within the context of the wider existence. That should prove a far more useful
pursuit.

Man, the Master on Earth

With that in mind, we shall now have a close, but brief, look at the concepts, facts
and ideas that can be derived from this story.

Foremost among these is the great value Islam assigns to man, his role on earth
and his position in the universal system as well as the values by which he will be
judged. Equally important is man’s commitment to God’s covenant which forms the
basis upon which man’s mission on earth is founded.

The high regard in which man is held in God’s universe is manifested in the
divine will to declare man a vicegerent on earth and in the symbolic gesture of
ordering the angels to prostrate themselves before him, and the subsequent
condemnation of Iblis who refused to join them. It is also evident in the care and the
kindness with which God has blessed man from the start.

From this emerge a number of fundamental concepts and considerations which
are relevant to both intellectual and practical aspects of human life.

The first of these is that man is the master over this earth; everything in it has been
created for his benefit and pleasure. This elevates man above all other beings and
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forbids his subjugation or humiliation for the sake of material achievement. Man’s
humanity must be respected and safeguarded; none of his fundamental rights or
values should for any reason be violated or abused. Material things are meant to
serve man and are made to promote his humanity and enhance his existence. It,
therefore, stands to reason that achievements must not come at a price that would
undermine fundamental human values, or at the expense of man’s dignity or
integrity.

Secondly, man’s role on earth is of the highest importance. Man, rather than the
means of production or distribution, is the force of change on this earth; he influences
and alters the course of all life on it. Contrary to the materialistic view, man is the
master, not the slave, of the machine.

The Qur’anic view of man as a vicegerent on earth accords him a distinguished
status and a central position in the divine world order. Through a number of vital
and complex relationships, man’s commission on earth is closely linked to other
parts and forces of the physical world such as the stars and planets, the wind and the
rain, the sun and the skies. All these phenomena are evidently designed, and are
made to interact and converge, to serve the purpose of sustaining life on earth and to
assist man in fulfilling the purpose of his existence on it. This view of man is easily
distinguished from, and vastly superior to, the feeble and negative role assigned to
him by materialistic philosophies.

All such views advocate their own means to promote, develop and preserve
human life and values. The erosion of human freedom, dignity and values we see in
materialistic societies as a result of the relentless drive towards material prosperity
and progress, is but one facet of their godless view of man and his role on earth.

The Islamic view, on the other hand, leads to a deeper appreciation of moral
values and ethical behaviour. It teaches man to appreciate highly such virtues as
religious belief, righteousness and honesty, which are indeed the terms on which his
covenant with God was originally based. These virtues and values supersede and
override all material ones. This is not to say that material objectives and
considerations are unimportant; indeed, they are vital for the fulfilment of man’s
commission as God’s vicegerent on earth. But they must not be allowed to
overshadow or usurp the fundamental higher ones. Unlike materialistic creeds and
principles that dismiss spiritual values, Islam aims to always guide man towards a
decent and moral life. Production, consumerism and the satisfaction of man’s carnal
instincts and desires are not all that life is about.

The Islamic view clearly accords to human will a lofty position, as the cornerstone
in man’s covenant with God. Free-will is also seen as the essence of man’s
responsibility and accountability. Man can attain a status higher than that of the
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angels by remaining, through his own choice and free-will, true to his covenant with
God, and by not yielding to his desires or succumbing to temptation. However, he
can also debase himself by allowing his desires to get the better of his will, and
temptation to overcome faith and common sense, and by neglecting his
commitments towards God Almighty.

This way of looking at man and his place in the world accords the human species
further honour and esteem, and reminds us constantly of what leads to happiness
and fulfilment and what ends in misery and degradation.

We are also constantly reminded through Adam’s story of the nature of the battle
between belief and denial, truth and falsehood, guidance and error. Man’s own soul
is part of the battleground, while man himself is the protagonist who may either win
or lose.

The Concept of Sin

Finally, we have the Islamic view of sin and repentance. This view is very clear
and simple, with no mysteries or complications. Sin and repentance are two very
personal acts. Contrary to the Christian doctrine of ‘original sin’, no sin is ever
imposed on a person prior to his or her birth. Nor, as the Church claims, is there
‘divine” atonement in which Jesus, whom they allege to be the son of God, was
crucified to free humanity of Adam’s sin. Adam took full responsibility for his sin,
which he personally committed. Having repented, he was simply and easily
absolved of it. Any sins committed by Adam’s offspring would likewise be totally
personal. The gateway to repentance and forgiveness is open to all, without
restriction or discrimination.

It is a simple and straightforward concept that puts everyone’s mind and heart at
rest, and inspires man to do his utmost to succeed and save his soul, and never to
despair or give up. Everyone shall be held responsible for what he or she does; none
shall carry the burden of another.

These are some of the impressions that the story of Adam, as related in the Qur’an,
evokes. They are rich with meaning and ideas, inspiration and generous advice that
can underpin a social system built on virtue and morality. They highlight the
significance of such accounts as we find in the Qur’an, and reinforce the concepts and
precepts of the Islamic view and the values on which it is based.

These values originate with God Almighty and are bound to lead to Him in the
end. God’s covenant with man is based on man receiving God’s guidance and
abiding by its imperatives and principles. The decisive factor is man’s choice either to
adhere to and obey God’s commands, or to hanker after Satan’s deceptive
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allurements. There can be no third way. This foremost and fundamental truth is
emphasized throughout the Qur’an, and it is the foundation on which all human
concepts and systems are established.
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Glimpses of Israelite

History

Children of Israel! Remember My favour
which I have bestowed on _you. Fulfil your
covenant with Me and I will fulfil Mine
with you; and of Me alone stand in awe.

(40)

Believe in what 1 have revealed, confirming
that which you already have, and be not the
first to reject it. Do not barter away My
revelations for a paltry price, and fear Me
alone. (41)

Do not overlay the truth with falsehood,
nor knowingly suppress the truth. (42)

Attend regularly to your prayers, pay yonr
gakat, and bow down in prayer with those
who bow down. (43)

How can_you bid others to be righteous and
forget yourseles, even when you read the
Scriptures? Do you not understand? (44)

Seek strength in patient perseverance and
i prayer, which is indeed a demanding
task except for the devout. (45)
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who know that they shall meet their Lord
and to Him they shall ultimately return.

(40)

Children of Israel! Remember My favour
which 1 bestowed on you, and that 1 have

preferred you over all people. (47)

Fear the day when no soul shall avail
another in any way, nor shall intercession
be accepted from any of them, nor ransom
taken from them, and none shall receive

belp. (48)

And remember how We delivered you from
Pharaoh’s people, who afflicted you with
cruel - suffering,  killing your sons and
sparing only your women. That was a
grievous trial from your Lord. (49)

We parted the sea for you, led you to safety
and drowned Pharaoh’s people before your

very eyes. (50)

And [remember, too], when We appointed
for Moses forty nights, and in his absence
you took to worshipping the calf, and thus

became wrongdoers. (51)

Yet even after that We pardoned you, so
that you might be thankful. (52)

We gave Moses the Scriptures and the
Standard |by which to distinguish right
from wrong], so that yon might be rightly
gutded. (53)
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Moses said to his people, You, my people,
have wronged yonrselves by worshipping the
calf. Turn, then, in repentance to your
Maker and slay one another. That will be
better for you in your Maker’s sight.’
Thus, He accepted your repentance; for He
s the One to accept repentance, the

Merciful. (54)

And [remember] when you said, ‘Moses,
we will not believe in you until we see God
m person.” You were then struck by a

thunderbolt while you were looking on.
(55)

But We raised you again after you had
been as dead, so that you might be
thankful. (56)

We cansed the clouds to provide shade for

you, and sent down for you manna and
quails. ‘Eat of the good things We have
provided for you.’ Indeed, to Us they did no
harm, but themselves did they wrong. (57)

And [remember] when We said, ‘Enter
this city, eat of its abundant food as you
may desire, prostrate yourselyes as you enter
the gates and say: “Lord, relieve us of our
burden.” We will then forgive your sins
and We will richly reward those who do

good.” (58)

But the wrongdoers among them substituted
other words for those which they had been
gwen. Therefore, We let loose against them
a scourge from heaven in requital for their
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transgression. (59)

And [remember] when Moses prayed for
water for his people We said to him,
Strike the rock with your staff.” Twelve
springs gushed forth from it. Each tribe
knew therr drinking place. Eat and drink
of what God has provided and do not
persistently spread corruption in the land.
(60)

And [remember] when you said, ‘Moses!
We can no longer put up with one kind of
food. Pray to your Lord, then, to bring
Jorth for us some of what the earth produces
of green herbs, cucumber, garlic, lentils and
onions.” He said, Would you take a lesser
thing in exchange for what is much better?
Go down to any land and you shall have
what you asked for.” ILgnominy and
humiliation were stamped upon them and
they incurred the wrath of God, because
they denied His revelations and slew
prophets against all right, and becanse they
their

transgression. (61)

persisted  in disobedience  and

Those who believe, and those who are Jews,
and the Christians and the Sabaeans —
anyone who believes in God and the Last
Day, and does what is right, shall have
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their reward with their Lord. They have
nothing to fear nor shall they grieve. (62)

We accepted your solemn pledge and raised
Mount Sinai above you, saying, ‘Take
with firmness and strength what We have
gen  you, and bear in mind all its
contents, so that yon may remain God-

fearing.” (63)

Yet after that you turned away, and but for
God’s grace and mercy you would have
surely been among the losers. (64)

You are well aware of those of you who
broke the Sabbath. To them We said, ‘Be
as despicable apes.” (65)

Through that |[punishment] We set an
example to their own time and for all times
to come, and an admonition to the God-

fearing. (66)

When Moses said to his people, ‘God
commands you to sacrifice a cow,’ they said,
Are you mocking at us?’ He said, ‘God
Sforbid that I should be so ignorant.” (67)

They said, Pray on our behalf to your
Lord to make plain to us what kind of
cow she should be.” He said, ‘He says let
her be neither an old cow nor a young
heifer, but of an age in between. Do, then,
as you are commanded.’ (68)

They said, Pray on our behalf to your
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Lord to make clear to us of what colour she
should be.” [Moses| replied, He says let
her be a yellow cow, bright of hue, pleasing
to the beholder.” (69)

They said, Pray on our behalf to your
Lord to make plain to us of what exact
type she should be, for to us cows are much
alike. We shall, God willing, be guided
aright.” (70)

[Moses] answered, He says let her be a
cow, not broken-in to plough the earth or
water the tillage, free of all fault, withont
markings of any other colour.” Said they,
‘Now you have given the right description.’
They sacrificed her, although they had
almost left it undone. (71)

Having slain a human being, you cast the
blame on one another for this [murder].
God wonld definitely reveal what you have
concealed. (72)

We said, Strike bim with a piece of it.
Thus God brings the dead back to life and
shows you His signs, so that yon may use
your reason.” (73)

Yet after all this, your hearts hardened
until they were as hard as rocks or even
harder; for there are rocks from which
rivers gush forth; others split so that water
Sflows through them, and some other rocks

fall down for fear of God. Indeed, God is
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not unaware of what you do. (74) A5 P EW: s l;’: < (e
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Overview

At this point, the siirah begins its address to the Children of Israel, represented by
the Jews of Madinah, who posed the stiffest opposition to the Islamic message the
moment it arrived there. They launched a relentless campaign of overt and covert
resistance as soon as they realized that it had come to stay and to take control of the
city and its population. They felt that Islam was bound to deprive them of the moral
and economic hegemony they had so far enjoyed. Slowly, Islam began to heal the
rifts that had existed between Madinah’s two main rival Arab tribes, the Aws and the
Khazraj, thus ending the disputes that the Jews had been able to exploit. At the same
time it provided Madinah with an independent code of conduct, based on the
Qur’an.

The war the Jews began to wage against Islam and Muslims in those early days
has raged on to the present day. The form and appearance may have changed, but
the nature and means remain the same. This is in spite of the fact that the Jews, who
have been widely persecuted throughout their history, have always been welcomed
and accommodated by Muslim communities. Indeed, Muslim communities have no
history of religious or racial intolerance, discrimination or persecution. They are
known to welcome peaceful outsiders who have no intention to undermine Islam or
harm its people.

It was thought that the Jews of Madinah would be the first to welcome Islam and
embrace the new religion and its advocate, the Prophet Muhammad. The Qur’an had
already given a general endorsement to the Torah; while the Jews had been bidden
by their own Scriptures to await the emergence of a new Messenger, whom their own
prophets had described. In fact, they had been boasting about his impending arrival
to the pagan Arabs.

This section of the surah constitutes the opening chapter in a wide- ranging
campaign aimed at exposing the scheming and hostile stance of the Jews towards
Islam. This counter-attack, however, was launched only after all means of persuasion
to get them to accept Islam and join its ranks had been used without success.

The passage opens with a majestic call to the Israelites, reminding them of God’s
grace and inviting them to fulfil their part of the covenant with God so that He will
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tulfil His. It calls on them to be fearful of God and submit to Him, as a prelude to
appealing to them to accept the new revelations. It then goes on to condemn them for
being among the first to reject it. It censures their deliberate confusion of truth with
falsehood and their efforts to obfuscate and conceal the truth contained in their
Scriptures. It denounces their attempts to mislead others, particularly those who had
recently embraced the new religion, and to foment conflict and strife in the
burgeoning Muslim community. It invites them to join the ranks of the believers,
observe prayers, and pay their religious dues. Through perseverance and prayer,
they seek to overcome their intransigence and arrogance that have prevented them
from acknowledging and embracing the new religion. It denounces their two-faced
attitude of calling on the Arab idolaters to believe in God while they themselves
refuse to accept Islam.

The surah goes on to recall for the Jews the long list of favours God had bestowed
on them all through their long history. In its unique style, the Qur’an addresses the
Jewish contemporaries of Muhammad as if they were the contemporaries of Moses
who lived centuries earlier, and treats them as one and the same community. Indeed,
their attitude and behaviour have been remarkably the same through the ages.

The Qur’an also reminds them of the horrors of Resurrection Day, when every
soul has to defend itself, no intercession or ransom shall be accepted, and no one
shall save them from God’s wrath and punishment.

It recalls in vivid detail their ancestors” confrontation with, and subsequent escape
from, Egypt’s Pharaoh, and all the favours God blessed them with afterwards. It
reminds them of their lack of gratitude, their relapses and frequent deviations, and
their insistence on committing the same errors again and again. It stresses their
stubbornness, deviousness, lack of resolve, inability to shoulder responsibility,
dishonesty and unfaithfulness to their covenants with God and their own Prophets,
some of whom they even killed. They defied God and rejected His messages,
worshipped the golden calf, made impossible demands on their prophets and
violated almost every commandment they received from God.

The Jews, according to the Qur’an, have done all this while insisting that they are
the only rightly-guided nation in the world and the exclusive recipients of God’s
guidance and blessings, and arguing that their religion is the only true one.
However, as we shall see in the following pages, the Qur’an refutes this claim and
declares that all believers in God who adhere to His commands shall receive their
deserved reward and shall have nothing to fear or regret.

This campaign to uncover the destructive machinations of the Jews was
unavoidable for two main reasons. First, it was essential to demolish their
arguments, expose their intrigues and reveal their true intentions towards Islam and
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the Muslims. This would make Muslims fully aware of what was being done behind
their backs to undermine the foundations of their fledgling community.

Second, it was necessary as a warning to the Muslims themselves to avoid the
pitfalls into which earlier recipients of God’s message, had fallen. As a result, such
communities were stripped of the honour of having custody of the divine message
and of the leadership of mankind. A number of specific instructions to this effect,
some implicit and some explicit, can be found throughout the present passage.

There is no doubt that the Muslim community in Madinah at the time, and
Muslims in subsequent generations, are in need of such warnings and admonitions.
Muslims always need to study the Qur’an very closely in order to discern and
understand the divine instructions that will help them fight their habitual enemies,
and to find out how to combat their insidious scheming.

Without God’s guidance and the light of faith, human beings can never recognize
all the perils or fathom the wickedness of their enemies.

We can see very clearly here how, in the unique Qur’anic style, the story of the
Jews dovetails with that of Adam and Eve. This reflects an aspect of the integrity and
the complementary nature of the topics with the context in which they are presented.

If we go back a little we find that the surah had established that God created
everything on earth for the benefit of man. It then went on to relate how Adam,
father of the human race, was given a covenant as God’s vicegerent on earth, how he
was honoured by the angels falling prostrate before him, the brief he received from
God, how he overlooked it, regretted his error and repented. We have also been told
how he was forgiven and provided with divine guidance to ensure his success in this
life. We have seen how that experience was in fact the prelude to the continuous
conflict that was to take place on earth between the forces of evil and destruction,
represented by Iblis, and the forces of goodness and construction, represented by
God-fearing man.

This is followed by an account of the history of the Israelites which records their
covenant with God and how they violated it, as well as the favours God had
bestowed on them and their ingratitude. As a result God withdrew His trust from
them, allowing them to live in humiliation. The account warns Muslims against the
evil designs of the Israelites and against following their example.

There is a clear link between the assignment of Adam as God’s vicegerent on earth
and the choice of the Israelites as custodians of God’s message. The subject matter
and the message flow in total harmony with the style employed.

The Qur’an is not concerned with the chronology of the history of the Israelites. It
is only recalling certain events or actions in as much or as little detail as is
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appropriate. Various other episodes of the story of the Israelites are related in other
surahs, revealed earlier in Makkah, but for a different purpose. The aim there was to
inspire and reassure that small group of the early Muslims in Makkah, and show
them how to cope with their situation and learn from the strong faith and courage of
earlier believers.

In the present context, however, the aim is to expose the real intentions and plans
of the Jews, to describe their methods, and to warn the Muslim community about
their scheming, as well as against repeating their mistakes. The difference between
the Makkan and Madinan styles of the Qur’an, which will become clear later when
we study the Makkan surahs, is reflected in the emphasis and the presentation of the
same topics.

On reviewing the passages where the story of the Israelites occurs in the Qur’an,
one finds that the details fit perfectly into the context to reinforce the argument or the
point that is being made. It is also the case in this instance, as already explained.

The story of the Israelites is the one most frequently mentioned in the Qur’an. The
special care and attention with which it is told is indicative of God’s great wisdom in
the way He deals with the Muslim community and how He prepares it to assume the
all important task of the leadership of mankind.

God’s Covenant with the Israelites

Children of Israel! Remember My favour which I have bestowed on you. Fulfil your
covenant with Me and I will fulfil Mine with you; and of Me alone stand in awe.
Believe in what I have revealed, confirming that which you already have, and be not
the first to reject it. Do not barter away My revelations for a paltry price, and fear Me
alone. Do not overlay the truth with falsehood, nor knowingly suppress the truth.
Attend regularly to your prayers, pay your zakat, and bow down in prayers with those
who bow down. How can you bid others to be righteous and forget yourselves, even
when you read the Scriptures? Do you not understand? Seek strength in patient
perseverance and in prayer, which is indeed a demanding task except for the devout,
who know that they shall meet their Lord and to Him they shall ultimately return.
(Verses 40-46)

Any review of Jewish history would immediately fill one with amazement at the
host of favours and blessings God has bestowed on these people. Nor could one fail
to be amazed at how persistently they have shown total ingratitude in return. In this
opening announcement, God makes a general reference to those special favours
before going on to speak about some of them in greater detail. As He does so, God
again calls on the Israelites to fulfil their pledges and the commitments they made to
Him. If they do, He will bless them with more favour and grace.
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What is this covenant? Is it the original one made with Adam: “Guidance shall reach
you from Me. Those who follow My guidance shall have nothing to fear nor shall they grieve,
but those who deny and gainsay Our revelations shall have the fire, wherein they shall abide.”
(Verses 38-39) Or, is it the universal covenant made between God and human nature,
which binds man to seek the Lord and worship Him alone, associating no partners
with Him? The latter needs no qualification or justification, as man perceives it
instinctively and naturally, as long as his basic nature is free of capricious and
deviant influences. Or does the verse refer to the covenant made with Abraham, the
patriarch of Israel: “When his Lord tested Abraham with certain commandments and he
fulfilled them, He said, ‘I have appointed you a leader of mankind.” Abraham asked, And what
of my descendants?” God said, "My covenant does not apply to the wrongdoers.”” (Verse 124)
Is it, on the other hand, the covenant made with the Israelites on Mount Sinai, when
the mountain was raised over their heads? They were ordered then to take it up with
strength and dedication, as will be later explained.

In fact, all these are essentially one covenant. Their essence is man’s total
submission to God and adherence to the one true faith He sent to humanity through
His messengers, in a long and honourable procession throughout history.

In fulfilment of this covenant, God calls on the Israelites to fear Him alone, and to
believe in and accept what He has revealed to His Messenger, Muhammad,
confirming and endorsing their own Scriptures. They are urged not to hasten into
rejecting it but to be among the first to believe in it: “Believe in what I have revealed,
confirming that which you already have, and be not the first to reject it.” (Verse 41)

Islam, as propounded by Prophet Muhammad, was no more than God’s one
eternal religion given its final form. It is a continuation of the same message and the
complement of the covenant God made with man in the beginning. It embraces past
revelations and provides guidance for mankind in future generations. It brings
together the Torah of the Old Testament and the Gospel of the New Testament, and
adds what is required to lead mankind to further prosperity, unity and progress. Its
aim has been to achieve the true brotherhood of man, eliminate racial and ethnic
divisions and discrimination, and unite humanity in its submission to God under the
covenant with Him.

God warns the Israelites against rejecting His final message in pursuit of temporal
gain or narrow interests, such as the privileges and the status enjoyed by the rabbis
through their religious function in the community: “Do not barter away My revelations
for a paltry price, and fear Me alone.” (Verse 41)

Money, wealth and worldly aggrandizement have been the delight of the Jews
since their early days. This verse could be referring to the fees and taxes imposed on
ordinary Jews by their rabbis and clerics in return for religious services. These people
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were known, as stated elsewhere in the Qur’an, to have had a monopoly on the
interpretation of the Scriptures which enabled them to issue biased and tendentious
rulings favouring the rich and powerful. To maintain this monopoly, Jewish elders
and religious leaders would be inclined to urge their people to reject Islam and refuse
to recognize it.

Commenting on this verse, some companions of the Prophet and later scholars
have pointed out that when compared to belief in God’s revelations and the
promised rewards of the hereafter, the world and all its treasures are worthless.

The surah goes on to censure the Israelites for deliberately confusing truth with
falsehood in order to create confusion, doubt and discord among the Muslims. “Do
not overlay the truth with falsehood, nor knowingly suppress the truth.” (Verse 42)

The Qur’an abounds with reports of how the Jews of Madinah would seize every
opportunity to antagonize its Muslims, create distractions and spread false ideas and
malicious rumours among them. They had a notorious reputation, as we shall see, for
causing division and making mischief within the Muslim community.

The siirah then invites the Israelites to join the Muslims in their religious practices,
and abandon their prejudices and ethnocentric tendencies. “Attend regularly to your
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prayers, pay your zakat, and bow down in prayer with those who bow down.” (Verse 43)

Matching Words with Deeds

The siirah refutes their pretence, particularly that of their elders and rabbis, of
piety and godliness which they claim simply on the basis of having received divine
revelations. The fact is that they continued to reject the new revelations which
confirm their own. The siirah asks them disapprovingly: “How can you bid others to be
righteous and forget yourselves, even when you read the Scriptures? Do you not
understand?” (Verse 44)

This may well have been directed at the Jews of Madinah on some specific
occasions, but it applies to all believers and religious leaders of all groups and
generations.

When religious teaching becomes a mere profession, it loses its fervour. Those
who take it up begin to say things they do not believe and their actions tend to
become divorced from their words. This can lead them to twist facts and compromise
ideas and principles to serve their interests and desires. Their rulings,
pronouncements and opinions, or fatwas, may sound convincing but they are far
removed from the spirit and the letter of the religion.

The double standards of those who claim to represent a certain religion or
ideology not only harm them personally, but also undermine the ideas and the
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religions they are advocating. Thus people would hear fine words, contradicted by
foul deeds. Then become confused and the light generated by faith in their hearts
becomes dim. Having lost trust in religious preachers, they now lose trust in the
religion itself.

When they are not uttered with sincerity and conviction, words lose their impact.
A man’s beliefs are meaningless unless his actions and behaviour become a practical
translation of those beliefs. When a man’s conduct reflects his words, no matter how
plain and ordinary these words are, people will trust him and take him seriously. His
words draw their power and effect from the sincerity and honesty with which they
are being uttered, not from the rhetoric or eloquence in which they are delivered.
They assume a force of their own.

To match one’s actions to one’s words is not easy to achieve. It requires
cultivation, discipline and constant contact with God. Life’s preoccupations are
normally distracting, and man is weak unless he remains in touch with God’s
omnipotent power. The forces of evil and temptation can also overwhelm him
sometimes, and a brief moment of carelessness can damage the entire course of his
life. But, supported by God’s invincible power, man can conquer his desires,
overcome his weaknesses and overpower his opponents, powerful as they may be.

Thus the Qur’an directs the Jews of Madinah and, by implication, all mankind, to
seek support and strength through perseverance and prayer. The Jews were being
asked to give up the privileged status they enjoyed in Madinah and the material
benefits obtained from their religious functions, and to accept the new revelations
which they knew to be true. Such great sacrifices require strength, courage and
devotion. Hence the directive: “Seek strength in patient perseverance and in prayer, which
is indeed a demanding task except for the devout, who know that they shall meet their Lord
and to Him they shall ultimately return.” (Verses 45-46)

It demands courage, honesty and tenacity, as well as the power of prayer and
perseverance.

Two Sources of Strength

Reference to perseverance is quite frequent in the Qur’an, which presents it as
crucial and indispensable in enduring hardship and making momentous decisions.
One of the most difficult moments anyone can encounter is having to acknowledge
the truth and relinquish power and material privilege as a result.

But what do we understand from the directive to ‘seek strength in... prayer’. Prayer
is seen by Islam as a link between man and his Lord and Master, through which the
human heart draws strength and fortitude. It generates life and energy in the human
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soul. Despite his unique relationship with God and the lofty level of spiritual piety
he attained, the Prophet Muhammad was known to resort to prayer every time he
experienced distress or anxiety. Prayer remains an inexhaustible fountain of peace,
comfort and spiritual uplift for every believer.

A prerequisite of perseverance, or sabr, and fear of God, or taqwa, is the absolute
and unshakeable belief in man’s return to God when his actions will be reckoned and
he will be judged. This is also an essential requirement for the establishment of
values for this life and the life to come. Once the right criteria to judge these values
are set, the world and all its treasures and riches are seen as worth very little when
compared to the rewards in the hereafter.

What started as a simple instruction initially directed at the Jews of Madinah turns
out to be a permanent and enduring lesson for all mankind.

The following verse is yet another reminder from God to the Israelites of His grace
and generosity towards them, and a general admonition to them about the
resurrection that is certain to come: “Children of Israel! Remember My favour which 1
bestowed on you, and that I have preferred you over all people. Fear the day when no soul
shall avail another in any way, nor shall intercession be accepted from any of them, nor
ransom taken from them, and none shall receive help.” (Verses 47-48)

The preferred position granted to the Israelites was limited to the time of their
mandate as custodians of God’s message on earth. As soon as they betrayed their
trust, disobeyed their prophets, denied God’s favours and abandoned their
commitment to God, they incurred His wrath, and were condemned to a life of
humiliation, misery and exile.

When Every Soul Stands Alone

The statement was meant to remind them of that glory and privilege in order to
encourage them to seize the fresh opportunity presented to them by Islam to rejoin
the community of believers and renew their covenant with God. But they are also
being warned about “a day when no soul shall avail another in any way,” and no
individual can save another.

This is one of the most important Islamic principles. Responsibility and
accountability are personal and not collective, and are directly related to an
individual’s will and freedom of choice. They are also based on divine justice.

It is a principle that upholds the dignity and integrity of man and cultivates and
strengthens his conscience. It raises his standards of morality and behaviour and
enriches his wealth of values with which Islam has honoured him.

The verse further stresses that on that day, no intercession “shall be accepted..., nor
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ransom taken” from, or on behalf of, anyone. Unless a person has a record of faith and
good deeds, nothing can save him or absolve his misdemeanours or intransigence
towards God. Furthermore, he shall receive no support of any kind from anyone else.

A Long List of Favours

The surah proceeds to enumerate the favours God had extended to the Israelites,
the most significant of which was their deliverance from the tyranny and persecution
of the Pharaoh. It portrays their response to these favours which was marked with
lack of appreciation and flagrant violation of God’s commandments. “And remember
how We delivered you from Pharaoh’s people, who afflicted you with cruel suffering, killing
your sons and sparing only your women. That was a grievous trial from your Lord. We
parted the sea for you, led you to safety and drowned Pharaoh’s people before your very eyes.”
(Verses 49-50)

The Qur’an graphically recalls the ordeals suffered by the Israelites” forefathers, as
if the later Jews themselves had undergone those experiences. It stresses the act of
deliverance as well as the torment and the persecution that preceded it. It makes the
specific point that the whole experience contained an element of trial by God to the
Israelites, testing their faith and resolve, and their trust in the Lord. The expression
used in this verse in reference to the suffering adds connotations that the suffering
was like food given regularly. It highlights one aspect of that suffering, which is the
killing of young men and leaving women alone. This was meant to weaken the Jews
and exhaust their strength.

The verse seeks to impress upon the listener that when ordained by the will of
God, hardship, misfortune and tribulation will not be in vain. Once aware of this fact,
one will develop more resilience and moral strength that will enable one to endure
pain and overcome it much more easily. The experience will inspire one to draw
closer to God and seek His mercy and help, and raise one’s capacity to cope with
life’s difficulties as well as one’s credit for reward in the hereafter. Hence the telling
comment: “That was a grievous trial from your Lord.” (Verse 49)

Having recalled the painful part of the episode, the siirah portrays the scene of
delivery when God “parted the sea for you, led you to safety and drowned Pharaoh’s people
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before your very eyes.” (Verse 50)

More detailed accounts of this event, already familiar to the Jews from their own
Scriptures, are given in several Makkan surahs of the Qur’an. Here, in typical
Qur’anic style, we get only a brief reference to it, but in the most vivid terms,
addressing the Jews of Madinah as if they were present at the scene, for a heightened
effect and greater impact.
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Ingratitude at Its Worst

The Jews have left Egypt and, through God’s grace and mercy, crossed the Red
Sea safely. The surah picks up the story: “And [remember, too], when We appointed for
Moses forty nights, and in his absence you took to worshipping the calf, and thus became
wrongdoers. Yet even after that We pardoned you, so that you might be thankful. We gave
Moses the Scriptures and the Standard [by which to distinguish right from wrong], so that
you might be rightly guided. Moses said to his people, “You, my people, have wronged
yourselves by worshipping the calf Turn, then, in repentance to your Maker and slay one
another. That will be better for you in your Maker’s sight.” Thus, He accepted your
repentance; for He is the One to accept repentance, the Merciful.” (Verses 51-54)

The episode of the calf is covered in more detail in verses 87-98 of Siuirah 20,
revealed earlier in Makkah. It is a well-known chapter of Jewish history. When their
Prophet left them for a while, they sank as low as worshipping an inanimate object,
in total disregard of the instructions of the Prophet who saved them, by God’s grace,
from Pharaoh and his army. Their attitude is described in its true colours:

“You took to worshipping the calf, and thus became wrongdoers.” (Verse 51) Who could
be a worse wrongdoer than one who worships the model of a calf after God had
saved him from idolaters?

Nevertheless, God pardoned them and gave their Prophet, Moses, the Torah as a
source of guidance for them. However, there was need for a thorough cleansing of
ranks. Such a shaky nature could only be steadied by a very stringent atonement:
“Moses said to his people: “You, my people, have wronged yourselves by worshipping the calf
Turn, then, in repentance to your Maker and slay one another. That will be better for you in
your Maker’s sight.” (Verse 54) Thus, the order was given to kill those who went far
astray as a means of cleansing for the whole community.

No doubt it was a heavy responsibility, for killing members of their community
was like killing themselves; but it was inescapable in order to preserve the purity and
righteousness of the rest of the community. It was a punishment commensurate with
the vile transgression perpetrated. Had they counselled one another against
transgression, they would not have worshipped the calf. Hence, the punishment to
reform their nature.

Once punishment has been meted out, God’s mercy descends afresh. “Thus, He
accepted your repentance; for He is the One to accept repentance, the Merciful.” (Verse 54)

Yet, true to form, their stubbornness and obduracy had the better of the Israelites.
They now demanded to see God Himself. The demand was made by the seventy
individuals who, as detailed in the earlier Makkan surahs, had been chosen by Moses
to represent his people. They went further than that, making their belief in Moses
and his message conditional on their seeing God in person. Obviously, this is
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mentioned here for comparison with the attitude of the Prophet Muhammad’s Jewish
contemporaries, who were demanding impossible proof to verify the truth of his
claim to prophethood.

And [remember] when you said, Moses, we will not believe in you until we see God in
person. “You were then struck by a thunderbolt while you were looking on. But We
raised you again after you had been as dead, so that you might be thankful. We caused
the clouds to provide shade for you, and sent down for you manna and quails. ‘Eat of
the good things We have provided for you. ‘Indeed, to Us they did no harm, but
themselves did they wrong. (Verses 55-57)

Neither the signs and favours nor God’s forgiveness and generosity had any effect
on the Israelites” obdurate, materialistic and cynical nature. The prolonged and harsh
persecution they had endured under the tyranny of the Pharaoh seems to have
finally corrupted their souls, so that they would yield only to force. Nothing corrupts
souls and natures than writhing under tyranny for a long time. They had acquired
the slave characteristics of being submissive when overpowered and subjugated, but
vicious and revengeful when not under threat. Over the centuries, this became, and
remains today, a defining character of the Jewish people.

While on Mount Sinai, the Israelites had the audacity to demand from Moses that
they should see God in person, to which God responded by striking them with a
thunderbolt that left them as dead. Nevertheless, God was again merciful towards
them and restored them to consciousness, so that they might appreciate His kindness
and show gratitude.

God also recalls for them how He had taken care of their forefathers when they
were lost in the wilderness, providing them with food and protecting them against
the scorching heat of the sun. Historic records indicate that the Israelites, on leaving
Egypt, crossed the Red Sea into the Sinai desert. It was hot and without water, which
put them in danger of dying of starvation. But, God bestowed His grace on them and
provided them with a special type of food, as sweet as honey, which they called
manna. God also sent them flocks of quail which they could easily catch and eat.
Clouds would gather above them to protect them from the heat of the desert sun.
Thus God alleviated their suffering in the wilderness, but, as the verse comments,
they showed no appreciation or gratitude. As such, they were the losers: “Indeed to
Us they did no harm, but themselves did they wrong.” (Verse 57)

Inviting God’s Punishment

The siirah reminds the Children of Israel of more of their acts of intransigence and
heartless behaviour: “And [remember] when We said, ‘Enter this city, eat of its abundant
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food as you may desire, prostrate yourselves as you enter the gates and say: “Lord, relieve us
of our burden.” We will then forgive your sins and We will richly reward those who do good.’
But the wrongdoers among them substituted other words for those which they had been given.
Therefore We let loose against them a scourge from heaven in requital for their
transgression.” (Verses 58-59)

Some reports indicate that the city referred to here is Jerusalem, the holy city
which, not long after the Jewish exodus from Egypt, God commanded the Israelites
to enter, driving out its inhabitants who were a race of giants. They refused and
asked Moses to do that by himself while they waited outside the city. This episode is
discussed fully in verses 20-26 of Surah 5, where, in an attitude of unmatched
insolence, they say to Moses: “Mighty people dwell in that land, and we will surely not
enter it unless they depart from it. If they do depart, then we will enter.” (5: 22) “Moses, we
will never go in so long as they are in it. Go forth, then, you and your Lord, and fight. We
shall stay here.” (5: 24)

As punishment they were lost for forty years in the wilderness of the Sinai desert,
until a new generation had grown up who, led by the Prophet Joshua, son of Niun,
conquered the city. However, instead of entering Jerusalem, prostrating themselves
in humility, and praying God to remove their burden of sin and forgive them, they
took a totally different attitude and said different words.

Although these events occurred at a time much later than the one described at the
beginning of this section of the surah, it can be seen clearly that, throughout their
history, the Children of Israel displayed the same characteristics of insolence,
rebellion, and stubborn deviation.

The Qur’an was relating to the Jews of Madinah events and episodes of their
history well known to them, reminding them of the victory God granted to their
forefathers, God’s help in bringing them to the holy city of Jerusalem, and their
ingratitude and disobedience towards God. “But the wrongdoers among them
substituted other words for those which they had been given. Therefore, We let loose on them a
scourge from heaven in requital for their transgression.” (Verse 59)

“Wrongdoers’, as used in this verse, could be a reference to a small group among
the Israelites or to the whole community, depending on who perpetrated the
misdemeanours and rebelled against God and Moses.

In addition to the above, God had also blessed the Israelites while they were in the
wilderness by providing them with water. The Qur’an reminds the Jews of Madinah
of this also, and of their forefathers’ response to it. “And [remember] when Moses prayed
for water for his people We said to him, Strike the rock with your staff Twelve springs gushed
forth from it. Each tribe knew their drinking place. Eat and drink of what God has provided
and do not persistently spread corruption in the land” (Verse 60)
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The Israelites descended from twelve tribes who went back to the twelve sons of
Jacob, or Israel, father of the Jews. When they needed water in the desert, they asked
Moses to provide it for them, and he turned to God for help. God answered his
prayers, and asked Moses to strike a rock with his stick, whereupon twelve springs,
one for each tribe, spurted out with enough water for all their needs. They were
given all this by God’s grace, but they were also warned against spreading
corruption: “Eat and drink of what God has provided for you and do not persistently spread
corruption in the land” (Verse 60)

Unhappy with God’s Bounty

Let us recall the scene. The Israelites have fled from persecution and have
journeyed into a desert of sand and rocks. The sun beats down all day and the sky
will yield no rain. While they endure these desperate and hostile conditions, water
springs out of the rocks, honey-tasting manna falls from the sky and quails begin to
arrive in multitudes.

But despite all this, the people’s minds remained closed, their hearts intractable
and their attitude rigid. They could not rise to the occasion or appreciate the purpose
of their flight from Egypt. God had delivered them from the humiliation and
persecution of the Pharaoh in order to restore their honour, dignity and freedom.
Needless to say, there was a price to be paid. They were to inherit the holy city of
Jerusalem; but they had to capture it first.

The Israelites did not seem to appreciate that honour or to be ready to make the
necessary sacrifices. They simply were not up to the commitment and the
responsibility that God had entrusted them with. They were not prepared even to
sacrifice the most mundane of their daily needs and habits, so that they might
undertake the brief but harsh journey across the desert, on their way to glory,
freedom and dignity.

The Qur’an reminds the Jews of Madinah of what their forefathers had asked of
Moses and addresses the early Israelites, saying: “[And remember] when you said,
Moses! We can no longer put up with one kind of food. Pray to your Lord, then, to bring forth
for us some of what the earth produces of green herbs, cucumber, garlic, lentils and onions.”
He said, ‘Would you take a lesser thing in exchange for what is much better? Go down to any
land and you shall have what you asked for.” Ignominy and humiliation were stamped upon
them and they incurred the wrath of God, because they denied His revelations and slew
prophets against all right, and because they persisted in their disobedience and
transgression.” (Verse 61)

It is clear that Moses himself was aghast at their ignoble demands. His response
was that what they were asking for was worthless and could be found anywhere. In
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its Arabic form, Moses’s response could be interpreted in one of two ways. It could
mean that their request is so mundane and available everywhere. So wherever they
wish to stay, they could find what they asked for. Alternatively, Moses is telling
them to go back to Egypt and resume their servile, humble, humdrum life where
they can have their cucumber, lentils, garlic and onion. They would not, it seems, be
strong enough for the great and noble task God had called on them to undertake.

Contrary to some commentators, I favour this second meaning because it reminds
the Israelites of their misery and humiliation in Egypt, as it says: “Ignominy and
humiliation were stamped upon them and they incurred the wrath of God.” (Verse 61)
Historically, this came later as a result of their disbelief in God’s revelations, their
killing of some of their prophets, and their general disobedience. These
developments occurred several generations after Moses, but “ignominy and
humiliation” are mentioned here because they fit the context of their condescension
and insolence. Moses reminded them of the suffering and the distress they had
undergone in Egypt and of God’s kindness in delivering them from the Pharaoh.

Boastful Claims by the Jews

No other nation in history has shown more intransigence and obstinacy than the
Jews. They viciously and mercilessly killed and mutilated a number of prophets and
messengers. They have over the centuries displayed the most extreme attitudes
towards God, and towards their own religion and people.

Nevertheless, they have always boasted of their virtue and made the implausible
claims of being the most rightly-guided nation, the chosen people of God and the
only people that shall be saved. Such claims are totally refuted by the Qur’an which,
in this sirah, goes on to stress the most basic and all-embracing principle of the unity
of God'’s religion. It establishes that belief in God is one and the same for all groups
and nations, and that it will lead to righteousness and good deeds. God’s grace and
mercy are not the monopoly or the privilege of any particular racial or ethnic group.
They are extended to all believers at all stages of human history, in succession, until
the arrival of God’s final message, which would unite all believers. “Those who believe,
and those who are Jews, and the Christians and the Sabaeans — anyone who believes in God
and the Last Day, and does what is right, shall have their reward with their Lord. They have
nothing to fear nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 62)

‘Those who believe’, as used here refers to the Muslims, while “Sabaeans”
probably refers to a pre-Islamic religious group among the Arabs who were unhappy
with idolatry and sought belief in the one God of Abraham, cutting themselves off
from the pagan Arabs. Their name comes from the Arab word saba’, describing a
person who has abandoned the religion of his forefathers. In some commentaries,
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they are confused with the followers of Sabaism, who worshipped stars.

The verse affirms that all of those religious communities who believe in God and
the Last Day shall obtain their reward with God and may rest assured that they will
be saved. The main criterion is religious belief rather than ethnic or national
affiliation. With the advent of Islam this comes into sharper focus, because the final
version of divine faith has been established.

The surah continues to recall to the Jews of Madinah incidents from the history of
their forefathers. “WWe accepted your solemn pledge and raised Mount Sinai above you,
saying, “Take with firmness and strength what We have given you, and bear in mind all its
contents, so that you may remain God-fearing.” Yet after that you turned away, and but for
Gods grace and mercy you would have surely been among the losers.” (Verses 63-64)

Details of the “pledge” are given later on in this surah and elsewhere in the Qur’an.
The emphasis here is on recalling the scene, in words that well suit the awesome
atmosphere in which the covenant was delivered, and lend particular stress to the
solemnity and significance of the occasion. God’s covenant with the Israelites was
not a matter that could be taken lightly; no half-heartedness, equivocation or
wavering. It is the most momentous, gravest enterprise that can be contracted
between God and man, and it carries a heavy responsibility indeed. Those chosen to
give such a pledge must have total determination and devotion to be able to fulfil its
obligations. The Israelites are therefore told: “Take with firmness and strength what We
have given you, and bear in mind all its contents, so that you may remain God fearing.”
(Verse 63)

When Prophet Muhammad was assigned prophethood he said to his wife
Khadijah, “There is no longer any time for relaxation”, for he had already been told
in the Qur’an: “We are about to address you with grave and weighty words.” (73: 5)

Having given their pledge, it was essential that the Israelites should understand its
implications, appreciate its reality and prepare to meet its demands. What is
particularly important is that there should be no short-lived enthusiasm. Such a
pledge means, in essence, a whole new way of life for them. As they go about
implementing it, it generates new feelings, establishes a new system and observes a
new morality. The end result is an attitude based on fearing God, always
remembering that He sees us and knows our feelings and motives.

Alas, what a disappointment! The Israelites failed to live up to that responsibility.
“Yet after that you turned away.” (Verse 64) Nevertheless, God did not withhold His
grace and mercy from them: “but for God’s grace and mercy you would have surely been
among the losers.” (Verse 64)

Where Mockery Is Inadmissible
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The surah moves on to yet another manifestation of their violations of their
covenant with God, and their failure to fulfil its requirements. This time it takes the
form of weakness in the face of temptation and the prospect of short-term gain. “You
are well aware of those of you who broke the Sabbath. To them We said, Be as despicable apes.’
Through that [punishment] We set an example to their own time and for all times to come,
and an admonition to the God-fearing.” (Verses 65-66)

Elsewhere in the Qur’an we have the details of their violation of the Sabbath: “Ask
them about the town which stood by the sea: how its people profaned the Sabbath. Each
Sabbath their fish appeared before them breaking the water’s surface, but they would not come
near them on other than Sabbath days.” (7: 163) They had requested that a day should be
assigned to them for rest. God set them Saturday as a day when they do not work for
a living. He then put them to a clear test when fish would come to the shore in large
numbers on the Sabbath but not on other days of the week. Overwhelmed by greed,
the Israelites were not able to pass that test. It was not in their nature to let such an
opportunity go by for the sake of such a trivial matter as the observance of a certain
covenant made with God!

Thus, deviously and flagrantly, they violated the Sabbath by trapping the fish
when they came to the shore and waiting until the next day, when the Sabbath was
over, to collect them. As a consequence, they were severely reprimanded and rated
as no more than ‘despicable apes’, since their mentality and behaviour had sunk to
utterly revolting depths.

They had earned their due punishment for breaching the trust God had placed in
them, abased their humanity by losing their self discipline and control, and
descended to the lowest level of animals who have no free will of their own, but are
driven by their needs and desires. It is not imperative that they should be physically
changed into apes, as the Arabic text may be taken to mean. They had already sunk
into that level by thought and spirit.

This episode was marked in their history as a useful lesson for them and for the
generations of believers that would come after them.

The Episode of the Cow

The present passage is rounded off by the story of the cow, told here in full since it
is not mentioned elsewhere in the Qur’an. The story depicts the Israelites as shifty
and stubborn people, ever looking for excuses and justification for their failures.

When Moses said to his people, ‘God commands you to sacrifice a cow, * they said, Are
you mocking at us?” He said, ‘God forbid that I should be so ignorant.” They said,
‘Pray on our behalf to your Lord to make plain to us what kind of cow she should be.’
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He said, “He says let her be neither an old cow nor a young heifer, but of an age in
between. Do, then, as you are commanded.” They said, Tray on our behalf to your Lord
to make clear to us of what colour she should be.” [Moses] replied, "He says let her be a
yellow cow, bright of hue, pleasing to the beholder.” They said, Tray on our behalf to
your Lord to make plain to us of what exact type she should be, for to us cows are
much alike. We shall, God willing, be quided aright.” [Moses] answered, ‘He says let
her be a cow, not broken-in to plough the earth or water the tillage, free of all fault,
without markings of any other colour.” Said they, ‘Now you have given the right
description.” They sacrificed her, although they had almost left it undone. Having
slain a human being, you cast the blame on one another for this [murder]. God would
definitely reveal what you have concealed. We said, ‘Strike him with a piece of it. Thus
God brings the dead back to life and shows you His signs, so that you may use your
reason.” (Verses 67-73)

This brief account highlights a number of issues, including the nature and
disposition of the Israelite mentality, God’s power, life after death, and the nature of
life and death. Moreover, we may reflect on the stylistic touches in the way the story
is told, which fit it perfectly into the context of the siirah.

The Israelite character comes through very clearly in this story, reflecting lack of
faith or trust in God, reluctance to believe their Prophets and hesitation in
responding to them, and a tendency to mock and ridicule what they are told, coupled
with impertinence.

God’s directive, as conveyed to them by Moses was clear and simple: “sacrifice a
cow”. It hardly needed elaboration, nor was it difficult to carry out. Moses, after all,
was the man who had led them out of Egypt and, by the grace of God, brought them
to safety. He made it clear that he was simply conveying a commandment from God.
Not only was their response insolent and brazen, but they also accused Moses of
jesting and making fun of them.

Moses was clearly perturbed and made it immediately clear that he entertained no
such idea: “He said: ‘God forbid that I should be so ignorant.”” (Verse 67) His gentle,
polite response was sufficient to prompt them to reconsider and act upon God’s
order. He makes it clear to them that mocking at others is unbecoming of anyone
other than a person who does not know recognize God’s position.

Up to that point, it was still possible for them to sacrifice any cow to fulfil God’s
order as given to them by His Messenger, but their devious and hesitant nature got
the better of them and they came up with an unnecessary demand: “They said: ‘Pray
on our behalf to your Lord to make plain to us what kind of cow she should be.”” (Verse 68)

The way this question is phrased suggests that they still suspected Moses of
making fun of them. Their use of the phrase “your Lord” when addressing Moses also
indicates their indifference towards the whole affair which, they inferred, concerned
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only Moses and his Lord. Moreover, their question regarding the type of cow to be
sacrificed is also indicative of their total lack of interest and their tendency to
ridicule. Moses had already told them to sacrifice a cow, and any cow would have
sufficed.

Moses persisted with his patient approach and tried to steer the dialogue back to a
sensible level and away from argument on formality and technicality. He gives them
another straight and clear answer: “He says let her be neither an old cow nor a young
heifer, but of an age in between.” (Verse 68) He follows that with a clear, authoritative
advice: “Do, then, as you are commanded.” (Verse 68)

That should have been more than adequate for them to choose a cow and carry
out the order, discharging their obligation and sparing themselves further
complication by narrowing their choices even further. Nevertheless, they insisted on
asking more questions: “They said: ‘Pray on our behalf to your Lord to make clear to us of
what colour she should be.”” (Verse 69) Since they asked, they received an answer:
“[Moses] replied: ‘He says let her be a yellow cow, bright of hue, pleasing to the beholder.””
(Verse 69)

The choices are narrowing and the task of finding the right kind of beast that
would meet this now elaborate description has become more difficult than ever. It is
no longer simply the first available cow, but it has to be one of middle years, neither
very old nor very young, of bright yellow colour, not too fat nor too lean, and, most
difficult of all, “pleasing to the beholder’. This means that the cow must be bright,
lively and vigorous; because such are the qualities that people are pleased to see. On
the other hand, people dislike to look at a thin, weak or deformed animal.

Yet those Jews were not finished. They continued to make matters difficult for
themselves. Once again they ask about the type of cow they should sacrifice,
justifying their new request on grounds that they had a problem of choice: “They said:
"Pray on our behalf to your Lord to make plain to us of what exact type she should be, for to us
cows are much alike. We shall, God willing, be guided aright.”” (Verse 70)

There was now no escaping severe complication and restriction of choice, as more
and more features were specified: “[Moses] answered: ‘He says let her be a cow, not
broken-in to plough the earth or water the tillage, free of all fault, without markings of any
other colour.”” (Verse 71)

It was no longer an ordinary, average cow that could be easily found anywhere,
but one with a specific description and an unusual combination of features. Then,
just as the matter became unduly complicated and the choice really hard, the people
relented: “Said they: ‘Now you have given the right description.” They sacrificed her,
although they had almost left it undone.” (Verse 71)

It was as though Moses had not, up to that point, been telling them the truth, or
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they had not been disposed to believe him.

A Murdered Man Brought Back to Life

As soon as they carried out the command, God revealed to them its purpose:
“Having slain a human being, you cast the blame on one another for this [murder]. God
would definitely reveal what you have concealed. We said, ‘Strike him with a piece of it. Thus
God brings the dead back to life and shows you His signs, so that you may use your reason.””
(Verses 72-73)

This is the second aspect of the story, which highlights God’s power, the reality of
resurrection and the nature of life and death. The mode changes from narration to
direct speech. God has revealed to the Israelites under Moses the wisdom behind
asking them to slaughter a cow. A man had been murdered and, with no witnesses
available, they were blaming one another for his murder. God wanted to
demonstrate to them that He could bring the victim back to life to identify his killer
or killers. This was achieved by striking the dead man’s body with a piece of the
sacrificial cow. The mystery was solved and justice was done.

The question here is why this approach should be necessary when God can restore
the dead to life without the need for anything in particular. What possible
relationship could there be between the sacrificed cow and the murdered person
being restored to life?

The Jews were accustomed to sacrificing cows, but why should a piece of meat
restore life to a dead body when it had no life and no ability to give life? The logical
answer is that the whole event was symbolic, intended to demonstrate God’s power,
the workings of which human beings cannot comprehend. We see the effects of
God’s power around us all the time, but we are not able to grasp its reality or the
way it works.

“Thus God brings the dead back to life... “— just as effortlessly and readily as they
had seen, though they could not understand how it happened.

To the human mind, the contrast between the reality of life and the mystery of
death cannot be more bewildering, but to God Almighty the matter poses no
problem whatsoever. But, how is that so? This is the greatest mystery that no
creature can, or ever will, unravel. It is the secret that only the Supreme Being knows,
but whose significance and outcome the human mind is able to appreciate and

comprehend, because God “shows you His signs, so that you may use your reason.”
(Verse 73)

As given in the Qur’anic superior style, the narrative takes us on a short mystery
tour with a story that begins with a command from God to the Israelites to sacrifice a

&3



Al-Bagarah (The Cow) | MAN IN CHARGE OF THE EARTH

cow, without at first telling them, or the reader, of the purpose behind it. It was
simply a test of faith and obedience.

We are only given the dialogue that takes place between Moses and his people. At
no time is the story interrupted to tell us what words were exchanged between God
and Moses. We only know that every time the Israelites asked Moses to refer to “his
Lord”, he did so and came back to them with an answer. We are not told how that
communication was conducted or what was said by either God or Moses. This
omission is most befitting of God’s greatness, who should be revered and not
insulted with pointless arguments such as those Jews were making.

The story concludes with an event as astounding for us as it was for the Israelites
themselves: a dead man brought back to life simply by striking his corpse with a
piece of a dead cow. That is most amazing]!

The artistic method employed here combines with the purpose of the narration to
a most significant and successful effect in one of the shortest and finest stories told in
the Qur’an.

The final scene in the story should have been awesome enough to inspire faith,
submission and fear of God in the hearts of the Children of Israel. But despite all the
lessons they might have learnt from earlier encounters related in the surah, there is a
gloomy, disappointing conclusion that comes as a complete surprise: “Yet after all
this, your hearts hardened until they were as hard as rocks or even harder; for there are rocks
from which rivers gush forth; others split so that water flows through them, and some other
rocks fall down for fear of God. Indeed, God is not unaware of what you do.” (Verse 74)

Their hearts are compared here to hard rocks, but even more difficult to subdue.
The similes given were not altogether unfamiliar to the Israelites, for when they
needed water they had seen it gush forth from one solid rock, in twelve springs.
They had witnessed how a Mountain crashed down when God revealed His glory
there, as told in Surah 7, Verse 143. Their hearts, however, remained rigid and
inflexible, totally devoid of faith and fear of God, harsh, barren and unbending. But
they are warned that “God is not unaware of what you do.” (Verse 74)

This concludes an episode of the Israelites’ rich and chequered history; a history
fraught with denials, deviousness, scheming, stubbornness, corruption and flagrant
rebellion.
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Covenants Breached All
the Time

Do you hope that they will accept your
message when some of them would listen to
the word of God then, having understood
them, knowingly distort it? (75)

When they meet the believers, they say, We
believe,” but when they find themselyes
alone, they say to one another, Need you
inform them that which God has disclosed
to you? They will only use it in argument
against you before your Lord? Will you not

use your reason?’ (76)

Do they not know that God is well aware
of all that they conceal and all that they
reveal? (77)

There are among them illiterate people who
have no real knowledge of the Scriptures,

only  wishful  beliefs — and
conjecture. (78)

entertaining

Woe, then, to those who write down, with
their own hands, [something which they
claim to be of] the Scriptures, and then say,
This is from God', in order to get for it a
trifling price. Woe to them for what their
hands have written and woe to them for
what they earn. (79)
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They declare, “T'he fire will not touch us
except for a few days.” Say, Have you
recezved such a promise from God — for
God never breaks His promise — or do
you attribute to God something of which
you have no knowledge?’ (80)

Indeed, those who earn evil and become
engulfed by their sin are destined for the fire
where they shall abide, (81)

but those who believe and do righteous
deeds are destined for Paradise where they
shall abide. (82)

We made this covenant with the Children
of Israel: “Worship none but God, show
kindness to parents and kinsfolk and to
the orphans and the poor; speak kindly to
all people; attend regularly to your prayers
and pay the obligatory alms.” But, except
for a few, you turned away and paid no
heed. (83)

We made a covenant with you that you
shall not shed your own blood or drive
yourselves out of your own homeland. You
acknowledged all that and bore witness to
it (84)
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Yet there you are, slaying yourselves, and
driving some of your own people ont of their
homes, collaborating against them in sin
and injustice. Had they come to you as
captives you wonld have ransomed them.
Their expulsion is indeed forbidden to you.
Do you, then, believe in some parts of the
Scriptures and deny others? Those of you
who do this will have nothing for their
reward other than ignominy in this life and,
on the Day of Resurrection, they shall be
committed to a most grievous suffering. For

God is not unaware of what you do. (85)

Such are the ones who buy the life of this
world at the price of the life to come. Their
suffering shall not be alleviated, nor shall

they receive any succonr. (80)

We gave Moses the Book and cansed a
succession of messengers to follow him. To
Jesus, son of Mary, We gave clear proofs
and supported him with the Holy Spirit.
Why is it that every time a messenger comes
to you with a message that does not suit
your fancies, you glory in your arrogance,
charging some (messengers) with lying and
slaying others? (87)

They say, ‘Our hearts are sealed.” No!
God has cursed them for their disbelief.
They have but little faith. (88)
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And now that a Book confirming their
own has come to them from God, and they
had repeatedly forecast its coming to the
unbelievers, they have denied what they
know to be the truth. God’s curse be upon
the unbelievers! (89)

Vile is that for which they have bartered
their souls, because they have denied what
God  has  revealed, grudging that He
should, by His grace, send down His
revelations to whom He chooses from
among His servants. Thus they have
inenrred God'’s wrath over and over again.
Tonominious suffering is in store for the

unbelievers. (90)

When it is said to them, Believe in what
God has revealed,’ they say, ‘We believe in
what has been revealed to us.” They deny
everything else, although it is the truth,
corroborating the revelations they have.
Say, Why, then, did you in the past kill
God’s prophets, if you were true believers?’
1)

Moses came to you with clear proofs, but in

his absence you transgressed, worshipping
the calf. (92)

We accepted your solemn pledge, and We
raised Mount Sinai above you, saying,
Take with firmness and strength what We

B . -8 G sw g - 5}/-*/ a7
Boas Al e o CuS Satle Lo
P

2 c 8 a:Q// o
Zomesanln JB e 1967 fgne Lo
o A __ « I g7 o .o .4,, -
9958 G aaile Ll 10a8 (el o

}~/f - > }~/:'/ - '// > 7
3L coole o il (e e dlab
5 ‘ <. P c rnd \// ~ _

RS i Ay - o L}lp o« 5
e aslly Coad Jocah

S, M d
() 6
- -

{:‘ A /,:/ _ -
//Sj.a:g v_%w.y\; Le ‘).L:e )}H\
Tyaesly

88



have given you and hearken to it.’

They said, ‘We hear but we disobey.” For
their unbelief they were made to drink the
calf into their hearts. Say, V'ile is that
which your faith enjoins upon_you, if indeed
you are believers.” (93)

Say, If the ultimate abode with God is
yours alone, to the exclusion of all others,

then wish for death, if your claim is true.’
O49)

But they will never wish for it because of
what their hands have wrought in this life.
God is well aware of the wrongdoers. (95)

Indeed, you shall find that they cling to life
more eagerly than any other people, even
more than the idolaters. Each one of them
would love to live a thousand years,
although the grant of a long life conld not
save him from punishment. God sees all
that they do. (96)

Say, Whoever is an enemy of Gabriel
should know that he revealed it [the
Quran] to your heart by God’s leave.” It
confirms the Scriptures revealed before it,
and is a guidance and joyful tidings for the
believers. (97)

Whoever is an enemy of God, His angels,
His  messengers, and to Gabriel and

Michael will surely find that God is indeed
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the enemy of the unbelievers. (98)

We have sent down to you clear revelations:

none will deny them except the evildoers.
©9)

Is it abways to be the case that every time
they mafke a solemn pledge some of them
will violate it? The truth is that most of
them do not believe. (100)

And now that a Messenger from God has
come to them, confirming what is already in
their possession, some of those who had
been given the Scriptures cast God’s Book
bebind their backs as though they know
nothing. (101)

They follow what the devils relate of
Solomon’s  kingdom. — Solomon  never
disbelieved, but the devils did. They instruct
people in witcheraft which was certainly not
revealed to the two angels, Harit and
Marant, at Babylon. Yet these two [angels]
never taught anyone without first declaring,
We are but a temptation to evil, so do not
renounce your faith.” From these two,
people learned what they would use to canse
discord between a man and bis wife.
However, with that knowledge they can
harm no one except by God’s leave. Indeed,
they learn what harms them and brings
them no profit. They knew full well that
whoever contracted such a deal would have
no share in the life to come. Vile indeed is
what they had sold their souls for, if they
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but knew id (102) su B AL A ’}wT)j

Had they embraced the faith and been
God-fearing, God’s reward would have
been far better for them, if they but knew
2t. (103)

Overview

The passage we discussed in Chapter 3 ended on a note reminding the Children of
Israel of the many favours God had bestowed on them and their continued
ingratitude. We witnessed a number of scenes, some drawn in general outline and
some elaborate, showing God’s favours and the Israelites’ ungrateful response. This
culminated in the description of their hearts as harder than rocks.

This passage addresses the Muslim community, giving it an outline of the
machinations of the Children of Israel, and their devious, wicked scheming. The
Muslims are warned that, with such history and nature, the Jews will always try to
lead them astray. The length of this address, and the different styles and approaches
it employs are indicative of the magnitude of the wicked schemes the Jews of
Madinah employed to undermine the Muslim community.

Every now and then, the sirah confronts the Children of Israel, in front of the
Muslims, with the pledges they gave to God and how they violated them. They went
as far as killing some of their Prophets when those Prophets would not comply with
their wishes. It also describes their violation of divine law, their false arguments and
distortion of their Scriptures.

The passage highlights their long arguments with the Muslim community, and the
false claims they used. It instructs the Prophet on how to expose their claims and
refute their arguments, putting forward the truth, clear and simple. One of their
claims was that they would not be in hell for more than a small number of days, on
account of their special position with God. God instructs His Messenger on how to
refute this claim: “Say: ‘Have you received such a promise from God — for God never
breaks His promise — or do you attribute to God something of which you have no
knowledge?”” (Verse 80)

When they were called upon to embrace Islam, “they would say, ‘We believe in what
has been revealed to us.” They deny everything else, although it is the truth, corroborating the
revelations they have.” (Verse 91) God tells the Prophet to expose as false their claim of
believing in what was revealed to them. “Say, ‘Why, then, did you in the past kill God'’s
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prophets, if you were true believers?” Moses came to you with clear proof, but in his absence
you transgressed, worshipping the calf. We accepted your solemn pledge, and We raised
Mount Sinai above you, saying, ‘Take with firmness and strength what We have given you
and hearken to it.” They said, ‘We hear but we disobey.” For their unbelief they were made to
drink the calf into their hearts. Say, "Vile is that which your faith enjoins upon you, if indeed
you are believers.”” (Verses 91-93)

They also alleged that paradise belongs to them alone, in preference to all people.
God instructs the Prophet Muhammad to challenge them to open appeal in which
they and the Muslims would meet and pray to God together to destroy the party that
is lying: “Say: ‘If the ultimate abode with God is yours alone, to the exclusion of all others,
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then wish for death, if your claim is true.”” (Verse 94)

He also states very clearly that they would never wish for death. This proved to be
true. When challenged for such a public appeal, they declined, because they realized
that their claims were false.

The siurah continues with this confrontation, exposure of the Israelites and
instructions to the Muslims. Such a line was certain to weaken and foil the Jewish
wicked schemes against the Muslims. All their devious designs were laid bare.
Through knowledge of their old history, the Muslim community was able to expose
their insidious methods.

Even today, the Muslim community continues to be the target of such Jewish
methods. Unfortunately, the Muslim community today does not follow in the
footsteps of its forefathers who implemented the Qur’anic directives. It was only
through such implementation that they were able to overcome the wicked schemes of
the Jews of Madinah, even though the Muslim community was still in its infancy.
Persisting with their wicked designs, the Jews continue to try to turn the Muslims
away from the Qur’an so that they would not derive from it their most effective
weapons. As long as the Muslim community turns its back to its source of true power
and pure knowledge, they feel safe. Therefore, anyone who tries to divert the Muslim
community away from its faith and from the Qur’an serves, knowingly and willingly
or not, the Israeli aims. It is only through its true faith, its law and method of action
that the Muslim community derives its true power. When it abandons these, its
enemies are assured of their safety and victory.

Falsification of Scriptures

Do you hope that they will accept your message when some of them would listen to the
word of God then, having understood them, knowingly distort it? When they meet the
believers, they say, ‘We believe,” but when they find themselves alone, they say to one
another, Need you inform them that which God has disclosed to you? They will only
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use it in argument against you before your Lord? Will you not use your reason?’ Do
they not know that God is well aware of all that they conceal and all that they reveal?
(Verses 75-77)

Towards the end of the last section, we were told about the rigid and relentless
nature of the Israelites. It is a gloomy portrait that casts a bleak shadow of despair
and hopelessness; it would seem impossible that any good would come out of them.
With that in mind, the sirah questions the grounds for any hope, as entertained by
some Muslims, that the Jews would accept Islam.

Such a hope was ill-founded because the Jews seemed to lack the perception and
the understanding that would lead them to acknowledge the truth and accept it.
Faith and belief in God require a straightforward, refined and receptive nature that is
free of deviousness and perversity. It requires a caring, sensitive nature that is truly
sincere and fearful of God, that would not distort His words or try to obliterate the
truth once it is declared.

The reference here is to the learned and the scholars among Madinah’s Jews, the
rabbis and religious elders, who were well versed in the Torah but were willing to
tamper with it, and who would knowingly misrepresent and misquote it. This they
would do out of jealousy and for their own selfish purposes. Since those people were
predisposed to distorting their own Scriptures, they would be even more liable to
misrepresent and reject what Muhammad was teaching, and more than ready to
oppose Islam and falsify its message.

When they meet the believers, they say, ‘We believe,” but when they find themselves
alone, they say to one another, ‘Need you inform them that which God has disclosed to
you? They will only use it in arqument against you before your Lord? Will you not
use your reason?’ (Verse 76)

Besides distortion and misrepresentation of the truth, there is also cant and
hypocrisy. In fulfilment of prophecies found in their own Scriptures and by virtue of
the fact that they had been awaiting the coming of a prophet to lead them to
salvation, some Jews would tell the Muslims at times that they too believed in
Muhammad (peace be upon him). Privately, to avoid giving the Muslims any
evidence they could use to indict them before God, they would strongly reproach
one another for overdoing their pretence of belief. Ludicrous as it may appear, they
seemed to believe that as long as they did not divulge their true convictions to the
Muslims publicly, they would succeed in concealing them from God and He would
thereby not hold it against them. The siirah, therefore, wonders what kind of logic
they were using and, before moving to elaborate on their claims, asks in amazement:
“Do they not know that God is well aware of all that they conceal and all that they reveal?”
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(Verse 77)

The surah continues with its education of the Muslims about the Israelites by
saying that they fall into two groups. The first is the ignorant, illiterate masses who
have no knowledge or understanding of the Scriptures, who live by superstition and
wishful thinking, and who presume that the Jews will gain eternal salvation, on the
fallacious grounds of being God’s ‘Chosen People’, whose sins are forgiven and
deliverance guaranteed.

The second group is those who exploit this ignorance and distort the Scriptures for
material gain and in order to further and safeguard their own ambitions, power and
influence: “There are among them illiterate people who have no real knowledge of the
Scriptures, entertaining only wishful belief and conjecture. Woe, then, to those who write
down, with their own hands, [something which they claim to be of] the Scriptures, and then
say, "This is from God’, in order to get for it a trifling price. Woe to them for what their hands
have written and woe to them for what they earn.” (Verses 78-79)

Neither group could be relied on to be truthful to their Scriptures or respond
positively to the truth and guidance revealed by God to the Prophet Muhammad.
They are condemned to a deplorable end for distorting God’s words, and for
exploiting their own people and others for material gain and for the sake of religious
and political dominance.

Reply to False Arguments

One of the most notorious claims made by the Israelites which stood in direct
conflict with divine justice, and had no basis in logic or religious doctrine, was that
they were immune to punishment no matter how much they erred or deviated. Hell
tire, they said, would touch them for no more than a few days, if at all; after which
they would abide in Paradise for ever.

What basis did they have for such a pompous claim? Nothing but sheer wishful
thinking based on ignorance and the cunning lies of their elders. When people stray
away and find themselves, over a long period, divorced from the true spirit of their
religious belief, they end up with a mere facade, a superficial identity that means
little in reality. Such people will continue to cherish the illusion of righteousness and
salvation by paying lip service to their religious faith. They imagine that their claims
of following the right faith will spare them God’s punishment: “They declare, “The fire
will not touch us except for a few clays.” Say, "Have you received such a promise from God —
for God never breaks His promise — or do you attribute to God something of which you have
no knowledge?”” (Verse 80)

What a powerful rebuttal! What promise or assurance do they have from God to
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substantiate their claims? The truth is that they have no such thing. The question is a
rhetorical one, carrying a whiff of sarcasm and reproach.

The next verse gives a definitive statement which represents one of the most
fundamental concepts in Islam based on its overall view of man, life and the
universe. Reward relates directly to action, both in quantity and quality: “Indeed,
those who earn evil and become engulfed by their sin are destined for the fire where they shall
abide, but those who believe and do righteous deeds are destined for Paradise where they shall
abide.” (Verses 81-82)

What we have here is a superb artistic portrait of a particular mentality, leading to
a clear-cut and decisive ruling. We learn that evil is earned. This goes beyond the
mere act of committing a sin. We are presented with a psychological frame of mind:
the sinners are deriving a certain degree of pleasure and satisfaction from their sins.

They somehow consider that as gainful and worthwhile behaviour, and so they
become totally overcome by it. Had they not believed it to be so, they would have
desisted and done their best to avoid such sinful conduct. The Qur’anic Arabic
expression is most graphic, so that the meaning is clear and immediately grasped.
These people are totally enthralled with their wrongdoing and misguided behaviour.
It practically engulfs them to the extent that their whole life is dominated by it and
they live for nothing else.

The image of these sinners as eternal dwellers of hell is contrasted with that of
those who “believe and do righteous deeds” and are destined for eternal bliss and
endless happiness.

True faith finds genuine expression in good acts; a fact which believers, and
Muslims in particular, ought to consider and realize. Belief loses its meaning unless it
leads to constructive and worthwhile activity. Those who claim to be Muslims but
perpetrate corruption, oppose the implementation of God’s law in society, and resist
the promotion of Islamic ethics and modes of moral conduct among people are
seriously lacking in faith and loyalty to God and Islam. The efforts of such people are
fruitless. They shall have no protection whatsoever against God’s punishment, which
is bound to come, keen as they may be to avoid it.

Going Back on Firm Pledges

The siirah tells the Muslims more about the nature of the Jews and their crooked
and devious ways while, at the same time, confronting the Jews themselves with
these revelations.

We made this covenant with the Children of Israel: “Worship none but God; show
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kindness to parents and kinsfolk and to the orphans and the poor; speak kindly to all
people; attend reqularly to your prayers and pay the obligatory alms.” But, except for a
few, you turned away and paid no heed. We made a covenant with you that you shall
not shed your own blood or drive yourselves out of your own homeland. You
acknowledged all that and bore witness to it. Yet there you are, slaying yourselves,
and driving some of your own people out of their homes, collaborating against them in
sin and injustice. Had they come to you as captives you would have ransomed them.
Their expulsion is indeed forbidden to you. Do you, then, believe in some parts of the
Scriptures and deny others? Those of you who do this will have nothing for their
reward other than ignominy in this life and, on the Day of Resurrection, they shall be
committed to a most grievous suffering. For God is not unaware of what you do.
(Verses 83-85)

Reference has already been made to God’s covenant with the Israelites, and here
we learn of more details of this covenant.

Right at the outset, we learn that the covenant between God and the Israelites
contained the fundamental and absolute tenets of Divine faith that were
subsequently confirmed by Islam, which the Jews chose to oppose and deny.

It required that the Israelites submit to, and worship God, other than whom there
is no deity. It advocated kindness to parents, relatives, orphans and the poor in
society. It urged courtesy towards others, especially in teaching and preaching to
them about right and wrong, good and evil. Furthermore, the covenant enjoined
upon the Israelites the observance of regular prayer and the giving of alms; all of
which are, indeed, the very basic principles and obligations set by Islam.

This leads to two definite conclusions. First, God’s religion is one and the same
throughout human history; its last version, Islam, confirms and endorses the
fundamentals of all preceding ones. Second, there is no doubt about the arrogance
and obstinacy of the Jews towards this universal religion of God and their refusal to
acknowledge it, despite the fact that it advocated the same principles as their
covenant with God.

The surah then turns to address the Israelites directly, highlighting the inherent
contradiction in their attitude. It goes on to point out further contradictions between
their present attitude and the terms of their covenant with God: “We made a covenant
with you that you shall not shed your own blood or drive yourselves out of your own
homeland. You acknowledged all that and bore witness to it.” (Verse 84)

But what have they done after that? “Yet there you are, slaying yourselves, and driving
some of your own people out of their homes, collaborating against them in sin and injustice.
Had they come to you as captives you would have ransomed them. Their expulsion is indeed
forbidden to you. Do you, then, believe in some parts of the Scriptures and deny others? Those
of you who do this will have nothing for their reward other than ignominy in this life and, on
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the Day of Resurrection, they shall be committed to a most grievous suffering. For God is not
unaware of what you do.” (Verse 85)

The siirah is referring here to events that had occurred shortly before the advent of
Islam. The city of Madinah was inhabited by two major Arab tribes, the Aws and the
Khazraj, who had no formal religious beliefs of their own and worshipped various
deities. They were bitter rivals, constantly at loggerheads. The Jews had settled in
three well-defined areas of Madinah and made various agreements with their Arab
neighbours from both tribes. The Jewish tribes of Qaynugqa® and al-Nadir allied
themselves with the Khazraj tribe, while the Qurayzah allied itself with the Aws.
Whenever war broke out between the two major Arab tribes, the Jewish inhabitants
would side with their respective allies, so that Jew killed Jew, in complete violation
of their covenant with God. Jews would drive other Jews out of their homes, loot
their possessions and take their women. As soon as hostilities ceased, Jews on both
sides would hurry to exchange Jewish captives or buy their freedom, in fulfilment of
the Torah teachings.

The contradiction underlying this behaviour is exposed and the Jews are strongly
reproached: “Do you, then, believe in some parts of the Scriptures and deny others?” (Verse
85) This is the very violation of their covenant for which they are given a very stern
warning: “Those of you who do this will have nothing for their reward other than ignominy
in this life and, on the Day of Resurrection, they shall be committed to a most grievous
suffering. For God is not unaware of what you do.” (Verse 85)

The siirah then addresses the Muslims, and mankind in general:

“Such are the ones who buy the life of this world at the price of the life to come. Their
suffering shall not be alleviated, nor shall they receive any succour.” (Verse 86)

The motive behind their bartering away the life to come, and its rewards, for
temporal gain in this life, in stark violation of their covenant with God, was their
eagerness to fulfil the unholy alliances they had forged with the Arab idolaters, in
contradiction to the teachings of their Scriptures. Siding with both rival camps at the
same time was typical of the Jews of that time, consistent with their age- old policy of
holding both ends of the stick and placing two-way bets on events in order to secure
some gains and protect certain interests, whichever camp ends up the winner.

Such hypocrisy and cynical manipulation on the part of the Israelites betray a
deep-seated mistrust of God Almighty and a lack of faith in His covenant with them.
They undermine the very foundations of their belief in God and His powers, and
expose their actions as driven wholly by materialistic self-interest, in total disregard
for the precepts and teachings of their Scriptures.
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A Long List of Contradictions

The siirah then confronts the Israelites with their record of how they treated God’s
messages and messengers, including their own prophets: “IWe gave Moses the Book and
caused a succession of messengers to follow him. To Jesus, son of Mary, We gave clear proof
and supported him with the Holy Spirit. Why is it that every time a messenger comes to you
with a message that does not suit your fancies, you glory in your arrogance, charging some
(messengers) with lying and slaying others?” (Verse 87)

The Israelites’” main argument for not accepting Islam was that they were in
possession of a great many such teachings that had been given to them by their own
prophets. The Qur’an, however, rejects that claim and exposes the disgraceful
manner in which they had received those prophets and their teachings.

We have already been told of their encounter with Moses (peace be upon him),
and here we learn of more prophets coming after him and receiving similar
treatment, right up to Jesus, the son of Mary. Jesus (peace be upon him) came to them
with clear evidence of the truth, including the performance of miracles, and was
supported by the Holy Spirit, the Archangel Gabriel. But what was their attitude
towards him? Their own Scriptures testify to a sad tale of rejection, denunciation and
appalling ingratitude towards all the prophets who were sent to them: “Why is it that
every time a messenger comes to you with a message that does not suit your fancies, you glory
in your arrogance, charging some (messengers) with lying and slaying others?” (Verse 87)

The human tendency to manipulate rules and set double standards in order to
achieve selfish ethnocentric, nationalist or sectarian objectives is a well-known
phenomenon in society. It usually surfaces in corrupt societies that have lost the basic
human sense of justice and fair-play. Laws, principles and standards ought to stem
from a neutral, objective and a fair source that is not susceptible to the influence of
human desires or prejudices. This agency must transcend human frailty and self-
interest.

God relates these accounts of Israelite history as a warning to Muslims to avoid
those pitfalls, to preserve their position of leadership on earth and live up to the trust
God has placed in them. Thus we find that whenever Muslims have deviated from or
abandoned the rule of Islam and persecuted the advocates of true faith, rejecting
some and killing others, they have met a fate similar to that of the Israelites. They
became weak, divided and humiliated, wallowing in ignominy and misery. This sad
state will persist until they respond to the call of God and His messengers, submit to
His will, and fulfil their covenant with God with clear resolve and determination.

Having confronted the Israelites with their attitude towards their own Prophets,
the sirah tackles their response to the new message, Islam, and its bearer, Prophet
Muhammad (peace be upon him):
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They say, ‘Our hearts are sealed.” No! God has cursed them for their disbelief They
have but little faith. And now that a Book confirming their own has come to them from
God, and they had repeatedly forecast its coming to the unbelievers, they have denied
what they know to be the truth. God’s curse be upon the unbelievers! Vile is that for
which they have bartered their souls, because they have denied what God has revealed,
grudging that He should, by His grace, send down His revelations to whom He
chooses from among His servants. Thus they have incurred God’s wrath over and over
again. Ignominous suffering is in store for the unbelievers. When it is said to them,
Believe in what God has revealed,” they say, ‘We believe in what has been revealed to
us.” They deny everything else, although it is the truth, corroborating the revelations
they have. Say, ‘Why, then, did you in the past kill God’s prophets, if you were true
believers?” Moses came to you with clear proofs, but in his absence you transgressed,
worshipping the calf. We accepted your solemn pledge, and We raised Mount Sinai
above you, saying, ‘Take with firmness and strength what We have given you and
hearken to it.” They said, ‘We hear but we disobey.” For their unbelief they were made
to drink the calf into their hearts. Say, “Vile is that which your faith enjoins upon you,
if indeed you are believers.” (Verses 88-93)

The words are fierce: it is as if thunderbolts or balls of fire are being thrown in
their faces. The verses completely demolish their arguments and their bogus excuses;
their malevolent attitude towards Islam and the Prophet Muhammad is exposed
fully.

“They say, ‘Our hearts are sealed.” No! God has cursed them for their disbelief. They have
but little faith.” (Verse 88) They said that to Muhammad and his followers to
discourage them from presenting the new religion to them, and in order to justify
their own refusal to accept Islam. But the real reason, according to the siirah, is that
God has rejected them because of their disbelief. This means that the initial step was
theirs when they rejected the faith. Therefore, God punished them by His rejection,
which means that they cannot benefit by His guidance, which they have already
rejected. They have generally shown very little faith anyway, in all periods.

Their transgression was compounded, because they rejected a Prophet,
Muhammad, who had come to confirm the revelations they had already received,
whom they were eagerly awaiting and about whom they had been boasting before
the pagan Arabs. With him, they used to tell those Arabs, ‘our victory would be
complete.’

Such irresponsible and devious behaviour can only be met with divine wrath and
condemnation: “God’s curse be upon the unbelievers!” (Verse 89)

The siirah exposes the hidden cause underlying their wicked attitude, stressing
their loss and the failure of their pursuit. “Vile is that for which they have bartered their
souls, because they have denied what God has revealed, grudging that He should, by His
grace, send down His revelations to whom He chooses from among His servants. Thus they
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have incurred God’s wrath over and over again. Ignominous suffering is in store for the
unbelievers.” (Verse 90)

It is vile indeed that they should barter away their souls for a denial of God’s
Revelations. The human soul may very well have a price, which can be high or low,
but to sell oneself for such a demeaning reward as the denial of faith in God is the
lowest a human being can achieve. By adopting this attitude, the Israelites have lost
doubly: in this life and in the life to come, where a humiliating punishment is in store
for them.

The main reason for all this is their envy of Muhammad (peace be upon him) for
being the Prophet they had been waiting for. They begrudge anyone else receiving
the honour of carrying God’s message to mankind, which reflects their arrogant,
overweening mentality. This is totally unjust on their part, and it earns them God’s
wrath and punishment.

This typically grudging attitude of the Jews of Madinah betrays a deeply selfish
and bigoted mind, which detests that any good or blessings should be given to other
people, as if that would reduce their own share of such goodness. It reflects a total
lack of sensitivity towards others and a tendency towards self-alienation, which
explains the isolation experienced by the Jews throughout history. They have tended
to look upon their race as separate from the rest of humanity. Indeed, they have often
set themselves up against the rest, harbouring grudges and an insatiable desire for
revenge, and exploiting other peoples” misfortunes. It is not surprising, therefore,
that they have historically been portrayed as conspiring troublemakers who are
prepared to instigate war and bloodshed among nations in order to advance and
safeguard their own interests. This hideous tendency is traced back to their grudge
“that He should, by His grace, send down His revelations to whom He chooses from among
His servants.” (Verse 90)

Claims Falsified by Actions

The siirah then goes further in exposing their bigotry and deception. It says: “IWhen
it is said to them, ‘Believe in what God has revealed,” they say, ‘VWe believe in what has been
revealed to us.” They deny everything else, although it is the truth, corroborating the
revelations they have.” (Verse 91)

This would be the reply of the Jews of Madinah whenever they were called upon
to acknowledge Islam and the Qur’an. They considered what their own Prophets had
taught them sufficient and complete, and they rejected all else, including the
revelations received by Jesus and Muhammad, the last of all prophets (peace be upon
them all). The Qur’an takes great exception to this reaction by the Israelites to God’s
revelations, when these are “the truth, corroborating the revelations they have.” (Verse
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91)

But, why should they bother about the truth when it is not addressed to them
alone, and what concern is it to them that revelations sent to other nations should
corroborate their own? Their bigotry and narrow-mindedness were so extreme that
they had even rejected what their own Prophets had preached, and dared even to kill
some of them. “Say: ‘Why, then, did you in the past kill God’s prophets, if you were true
believers?”” (Verse 91) How could they substantiate their claims to believe only in
what had been revealed to them through their Prophets if they went as far as killing
some of these prophets?

Worse still, they rejected the revelations Moses, their most senior Prophet and the
saviour of their nation, had conveyed to them. “Moses came to you with clear proof, but
in his absence you transgressed, worshipping the calf.” (Verse 92) Could their worship of
the calf, with Moses still alive, ever be considered a sign of faith? Does it support
their argument that they believe in what has been revealed to them?

Nor, indeed, was that the only instance of their transgression and rebellion.
Earlier, God had made the covenant with them under Mount Sinai, but soon they
were in clear breach of that covenant. “We accepted your solemn pledge, and We raised
Mount Sinai above you, saying, “Take with firmness and strength what We have given you
and hearken to it.” They said, ‘We hear but we disobey.” For their unbelief they were made to
drink the calf into their hearts.” (Verse 93)

The mode of expression changes from direct address to that of reporting past
events. Thus, it confronts the Israelites with their past attitudes, and informs
Muslims and mankind generally of these Jewish attitudes. It then instructs the
Prophet Muhammad to condemn utterly the bizarre faith they claimed to have if it
would require them to flagrantly reject the truth: “Say, ‘Vile is that which your faith
enjoins upon you, if indeed you are believers.”” (Verse 93)

Two fascinating expressions immediately draw our attention here. The first is:
“They said: ‘We hear but we disobey.”” Indeed, they did not utter the words, ‘but we
disobey’. How is it then that these words are attributed to them? It is simply a
question of portraying an attitude as though it is fully expressive. Thus, their actual
words said that they had heard the message, but their actions said that they had
disobeyed it. This reality was a much more authentic and accurate statement of their
attitude than the words they uttered. The surah here is emphasizing one of the most
fundamental Islamic principles: actions lend validity to words. Actions must be in
harmony with words in order for the words to have any meaning or value
whatsoever.

The second expression is: “For their unbelief they were made to drink the calf into their
hearts.” The sarcasm and the severity of the image are unmistakable. They were
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forcibly made to drink something nasty; but what is it? It is nothing other than the
calf, which is shown to be forced into their hearts. It is easy to get carried away by
this image so as to almost overlook the real significance of the metaphor used here. It
shows their love and adoration for the calf to be so strong that it runs in their veins.
Such powerful imagery is but one tool of the inimitable Qur’anic style.

The Jews have made a great fuss claiming themselves to be ‘God’s chosen people’,
alleging that they enjoy an exclusive inherent right to divine guidance. They have
further claimed that, unlike other communities, their salvation is guaranteed, both in
this life and in the life to come.

By implication, these claims exclude Muhammad's followers from God’s grace in
the hereafter. Their aim behind such claims was to undermine the Muslims’ trust in
their own religion and in the promises made to them by the Prophet and in the
Qur’an. God instructs Prophet Muhammad to challenge the Jews to join the Muslims
in an earnest prayer to God to destroy the party that fabricated lies. He says: “Say, ‘If
the ultimate abode with God is yours alone, to the exclusion of all others, then wish for death,
if your claim is true.””” (Verse 94)

This is immediately followed by the assertion that the Jews would not take up
such a challenge or pray for death because they were aware that they were the ones
who were lying. Hence, they would be afraid that God might answer their prayers.
They were well aware that their actions and their record did not qualify them for any
grace in the hereafter. Were they to die straightaway, their loss would be complete:
their life here would be cut short and they would come to grief in the life hereafter.
This, the surah affirms, would only mean that they would fight tooth and nail to stay
alive, putting them on a par with the idolaters: “But they will never wish for it because of
what their hands have wrought in this life. God is well aware of the wrongdoers. Indeed, you
shall find that they cling to life more eagerly than any other people, even more than the
idolaters. Each one of them would love to live a thousand years, although the grant of a long
life could not save him from punishment. God sees all that they do.” (Verses 95-96)

In these verses, the Qur’an points to another contemptible characteristic of the
Jews: their craven desire to live, no matter at what price and regardless of quality,
honour and dignity. This has been borne out by Jewish behaviour during all stages of
their history; their heads are raised only when the big stick of the tormentor is put
away, but once the stick is wielded before them, their heads are bowed and they
acquiesce in fear and servility, scurrying for life, any kind of life.

Each of them would wish to live a thousand years because they do not believe in a
future life, after this present one is over. When one accepts that one’s days on earth
are numbered but supposes that life here does not lead to a future life, this life would
then seem very short, no matter how many years it lasts. Therefore, to believe in life

102



Al-Baqarah (The Cow) | COVENANTS BREACHED ALL THE TIME

after death is a blessing and a source of inspiration that brings hope, since man
naturally entertains hopes that go far beyond his numbered years of life. To discard
the hopes of an immortal and happy existence reflects a lack of appreciation for the
very meaning of life.

Besides being a belief in God’s absolute justice and His most gracious reward,
belief in the hereafter is an expression of the value and vigour of life itself, not
confined to, or restricted by, the limits of this world. It links man’s existence to a life
that goes far beyond this one, to reach spheres and realms the edges of which are
known only to God Almighty.

A Strange Enmity to an Angel

The siirah goes on to direct Prophet Muhammad to proclaim more challenging
truths: “Say, ‘Whoever is an enemy of Gabriel should know that he revealed it [the Qur’an]
to your heart by God’s leave.” It confirms the Scriptures revealed before it, and is a guidance
and joyful tidings for the believers. Whoever is an enemy of God, His angels, His messengers,
and to Gabriel and Michael will surely find that God is indeed the enemy of the unbelievers.”
(Verses 97-98)

Another astonishing trait of the Israelites is revealed. The spite and envy they feel
towards other recipients of God’s grace are not only beyond belief, but have now
landed them in a serious paradox. Because they knew that the Angel Gabriel
conveyed God’s revelations to Muhammad, and in view of the hatred and the
grudge they harboured against Muhammad, they circulated the absurd tale that
Gabriel was also an enemy of theirs because he was the Angel of death and
destruction. This, they alleged, gave them a valid reason to reject Muhammad and
the revelations he was receiving. Had it been the Angel Michael who had conveyed
the revelations, they claimed, they would have accepted it, because he was the angel
of rain, fertility and prosperity.

It is a ludicrous argument brought about by blind hatred. They had no reason to
be hostile towards Gabriel who, not being human himself, could not take sides for or
against them. He was a messenger whom they disliked although he had no personal
preference or choice in delivering that message. He only did as he was bid.

We note in this verse the point that the Qur'an was lodged in Muhammad’s
‘heart’, a term used frequently in the Qur’an to indicate a non-physical part of the
human personality that receives and understands. It does not refer to the physical
human organ known by that name. The heart, according to the Qur’an, is the centre
of human perception.

The Qur'an was lodged in Muhammad’s heart, confirming “the Scriptures revealed
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before it, and is a guidance and joyful tidings for the believers”. (Verse 97)

The Qur’an confirms and endorses in general terms all divine revelations received
before it. The religion of God, as expounded and preached by all revealed Scriptures,
is basically one and the same. All divine revelations have come as guidance to man
and as a source of joyful tidings for all believing hearts that are receptive and willing
to have faith in God.

There is an aspect of religious experience which is important to emphasize. The
effect of divine revelations on the believing heart is uniquely uplifting. The simple
recitation of the Qur’an fills the heart with tranquillity and solace, and opens up new
vistas of meaning and knowledge. The study of this revelation can also be very
inspiring, uncovering wider horizons of understanding and, therefore, guidance and
achievement. Many verses include descriptions of the Qur’an as “guidance for the God-
fearing” (2: 2), or ‘quidance and grace for people who believe’ (12: 111), or ‘a cure... and
mercy for all believers.” (10: 57) These descriptions confirm that its guidance is the fruit
of strong faith and trust in, and genuine fear of, God Almighty.

Such qualities were seen to be lacking among the Israelites. They have
traditionally undermined the inherent unity of divine religion by discriminating
between the prophets and between the angels themselves. The verse, therefore,
insists that prophets and angels should be equally respected and revered, and that
whoever opposes or is hostile to any of them shall have God’s power to contend
with. “Whoever is an enemy of God, His angels, His messengers, and to Gabriel and Michael
will surely find that God is indeed the enemy of the unbelievers.” (Verse 98)

Casting God’s Revelations Away

The siirah then turns to reassure Prophet Muhammad of the truth and validity of
the revelations he had received, and to denounce those who reject or oppose his
message. It specifically condemns the Israelites for not living up to their promises
and commitments, whether made to God or to their own prophets, or to Muhammad
himself. That is manifest in their rejection of the Qur’an, God'’s final revelation to
man, which endorsed and reinforced the revelations they already had. “We have sent
down to you clear revelations: none will deny them except the evildoers. Is it always to be the
case that every time they make a solemn pledge some of them will violate it? The truth is that
most of them do not believe. And now that a Messenger from God has come to them,
confirming what is already in their possession, some of those who had been given the
Scriptures cast God’s Book behind their backs as though they know nothing.” (Verses 99-101)

Here, then, we have the real reason behind the Israelites’ rejection of God’s
revelations; it is their sheer wickedness and the corruption of their souls. Normal,
healthy human nature could not but acknowledge and embrace the truth and
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principles expounded by divine revelations. The compelling logic in such revelations
cannot fail to impress the human heart and mind. The fact that the Jews, or any other
people for that matter, have refused to believe divine revelations is not a criticism of
the validity or veracity of such revelations, but rather a reflection of those people’s
perverted and corrupt nature.

The surah then makes a public condemnation of the Jews, exposing their
inconsistency and insincerity and showing them as a fragmented community with no
unity or identity of purpose, despite their racial prejudice against others. Their
chauvinism, ethnocentricity and their jealousy of any other favoured community did
not stop them from being divided among themselves and mistrustful of each other.
Whatever treaty or agreement they make with any other people, some of them are
bound to break ranks and violate it.

This was evident when they broke the covenant God made with them at Mount
Sinai, and in their reneging on pledges given to their prophets and patriarchs, as well
as in their breach of the treaty they had with the Prophet Muhammad and the
Muslims, when he first arrived to settle in Madinah. That agreement provided for a
framework of peaceful coexistence between Muslims and Jews, but the Jews were
quick to undermine the new faith, lending support to the Prophet’s enemies and
sowing the seeds of strife and discord within the Muslim community in Madinah.

This is a well-known characteristic of the Israelites. In contrast, the lives of
Muslims, as described by the Prophet Muhammad “are of equal worth. All Muslims
stand united against any hostile party. Even the weakest among them speaks on their
behalf and honours their commitments.” No Muslim would break a promise made
by another on behalf of the whole community. Abta “Ubaydah, the commander of a
Muslim army, once wrote to the Caliph “Umar ibn al-Khattab, seeking advice
concerning one of his soldiers, a slave, who had given a pledge of security to the
citizens of a town in Iraq. The Caliph wrote back, saying, “God has praised the
honouring of pledges very highly and you would not be faithful to your
commitments unless you honour them. Therefore, you must honour your pledge to
these people and leave them in peace.” Such is the behaviour of a magnanimous,
united and straightforward community — a far cry from that of those perfidious and
conniving Jews.

“And now that a Messenger from God has come to them confirming what is already in
their possession, some of those who had been given the Scriptures cast God’s Book behind
their backs as though they know nothing.” (Verse 101) This is further evidence that every
time the Israelites made a commitment, some of them reneged on it. Their covenant
with God stipulated that they would accept, believe and support every messenger
He sent, but some of them rejected the Qur'an revealed by God to Muhammad,
which in fact amounted to rejecting their own Scriptures, since it endorsed and
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confirmed those Scriptures.

The verse is loaded with stinging sarcasm, castigating the very recipients of divine
revelations for rejecting similar revelations simply because these have been given to
someone else.

Had such a stance been adopted by the pagan Arabs, it would perhaps have been
understandable. The Jews had the privilege of receiving divine messages and
messengers and were presumed well versed in religious guidance and experience.
Yet, as the verse very graphically puts it, they cast God’s new revelations “behind
their backs”. They carelessly and recklessly rejected it out of hand. They closed their
minds to it and discounted it from their life and thought.

Magic and Psychic Phenomena

Would that be the end of their transgression? Would they, having rejected the
revelations sent down to Muhammad, hold fast to the revelations given to their
forefathers and show faith and loyalty to its laws and teachings? Definitely not. They
cast God’s revelations behind their backs and went in search of myths and
superstitions: “They follow what the devils relate of Solomon’s kingdom. Solomon never
disbelieved, but the devils did. They instruct people in witchcraft which was certainly not
revealed to the two angels, Harut and Marit, at Babylon. Yet these two [angels] never taught
anyone without first declaring, ‘We are but a temptation to evil, so do not renounce your
faith.” From these two, people learned what they would use to cause discord between a man
and his wife. However, with that knowledge they can harm no one except by God’s leave.
Indeed, they learn what harms them and brings them no profit. They knew full well that
whoever contracted such a deal would have no share in the life to come. Vile indeed is what
they had sold their souls for, if they but knew it! Had they embraced the faith and been God-
fearing, God’s reward would have been far better for them, if they but knew it.” (Verses 102-
103)

They abandoned Divine revelations which had come to confirm their Scriptures
and gave credence to myths and legends from the time of Solomon, which falsely
asserted that he practised sorcery and witchcraft and owed all his extraordinary
powers to them.

The Qur’an refutes this allegation completely and talks of sorcery and deliberate
rejection of the divine faith, in the same vein. Thus, the Qur’an treats sorcery as
disbelief, and attributes it to devils: “Solomon never disbelieved, but the devils did. They
instruct people in witchcraft.” (Verse 102) It further refutes the allegation that the two
angels of Babylon, Hartat and Marat, were sorcerers. It confirms that witchcraft “was
certainly not revealed to the two angels, Harut and Marut, at Babylon.” (Verse 102) The
Qur’an makes the truth about these two angels clear. They were testing people’s
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faith, for a purpose that has not been identified. Again associating sorcery, black
magic and witchcraft with disbelief in God, the Qur’an exonerates the two angels,
confirming that they had explained the nature of their work to the people and given
them fair warning: “Yet these two [angels] never taught anyone without first declaring,
‘We are but a temptation to evil, so do not renounce your faith.”” (Verse 102) Nevertheless,
some people persisted with learning and practising sorcery, thus falling to
temptation and causing harm: “From these two, people learned what they would use to
cause discord between a man and his wife.”” (Verse 102)

At this point, the Qur'an establishes another fundamental Islamic principle of
faith: nothing happens in this world without God’s authority. “However, with that
knowledge they can harm no one except by God'’s leave.” (Verse 102) Cause and effect are
only valid by the will of God. When you put your hand in the fire it is burnt, but the
burning itself only occurs with God’s leave; for it is He who gave fire the property to
incinerate and gave human skin susceptibility to burn. This means that God is also
capable at any moment of cancelling this property and rendering fire completely
harmless, as was the case with the Prophet Abraham, when his people threw him
into a blazing fire and he came out of it unscathed. (21: 69)

The same is true for such practices as sorcery and witchcraft: they can only work
with God’s will, as must all conventional physical and metaphysical phenomena of
cause and effect.

The surah states clearly that what people learnt of practices that could bring
discord between man and wife could only bring them harm: “Indeed, they learn what
harms them and brings them no profit.” (Verse 102) Since this thing that they learnt is
described as disbelief in God, this is reason enough to make it pure evil that can
bring no profit whatsoever. “They knew full well that whoever contracted such a deal
would have no share in the life to come.” When anyone makes such a deal, he realizes
that he is assigning away every good share he could have in the life to come. That
makes their deal a massive loss indeed: “Vile indeed is what they had sold their souls for,
if they but knew it! Had they embraced the faith and been God fearing, God’s reward would
have been far better for them, if they but knew it.” (Verses 102-103)

This condemnation applies to those who took to practising sorcery and witchcraft
at Babylon, and to those Israelites who gave credence to tales about Solomon and his
kingdom and abandoned God’s authentic revelations.

The Nature of Magic

Black magic, sorcery and witchcraft still hold deep fascination for many people
today, while many others are taken in by the seemingly extraordinary powers of
their practitioners.
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It is true that some individuals are seen to possess special powers or abilities not
explained by scientific evidence. Science has not been able to go farther than giving a
description of some of these phenomena such as telepathy, the supposed
communication of thoughts or ideas other than by the known senses; and hypnosis,
artificially produced sleep or the sleep-like state in which the subject acts only on
external suggestion.

While recognizing these powers and acknowledging their existence and effects,
science has not been able to offer any satisfactory explanations as to what they are or
how they come about.

This, of course, applies to numerous other psychic phenomena over which
scientists are in dispute and which science is still unable to understand, either
through lack of scientific evidence or because such phenomena cannot be verified by
empirical methods. One such method is premonitory or “prospective” dreams which
foretell the future and which Sigmund Freud, the founder of modern psychoanalysis
who was well known for his rejection of spiritual powers, was not able to dismiss or
deny. How is it possible that some people are able to sense and identify future events
long before they actually occur?

It is presumptuous and native to dismiss these powers of extrasensory perception
simply because science has not been able to understand or explain them.

This does not, however, give credence to myths or fairy tales. It is important that
we should take an objective and open-minded attitude towards such experiences.
While science cannot deny them completely, it should nevertheless continue to probe
these phenomena and try to decipher their mystery. We have, therefore, to accept the
fact that certain matters in the physical as well as the spiritual world will remain
beyond human comprehension and that they must be taken into account when trying
to understand life.

One of these matters is black magic, and all other feats and activities related to it,
and the possibility of Satanic invasion of the human mind. The evident power
possessed by some people to convey suggestions, and to psychologically influence
and inspire others, mentally and physically, is quite striking. And, although the
Qur’an speaks of the sorcery performed by Pharaoh’s magicians in their challenge to
Moses as delusion (20: 66), we cannot dismiss the possibility that this type of trickery
could be used to create discord and dissension between friends or husbands and
wives. Naturally, people’s emotions and feelings are determined by all kinds of
influences and causes that are ultimately controlled by the will of God, as discussed
earlier.

As to the identity of the two angels referred to here, Hartat and Marat, and their
location in Babylon, the story was well known in Jewish religious literature. The Jews
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of Madinah did not question the Qur’anic account of their story. Qur’anic accounts of
this type, however, are often brief and general, since the aim is not to give detailed
chronological or historic information, but rather to draw lessons and highlight the
morals behind the events.

It is not our intention in this work to pursue the myths and legends woven around
the events and personalities we come across in our study of the Qur’an, not least
because of lack of authentic historical information.

Human history is vastly rich in accounts of human endeavour, and the tests and
tribulations people of different ages and generations encountered. The personalities
and the details of those events that are cited may change in accordance with the
circumstances and stage of cultural development of each human group or society,
but the messages remain valid and valuable.

From this story we learn of the Israelites’” misguided pursuit of myths and their
preference for superstition and such-like activities, and we come to know that
sorcery, black magic and witchcraft are works of the devil that undermine man’s
belief in God, negate his good deeds and deprive him of all favour and privilege in
the hereafter.
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5

Jewish Efforts to
Undermine Islam

Believers, do not say [to the Prophet|:
“Listen to us,” but say: “Have patience
with us,” and bearken. Grievous suffering
awaits the unbelievers. (104)

Neither the unbelievers among the people of
earlier revelations nor the idolaters wonld
like to see any blessing ever bestowed upon
you by your Lord. But God favours with
His mercy whom He wills; His grace is
infinite. (105)

Any revelation We annul or consign to
oblivion We replace with a better or similar

one. Do yon not know that God has power
over all things? (106)

Do you not know that God has sovereignty
over the heavens and the earth, and that
apart from God you have no one to protect
you or give you help? (107)

Do you wish to ask of the Messenger who
has been sent to you the same as was
Jformerly asked of Moses? He who barters
faith for unbelief has surely strayed away
from the right path. (108)
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Many — among  the people of  earlier
revelations would love to lead yon back to
unbelief, now that you have embraced the
faith. This they do out of deep-seated envy,
after the truth has become manifest to themy;
so forgive and forbear until God makes
known His decree. Indeed, God has power

over all things. (109)

Attend regularly to your prayer and pay
gakat (financial duty); for, whatever good
you do for your own sake you shall find it
with God. God sees all that you do. (110)

They declare, None shall enter Paradise
unless he is a Jew or a Christian.” Such are
their wishful fancies. Say, ‘Produce your
proof; if what you say is true.” (111)

Indeed, whoever surrender themselves to
God, while doing good works, shall have
their reward with their Lord; they shall
have nothing to fear nor shall they grieve.
(112)

The Jews say the Christians have no basis
Jor their faith and the Christians say the
Jews have no basis for their faith. Yet they
both recite the Scriptures. Those devoid of
knowledge say likewise, and on the Day of
Judgement God shall judge between them
on all their disputes. (113)
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Who is more unjust than he who forbids
God’s name to be mentioned in His places
of worship, and seeks to destroy them?
Such people have no right to enter them
except with fear in their hearts. They shall
suffer ignominy in this world and awesome
suffering awaits them in the life to come.

(114)

To God belong the east and the west:
wherever you turn there will be the face of
God. Truly, God is limitless in His bounty
and He knows all. (115)

They say, ‘God has taken to Himself a
son.” Limitless is He in His glory! His is
all that is in the heavens and on earth; all
things are obedient to Him. (110)

He is the Originator of the heavens and the
earth. When He wills something to be, He
need only say, ‘Be’, and it is. (117)

Those devoid of knowledge say, Why does
not God speak to us, nor is a sign shown
to us?’ The same demands were made by
people before them: their hearts are all
alike. We have made the signs very clear
for those with firm conviction. (118)

We have sent you with the truth; a hearer
of glad tidings and a warner. Yon shall not
be questioned about those who are destined

for the blazing fire. (119)
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Never will the Jews nor yet the Christians =
& 2 Ny S ;l,._c
be pleased with you unless you follow their ’@J 2 )‘VJ Lgé UJ 9

Saith. Say, ‘God’s guidance is the only true ;ﬁ
guidance.” Should you follow their desires P ,T’ P o
after all the knowledge that has come to
you, you wonld have none to protect you
from God, nor to give you help. (120)

Those to whom We have given the Book, ) @
o . S ST il Gl
and who recite it as it ought to be recited, & "‘-’}L-’ p—é—‘-i-’ £ O

truly believe in ity those who deny it are T
,.ag.;u.aj ./.4.: Q},.A}) ;J»_J) LAJ)MJ

utter losers. (121)
o i e
Children of Israel! Remember My favour

which 1 bestowed on you, and that I have L}JT &;.:.a l jjf;\ Jesir] LS‘:‘-:’
preferred you over all people. (122) - .70 L P
J.C« A Lé‘j y -~ CA—A—*—"

Fear the day when no soul shall avail
another in any way, nor shall ransom be

accepted  from any of them, nor shall .. u:c ' 35 ¢ J_;_ N Gy i )_n_;lj

intercession be of any benefit, and none . oL

shall receive belp. (123) Le-uu Vi Ui G S Y Ba
(T bsad a3 st

Efforts to Undermine the New Religion

This new passage takes the exposition of Jewish intrigue against Islam and the
Muslims a step further, revealing the reasons that lie behind their deep-seated hatred
and their treachery and troublemaking. It gives Muslims strong warnings, requiring
them to be on their guard in dealing with the hostile and malicious scheming of the
Jews. Muslims are pointedly told not to emulate the behaviour of the Jews, or to fall
for their trickery and deceit.

It appears that the Jews were making an issue of the modifications and
amendments that had to be made to some Islamic rules and requirements during the
formative years of Islam. They utilized this to raise doubts in Muslim minds,
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questioning the validity and veracity of their religion. Had those rules and ideas
originated from God, the Jews argued, they would not have had to be changed or
replaced.

This insidious campaign gathered strength when the direction faced by Muslims
in prayer, the giblah, was changed from Jerusalem to the Ka'bah in Makkah, sixteen
months after the Prophet’s arrival in Madinah in 622 CE.

On his arrival in Madinah, the Prophet instructed his followers to turn towards
Jerusalem, the sacred city of Judaism, in prayer, which gave the Jews reason to argue
that their faith was superior, the one and only true religion. This made the Prophet
wish, although he never expressed his feelings in words, that prayers could be made
facing the Ka'bah in Makkah. As time went by, this feeling grew even stronger until
his unspoken wish was granted, as we shall see later in the sirah.

Since the change of giblah deprived the Israelites of the basis for their argument
concerning the merits and status of their faith, they launched a malevolent and
surreptitious campaign aimed at discrediting the divine origins of Islam and
questioning its veracity. They went for the very foundations of Islam, arguing with
the Muslims that if facing Jerusalem during Prayer had not been valid, their worship
hitherto would have been in vain; but that if it had been valid, there would be no
justification for a change of giblah. They were hitting at the very roots of the Muslims’
faith in God’s reward and, more seriously, at the wisdom and insight of the Prophet’s
leadership.

More worrying were the indications that the anti-Islamic campaign instigated by
the Jews of Madinah was having some success. Weak- minded Muslims began to
question the Prophet demanding “proof’ and ‘evidence’ for what he taught and
preached. Needless to say, such questioning is the opposite of complete trust in the
Prophet’s leadership and in the source of the Islamic faith. Therefore, the Qur’an
clarifies the principle and the wisdom behind the abrogation, replacement or
amendment of some rulings, and warns the Muslims against the real aims of Jewish
criticism of the Qur’an and the Prophet. It tells them clearly that the ultimate aim of
the Jews was to turn the clock back, so that the Arabs who believed in Islam would
revert to their old pagan days. It was jealousy and malice that drove the Jews to those
lengths. They deeply resented, and would not accept, the fact that God had favoured
another people with the honour of His final mandate to man and chosen them as the
advocates of His last message. The Qur’an undertook to expose the perfidious and
malevolent Jewish accusations and claims, citing examples of earlier conflicts
between Jews and Christians in which accusations were exchanged and insults
traded.
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The siurah then turns to highlight aspects of the giblah issue, pointing out that the
Jews were hell-bent on preventing the Muslims from turning towards the Ka'bah in
prayer. The Qur’an condemns this stance, branding it an attempt to prevent the
mentioning of God’s name in His places of worship and an effort to destroy such
places.

As the passage draws to a close it brings the Muslims face to face with the real and
underlying motives driving the Jews and Christians in their opposition to Islam.
Their chief wish had been to turn the Muslims away from their beliefs and their
religion altogether. They were never going to rest or be happy with Muhammad
until he abandoned his faith for theirs; otherwise, it would be war, intrigue and
confrontation all the way.

Begrudging God’s Grace

“Believers, do not say [to the Prophet]: “Listen to us,” but say: “Have patience with
us,” and hearken. Grievous suffering awaits the unbelievers. Neither the unbelievers
among the people of earlier revelations nor the idolaters would like to see any blessing
ever bestowed upon you by your Lord. But God favours with His mercy whom He
wills; His grace is infinite. Any revelation We annul or consign to oblivion We replace
with a better or similar one. Do you not know that God has power over all things? Do
you not know that God has sovereignty over the heavens and the earth, and that apart
from God you have no one to protect you or give you help? Do you wish to ask of the
Messenger who has been sent to you the same as was formerly asked of Moses? He
who barters faith for unbelief has surely strayed away from the right path. Many
among the people of earlier revelations would love to lead you back to unbelief now
that you have embraced the faith. This they do out of deep-seated envy, after the truth
has become manifest to them; so forgive and forbear until God makes known His
decree. Indeed, God has power over all things. Attend regularly to your prayer and
pay zakat (financial duty); for, whatever good you do for your own sake you shall find
it with God. God sees all that you do. (Verses 104-110)

The opening verse of this passage addresses the believers, asking them not to
emulate the Jews in their play on certain Arabic words when speaking to the
Prophet. One such word is ra‘ind, which means “listen to us”, but the sound of which
could be subtly varied to convey the offensive meaning of ‘an impulsive fool’. They
would resort to this cowardly form of abuse because they would not dare insult the
Prophet openly. The Muslims were advised to use synonymous words that could not
be twisted to give an offensive meaning in their address to the Prophet.

This kind of behaviour not only shows the extent of Jewish resentment and envy
towards the Muslims, it also shows the Jews as discourteous and underhand. The
Qur’an mentions these activities to indicate how caring and well disposed God is
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towards the Prophet and the Muslims, and how much He is willing to defend and
protect them against their detractors.

The surah goes on to expose further Jewish ill-will and animosity towards the
Muslims, so that they may beware of their malign influence and hold fast to what
God has entrusted them with: “Neither the unbelievers among the people of earlier
revelations nor the idolaters would like to see any blessing ever bestowed upon you by your
Lord. But God favours with His mercy whom He wills; His grace is infinite.” (Verse 105)
The verse speaks of Jews, Christians and idolaters in the same vein, describing them
as unbelievers because they have all denied God’s last and final message to man
which was revealed to Muhammad (peace be upon him). They share the same
grudges and hatred towards the Muslims for being chosen by God as recipients of
His revelation and as trustees and custodians of His religion on earth.

Earlier, we saw other manifestations of this jealousy and the blind hatred
underlying it, and how it was extended even to angels such as Gabriel who was no
more than a carrier of God’s revelations to the Prophet Muhammad.

In stating that “God favours with His mercy whom He wills”, the siirah emphasizes
that God’s decisions in these matters are not arbitrary. If He chooses to bestow His
mercy on Muhammad and his followers, it is because He knows that they both
deserve and are worthy of it. The comment at the end of this verse is: “His grace is
infinite” (Verse 105).

The greatest of God’s bounties is His message, and the advocacy of His faith.
Thus, believers should realize in their hearts how favoured they have been. They
would be able then to counter the hatred and doubt campaign led always by the Jews
to weaken the faith in the hearts of Muslims, with awe and gratitude, coming as it
does after they have been alerted to the unbelievers’ intrigues and ill-will. All these
feelings may be seen as an essential mobilization to counter the Jews’ campaign
against Islam.

The main reason for this impudent attack, as mentioned earlier, was the
abrogation, replacement or amendment of certain Qur’anic directives and rulings,
especially the one regarding the giblah. This last ruling instructed Muslims to face the
Ka'bah in Makkabh, rather than Jerusalem, in prayer.

Regardless of the immediate occasion, the sirah at this point gives a definitive
statement with regard to this important issue: “Any revelation We annul or consign to
oblivion We replace with a better or similar one. Do you not know that God has power over all
things?” (Verse 106)

Partial amendments of rulings in response to changing circumstances during the
lifetime of Prophet Muhammad could only be in the interest of mankind as a whole.
As the originator of revelations, God, the Creator, is the final and absolute authority
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to decide such amendments. To cancel or replace any directive or principle is His
exclusive prerogative. This point is emphasized in the next verse: “Do you not know
that God has sovereignty over the heavens and the earth, and that apart from God you have no
one to protect you or give you help?” (Verse 107)

We can clearly detect a hint of warning, and a reminder to Muslims that other
than God they can call on no one for support or protection. The likely reason for this
is the effect the Jewish campaign had had on some Muslims, whose trust and
confidence in the Prophet showed signs of flagging. That is borne out by the
tollowing verse: “Do you wish to ask of the Messenger who has been sent to you the same as
was formerly asked of Moses? He who barters faith for unbelief has surely strayed away from
the right path.” (Verse 108)

Again there is a clear denunciation of the Jewish habit of questioning their
prophets, disobeying them and asking for the impossible, as has been described at
length earlier in the siirah.

The verse also warns Muslims not to lose sight of their commitments and
obligations towards God, as the Jews had clone before them. Otherwise, they would
lose faith in their own religion, as the Jews wish them to do: “Many among the people of
earlier revelations would love to lead you back to unbelief now that you have embraced the
faith. This they do out of deep-seated envy, after the truth has become manifest to them.”
(Verse 109)

That enmity towards Islam which filled, and continues to fill, the hearts of the
Jews, has always been the real force that motivates their plotting and scheming. The
Qur’an makes this very clear as it describes the relentless Jewish efforts to shake the
foundations of Islam and destroy the Muslim community throughout the world. It
therefore calls on Muslims to rise above their opponents’ level rather than meet evil
with evil. It advises not mere restraint, but forgiveness and forbearance: “so forgive
and forbear until God makes known His decree. Indeed, God has power over all things.”
(Verse 109)

Muslims are urged to pursue the faith God has chosen for them and to invest their
efforts and energies in the worship of God Almighty: “Attend regularly to your prayer
and pay zakat (financial duty); for, whatever good you do for your own sake you shall find it
with God. God sees all that you do.” (Verse 110)

Thus we can see how the Qur’an revitalizes the collective Muslim conscience,
focuses on the real sources of danger to the community, and mobilizes Muslims’
energy and feelings for closer contact with God and more gracious submission to His
will and command. Until that will is revealed and God’s word takes effect in life,
Muslims are urged to exercise prudence and show tolerance and magnanimity
towards detractors, envious people and ill-wishers.
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Claims without Basis

The siirah then deals with some general claims made by Jews and Christians, to the
effect that they are the only righteous people who are assured of being admitted to
heaven in the life to come. At the same time they continue to denounce and throw
charges at each other. It then goes on to give God’s final word on the matter. “They
declare, "None shall enter Paradise unless he is a Jew or a Christian.” Such are their wishful
fancies. Say, ‘Produce your proof, if what you say is true.” Indeed, whoever surrender
themselves to God, while doing good works, shall have their reward with their Lord; they shall
have nothing to fear nor shall they grieve. The Jews say the Christians have no basis for their
faith and the Christians say the Jews have no basis for their faith. Yet they both recite the
Scriptures. Those devoid of knowledge say likewise, and on the Day of Judgement God shall
judge between them on all their disputes.” (Verses 111-113)

Although, when the Qur’an was being revealed, there was no strong Christian
presence in Madinah, as compared to that of the Jews, the text refers to both groups
as well as to the polytheists, dismissing their claims as baseless and challenging them
to provide evidence to support their argument. “They declare: None shall enter Paradise
unless he is a Jew or a Christian.” This is a dual report of what both groups argued.
Otherwise, the Jews used to claim that only they were destined for heaven, and the
Christians claimed that for themselves. Both statements are boastful, without
supporting evidence. Hence, God instructs the Prophet to challenge their claims:
“Say: 'Produce your proof if what you say is true.”” (Verse 111)

The siirah then establishes another fundamental Islamic principle: that reward is
commensurate with deed, without any preference for one nation, group or
individual over another. Faith and submission to God, rather than title, ancestry or
name, is the determining factor in this regard, and “whoever surrender themselves to
God, while doing good works, shall have their reward with their Lord; they shall have nothing
to fear nor shall they grieve.” (Verse 112)

This complements the earlier principle concerning punishment, when they
claimed that the fire of hell would only touch them for a very brief period. They were
told: “Those who earn evil and become engulfed by their sin are destined for the fire, where
they shall abide.” (Verse 81) Thus, the complete Islamic concept of reward and
punishment emerges.

Here again we find the most important feature of the Islamic faith: total,
unconditional, mental and physical surrender to God. It is, however, a surrender that
must be manifested in a practical form, expressed in the verse in the proviso, ‘while
doing good works,” because Islam makes a direct functional link between abstract belief
and everyday behaviour, between faith and action, inner convictions and outward
deeds. In this way, religious faith becomes a complete way of life, and man’s
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character and actions merge into a single entity — hence the generous reward
granted by God Almighty to believers without discrimination or preference of one
group over another. Those who willingly and completely surrender themselves to
God “shall have their reward with their Lord; they shall have nothing to fear no shall they
grieve.” (Verse 112)

While the Jews and the Christians were making those inflated and self-righteous
claims, they were accusing each other of having no basis for their respective beliefs,
which caused the Arabs “devoid of knowledge” to refuse both of them and throw the
same charge back at them both.

This last phrase clearly refers to the illiterate idolaters of Arabia, who observed
with bewilderment the polemical religious arguments and the incessant barrage of
accusations and counter-accusations hurled at each other by Jews and Christians.
They viewed both religious groups with disdain, not least because of the myths and
superstitions that had crept into Jewish and Christian theology, which did not
greatly differ from the Arabs’ own polytheistic beliefs, such as ascribing offspring to
God. Accordingly, neither Judaism nor Christianity had much appeal for the people
of Arabia.

The siirah notes those accusations and controversies but leaves the final judgement
to God, who “on the Day of Judgement shall judge between them on all their disputes”. It is
to Him that all matters are ultimately referred. This is the fairest and most
satisfactory way of dealing with these irrational and futile arguments, which were
made by people whose exclusive claim to salvation and guidance has already been
refuted.

There follow further denunciations of the Jews” and Christians” attempts to raise
doubts in Muslim minds about the veracity of the Prophet’s teachings and
instructions, especially those concerned with the change of the direction of prayer, or
the giblah. These attempts are considered tantamount to obstructing places of
worship and keeping people out of them, or even seeking to destroy them. “Who is
more unjust than he who forbids God’s name to be mentioned in His places of worship, and
seeks to destroy them? Such people have no right to enter them except with fear in their
hearts. They shall suffer ignominy in this world and awesome suffering awaits them in the life
to come. To God belong the east and the west: wherever you turn there will be the face of God.
Truly, God is limitless in His bounty and He knows all.” (Verses 114-115)

The immediate impression one gets from these two verses is that they relate to the
qiblah issue and to Jewish efforts to dissuade the Muslims from turning in prayer
towards the Ka'bah, in Makkah. Other accounts, however, speak of different
circumstances for their revelation.

The verses are phrased in general terms and may therefore be interpreted
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generally. The same applies to the consequences of hindering the use of God’s places
of worship or destroying them. Those who perpetrate such acts deserve to be
unceasingly pursued and relentlessly harassed, unless they seek refuge in the
sanctuary of places of worship. It was in this spirit that on the day the Muslims
conquered Makkah in August 630 CE, the Prophet Muhammad ordered a general
amnesty declaring that anyone who entered the sacred mosque would be safe. Many
of the Arab enemies of Islam did exactly that. These were the very people who
prevented the Prophet and his followers from entering the sacred mosque in
Makkah, making it clear that they would go to war, if necessary, to stop the Muslims
from entering. Furthermore, they are now warned of a double punishment: “They
shall suffer ignominy in this world and awesome suffering awaits them in the life to come.”
(Verse 114)

However, another interpretation of the statement “Such people have no right to enter
them except with fear in their hearts” emphasizes the fact that those who hinder or
impede the use of places of worship should themselves only enter such places in fear
of God and in total submission to Him. That would be the most appropriate way for
them to show respect for these places and to acknowledge God’s power and glory.

But what makes us favour the view that the two verses were revealed in
connection with the giblah issue is the verse that comes immediately after them,
stating: “To God belong the east and the west; wherever you turn there will be the face of
God. Truly, God is limitless in His bounty, and He knows all.” (Verse 115) Clearly this
verse comes as a response to Jewish lies and false contentions that prayers offered by
Muslims facing Jerusalem were worthless and in vain. It is saying that in the final
analysis prayer is valid whatever direction a worshipper faces, because God’s face
will be there. To specify a particular direction is no more than a matter of discipline.
It does not mean that God’s face is found in one direction rather than another. After
all, God does not wish to make things difficult for people, nor would He want to take
away their reward or devalue it: “Truly, God is limitless in His bounty and He knows
all.” (Verse 115)

Unbelief Is All One

The siirah then discusses certain distorted concepts of Godhead held by Jews and
Christians. It highlights the contrast between those and the beliefs held by the pagan
Arabs, emphasizing the striking similarities, before it corrects those erroneous
concepts and presents the true unitarian belief of Islam. “They say, ‘God has taken to
Himself a son.” Limitless is He in His glory! His is all that is in the heavens and on earth; all
things are obedient to Him. He is the Originator of the heavens and the earth. When He wills
something to be, He need only say, Be, and it is. Those devoid of knowledge say, ‘Why does
not God speak to us, nor is a sign shown to us?” The same demands were made by people
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before them: their hearts are all alike. We have made the signs very clear for those with firm
conviction.” (Verses 116-118)

Indeed, the totally misguided notion of “God the Father” was not restricted to the
Christians who take Jesus to be the son of God; for some Jews also believed that Ezra
was a son of God, while the Arab idolaters believed that the angels were God’s
daughters. The surah condemns these three groups, all fiercely antagonistic towards
Islam in Arabia at the time, without going into details of their beliefs.

It is interesting to note here that those groups compare very closely with the three
groups that are opposed to Islam today, as represented by world Zionism, the
crusading Churches and international Communism, the last being even more hostile
to Islam than the Arab idolaters ever were.

By grouping all three camps together, the Qur’an equates the absurd Jewish and
Christian beliefs with those of idolatry, and it implicitly refutes their claims to
exclusive righteousness and salvation by putting forward the correct version of
unitarian belief: “Limitless is He in His Glory. His is all that is in the heavens and on earth;
all things are obedient to Him. He is the Originator of the heavens and the earth. When He
wills something to be, He need only say, ‘Be’, and it is.” (Verses 116-117)

Here we come to the pure and clear Islamic concept of the nature of God and His
relationship with His creation, and how creatures come into being. This is the
clearest and noblest understanding of all these facts.

The universe was created directly by God through an act of His free, absolute and
omnipotent will, expressed in the simple word “Be”. The mere intention of God to
create anything would bring it instantaneously into existence in the form chosen for
it, without the need for intermediaries of any kind. As to how this actually happens,
this remains one of life’s most profound mysteries. In fact, the human mind is not
equipped to fathom the secret of life. Such understanding is not necessary for the
fulfilment of man’s role, which is to build human life on earth.

God has given man numerous skills, talents and resources that have enabled him
to discover and unravel a great many of the natural laws that govern the world
around him. But, much as man has been able to learn about the world and exploit
that knowledge for his own progress and advancement, other aspects have been kept
away from him, as these have no impact on man’s role on earth.

Philosophers and thinkers throughout human existence have attempted to unravel
the secrets of creation, and a number of theories of life and the universe have been
advanced, including some absurd and ridiculous notions. Man’s failure in this area
has been due to the fact that human science and philosophy have ventured into a
realm of thought for which man does not possess the necessary intellectual and
analytical tools. They have merely been groping in the dark, adrift in uncharted
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waters.

Some Muslim thinkers and philosophers have also been lured into this
controversial and complicated area of human thinking but failed to come up with
any satisfactory conclusions. When some of them sought help in Greek philosophy,
itself none the wiser, they were thrown into even deeper confusion. This has

inevitably and surreptitiously found its way into Islamic thought but only as an alien
body.

The Islamic view draws a distinct line between Creator and creation. The Creator
is unique and matchless, which leaves no room in Islamic thought for the idea of “the
unity of creation” or pantheism. Non- Muslim philosophy relies on this idea to
indicate that creation and the Creator are one and the same; that creation is a mere
reflection of the Creator and the physical manifestation of its Maker. A Muslim views
existence as a unity in a different sense: it is created by one will, follows the same
laws of nature, demonstrates absolute harmony and submits humbly to its Lord:

“His is all that is in the heavens and on earth; all things are obedient to Him.” (Verse 116)
This plain concept eliminates the need for the Creator to have offspring or have them
ascribed to Him, since “He is the Originator of the heavens and the earth. When He wills
something to be, He need only say, ‘Be’, and it is.” (Verse 117) How this divine will
operates cannot be known because it is beyond man’s capacity to comprehend, and it
would be futile for him to try or pretend to know.

Following this brief discussion, the siirah cites another statement it attributes to the
idolaters of Arabia, again having a strange resemblance to what the Jews and the
Christians were saying: “Those devoid of knowledge say, ‘Why does not God speak to us,
nor is a sign shown to us?” The same demands were made by people before them: their hearts
are all alike. We have made the signs very clear for those with firm conviction.” (Verse 118)

The pagan Arabs had often challenged the Prophet Muhammad to come up with
some miraculous proof or an extraordinary act to convince them of Islam. The surah
makes the point that Jews and Christians who lived before them had asked the same
of their prophets. A case in mind is that when the Israelites asked Moses that they
should be allowed to see God in person. All three groups seem to share the same
attitudes, concepts and inclinations, and therefore belong together.

God emphasizes that He has “made the signs very clear for those with firm conviction.”
Conviction, or certainty of faith, is a function of the heart and not a reaction to
astounding or spectacular demonstrations. With faith, man is capable of appreciating
signs and miracles, and understanding their meaning and purpose, and drawing the
necessary lessons and reassurance from them.

Jewish and Christian Arguments
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Having dismissed the false claims of the Jews, the Christians and the Arab
idolaters and revealed the real motives driving them to oppose Islam, the surah
directly addresses the Prophet Muhammad in order to define his mission and specify
his responsibilities. It also exposes the true nature of the dispute between him and
the Jews and Christians, who wanted to exact a very high price that Muhammad
neither possessed nor was able to afford. “IWe have sent you with the truth; a bearer of
glad tidings and a warner. You shall not be questioned about those who are destined for the
blazing fire. Never will the Jews nor yet the Christians be pleased with you unless you follow
their faith. Say, ‘Gods guidance is the only true guidance. ‘Should you follow their desires
after all the knowledge that has come to you, you would have none to protect you from God,
nor to give you help. Those to whom We have given the Book, and who recite it as it ought to
be recited, truly believe in it; those who deny it are utter losers.” (Verses 119-121)

“We have sent you with the truth...” This opening statement in these verses gives
strong reassurance to the Prophet that would help him to dispel any doubts or fears
regarding the nature of his mission, and to foil any schemes or threats to undermine
it. It is expressed very sharply and succinctly, giving it force and impact.

“A bearer of glad tidings and a warner.” Muhammad’s mission was to deliver God’s
message, giving the good news to those who accept it and warning those who reject
it. This is the total sum of his task. He would not be questioned about those who
would end up in hell, because they would have met their fate as a result of their own
actions.

The Prophet is also told that the Jews and the Christians would continue to oppose
and scheme against him. They would never make peace with Islam, nor be satisfied
unless Muhammad abandoned Islam and took up their distorted beliefs and
erroneous ideas, referred to earlier. It was not evidence or proof of credentials they
were after; nor was it because they doubted his integrity or the truth of the
revelations he had received. Nothing would seem to satisfy or convince them apart
from an undertaking by Muhammad that he was ready to relinquish his commission
as Messenger of God and adopt their faith.

“Never will the Jews, nor yet the Christians be pleased with you unless you follow their
faith.” This is the bone of contention. What they are after is not evidence or conviction
of the truth of Islam. Islam and Muhammad have been a constant obsession with
Jews and Christians throughout history. The faith of Islam has always been at the
centre of the crusades and campaigns launched against the Muslim community all
over the world. No matter how much the two camps may differ or quarrel between
themselves, or how divided each of them may be, when it comes to fighting Islam
and Muslims they are in full agreement and as united as they could be.

The conflict between the Judaeo-Christian world on the one side, and the Muslim
community on the other, remains in essence one of ideology, although over the years
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it has appeared in various guises and has grown more sophisticated and, at times,
more insidious. We have seen the original ideological conflict succeeded by
economic, political and military confrontation, on the basis that ‘religious” or
‘ideological’ conflicts are outdated and are usually prosecuted by ‘fanatics’ and
backward people. Unfortunately, some naive and confused Muslims have fallen for
this stratagem and persuaded themselves that the religious and ideological aspects of
the conflict are no longer relevant.

But in reality world Zionism and Christian Imperialism, as well as world
Communism, are conducting the fight against Islam and the Muslim community,
first and foremost, on ideological grounds and with the sole aim of destroying this
solid rock which, despite their concerted and sustained efforts, they have not been
able to remove.

The confrontation is not over control of territory or economic resources, or for
military domination. If we believe that, we would play into our enemies” hands and
would have no one but ourselves to blame for the consequences.

“Never will the Jews, nor yet the Christians be pleased with you unless you follow their
faith.” (Verse 120) That is the heavy price that would have to be paid. They will
accept nothing less.

But God’s instructions are very clear: “Say: ‘God’s guidance is the only true
quidance.”” (Verse 120) The instruction is definite and emphatic: there is to he no
negotiation or bargaining, no compromise or appeasement. The Prophet is warned
that his wish to convey the message to those people and his eagerness for them to
believe him, or his inclination to befriend them, should not distract him from the
difficult but straight path he has taken: “Should you follow their desires after all the
knowledge that has come to you, you would have none to protect you from God, nor to give
you help.” (Verse 120)

It is a stern, uncompromising warning, addressed to none other than Muhammad,
God’s Messenger and beloved Prophet. His detractors are motivated by prejudice
and narrow-minded self-interest, rather than by lack of proof or knowledge. Those of
them who are able to rid themselves of such motives and who properly understand
their own Scriptures will believe him. “Those to whom We have given the Book, and who
recite it as it ought to be recited, truly believe in it; those who deny it are utter losers.” (Verse
121)

Having delivered this decisive warning, the sirah now addresses the Israelites
with an amicable and sympathetic appeal, as a fitting end to this extensive debate
concerning their history and religious conduct. They are offered a last chance before
they are totally discredited and deprived of the privilege and honour of being the
trustees and custodians of God’s message to mankind.
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The appeal opens with similar words as used earlier: “Children of Israel! Remember
My favour which I bestowed on you, and that I have preferred you over all people. Fear the
day when no soul shall avail another in any way, nor shall ransom be accepted from any of
them, nor shall intercession be of any benefit, and none shall receive help.” (Verses 122-123)
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Universal Faith

When bis Lord tested Abrabam with
certain - commandments and he fulfilled
them, He said, ‘I have appointed you a
leader of manfkind.’ Abraham asked, And
what of my descendants?’ God said, My

covenant does not apply to the wrongdoers.’

(124)

We made the House [i.e. the Ka'bah] a
resort for mankind and a sanctuary:
“Matke the place where Abrabam stood as
a place of prayer.’ We assigned to
Abrabam  and  Ishmael the task of
purifying My House for those who walk
around it, those who sojourn there for
meditation and those who bow down and
prostrate themselyes in prayer. (125)

Abrabam said, Lord, make this a land of
security and make provisions of fruits for
those of its people who believe in God and
the Last Day.” God said, And as for he
who disbelieves, 1 shall let him enjoy life for
a while and then 1 shall drive him to
suffering  through the fire; and what a
terrible end!” (120)

As Abrabam and Ishmael raised the
foundations of the House, [they prayed]:
“Our Lord, accept this from us; You are
the One that hears all and knows all.
(127)
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Our Lord, make us surrender ourselves to
You, and make out of our offspring a
community that will surrender itself to
You. Show us our ways of worship and
accept onr repentance; You are the One
who accepts repentance, the Merciful. (12.8)

Our Lord, send them a Messenger from
among themselves who shall declare to them
Your revelations, and instruct them in the
Book and in wisdom, and purify them.
You are Mighty and Wise.” (129)

Who but a foolish person wonld turn away

from the faith of Abrabam? We raised
him high in this life, and in the life to come
he shall be among the righteouns. (130)

When his Lord said to him, ‘Submit
yourself, he said, ‘I have submitted myself
to the Lord of all the worlds.” (131)

Abrabam  enjoined  the same on  his
children, and so did Jacob, saying, My
children, God has given you the purest
faith. Do not let death overtake yon before
you have submitted yourselves to God.’
(132)

Were you present when death approached
Jacob? He asked his children, Whom will
you worship when I am gone?’ They re-
plied, We will worship your God, the God
of your forefathers Abrabam, Ishmael and
Isaac, the One God. To Him we submit
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ourselyes.” (133)

That community has passed away. Theirs
is what they had earned and yours is what
you have earned. You shall not be
questioned about what they did. (134)

They say, Tollow the Jewish faith — or,
Sollow the Christian faith — and yon shall
be rightly guided.” Say, No. We follow the
Saith of Abraham, who was truly devoted
to God, and was not of those who
associated partners with God.’ (135)

Say [all of you], We believe in God and
in what has been revealed to wus, and in
what was revealed to Abraham, Ishmael,
Isaac, Jacob and their descendants, and in
what was given to Moses and Jesus, and in
what all prophets have been given by their
Lord. We mafke no distinction between any
of them, and to God we have surrendered
ourselyes.” (136)

If they come to believe in the way you
believe, they will be rightly guided; but if
they turn away, they will be in schism, but
God will protect you from them; He hears
all and knows all. (137)

[This message takes its] hue from God;
who can give a better hue than God? Him
alone do we worship. (138)

Say, Would yon dispute with wus about
God? He is our Lord and your Lord. To

us our deeds shall be credited and to you,

P

S Lo e e Lomgd
vﬁjc,.,.\SLAL@J ENEONTF WOy
o 4 = a . . A 8 //& 2 .z &
58 Lo o4els Ny s L

-~ }/’ d
- -— .
(s )cL’*.J
@_& O ]

ge}/;\///,gﬁx,},« N
do
- 4 _ < 2

b
Z. @~ PR TR
o ) T s el ey Al A
-~ A - ’}’//
Cirn )ww\loﬁ-
Ny 5
] s 2 @~ P N i
E] Do (A s - . 7w ol =
- a'/ 2 £ s - A £ - -
U SN R H I R

128



) , o s
your deeds. To Him alone we are devoted. Qﬂ O gal2
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Overview

So far in the siirah, the debate with the people of earlier revelations, i.e. the Jews
and the Christians, has mainly focused on the historical record of the Israelites and
their response to the Prophets who came to lead them, the teachings that these
Prophets preached, and the covenants and pledges to which the Israelites committed
themselves. This covered a historical span from the era of Moses to the time of
Muhammad (peace be upon them both). The argument so far was in the most part
with the Jews, shorter ones with the Christians, with a few references to the idolaters,
particularly when they shared certain features with the other two groups.

In this section we are taken farther back in history, to the era of Abraham. The
events and amount of detail presented here fall neatly into context with the subject
matter of the siirah as a whole. They are also immediately relevant to the long and
hard debate that was taking place between the Muslims and the Jews in Madinah
when these verses were revealed.

The people of earlier revelations trace their origins back to Abraham by way of his
son Isaac (peace be upon them). Understandably, they have always been proud of
this relationship, just as they have cherished the promises God made to Abraham to
bless him and his seed, and the covenant God made with them. This has led them to
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make exclusive claims to righteousness and custodianship of God’s message to
mankind. It has also misled them into believing that heaven is exclusively theirs,
whatever they do.

The Quraysh Arab tribe living in Makkah were also Abraham’s descendants
through his other son, Ishmael. They were also just as proud of their ancestry as the
Jews were of theirs. It gave them the privilege of being the custodians of the sacred
shrine of the Ka'bah in Makkah, which had, in turn, given them the religious
authority, honour, power and position they enjoyed over the rest of the Arabs.

Towards the end of the last passage we saw how the Qur’an refuted Jewish and
Christian claims to exclusive righteousness and salvation: “They declare: ‘None shall
enter Paradise unless he is a Jew or a Christian.”” (Verse 111) Hard did they try to
convert Muslims to Judaism or Christianity: “They say: ‘Follow the Jewish faith” — or,
‘Follow the Christian faith” — and you shall be rightly quided.”” (Verse 135) It also
condemned those who prevent people from worshipping in God’s places of worship
— which, as we said, was probably linked to the issue of changing the direction
Muslims face in prayer from Jerusalem to the Ka (bah in Makkah — and efforts to
exploit that issue to create division and confusion within Muslim ranks.

In this section, and still within the same context of Jewish, Christian and pagan
claims, the siirah recounts parts of the history of Abraham and his sons Ishmael and
Isaac, and gives a final ruling on the giblah issue. The occasion is also used to
establish the truth regarding the religion of Abraham, which was based purely on the
belief in God’s absolute oneness. Thus it remains at complete variance with the
distorted beliefs adopted by those three groups, while its affinity to the message of
the Prophet Muhammad was total. It denounces the monopoly of religious
righteousness by any nation or racial group, stressing that religion resides in the
believer’s heart; it is not inherited through blood or ancestral lineage. Religion
belongs to God Almighty, who is not related through blood or ancestry to any
human individual or group. Those who believe in His religion and practise it
properly shall be its rightful custodians and trustees, at all times, regardless of their
race or ethnic origin.

The Qur’an presents these facts, which form some of the most basic tenets of
Islamic belief, in a fine, clear and elegant style. It takes the reader step by step
through the long span of history starting at the time God entrusted Abraham with
the religious leadership of mankind, upon successfully completing the test to which
God put him. It goes up to the early formation of the Muslim community which
believes in the message of Muhammad. Its rise is seen as fulfilment of Abraham'’s
and Ishmael’s prayers while they were laying the foundations of the Ka'bah. Thus, it
is the Muslim community that is the legitimate heir to God’s religion, solely by virtue
of their faith in God and by their true and sincere following of Abraham’s teachings.
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Those who depart from it, choosing to turn away from Abraham’s faith in God’s
absolute oneness, renege on their commitments to God and, as such, cannot be the
heirs to the divine faith.

The Qur’an further establishes that Islam, in the sense of submission to God alone,
was the first and the last divine message to mankind. It was the religion of Abraham
and of Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and the Hebrew tribes who came after him, and was
handed down to Moses and Jesus until it was eventually inherited by the Muslims.
All true and faithful followers of those and other prophets and messengers belong to
the same nation and share in all the merits and rewards of following the religion of
Islam in its wider, universal version. All those who reject the religion of Abraham or
renege on any of their covenants with God forfeit their claim to those privileges and
rewards.

Thus we can see how Jewish and Christian claims to an exclusive possession of
God'’s true religion, by virtue of lineage to Abraham, are totally groundless. They lost
that right the moment they deviated from the true faith based on total submission to
God alone. For the same reason, the idolater Arabs of the Quraysh forfeited their
claim to the exclusive custodianship of the Ka'bah. Likewise, the Jewish argument
for opposing the designation of the Ka'bah as the giblah for the Muslims falls apart,
because the Ka'bah was the original giblah of their forefather Abraham, and therefore
it was theirs also.

Following this brief introduction, let us now take a closer look at the account of
Abraham, his covenant with God, and its significance in the history of the religion of
Islam.

Abraham’s Covenant

When his Lord tested Abraham with certain commandments and he fulfilled them, He
said, I have appointed you a leader of mankind.” Abraham asked, And what of my
descendants?” God said, "My covenant does not apply to the wrongdoers.” (Verse 124)

The Prophet is here reminded of how God had imparted certain commandments
and obligations to Abraham in order to test his faith, loyalty and resolve. Elsewhere
in the Qur’an, he is described as “Abraham, who was faithful to his trust.” (53: 37) This is
a recognition by God of Abraham’s faithful and complete fulfilment of those
obligations, according him a very high rank in God’s estimation. Hence, God’s
promise: “I have appointed you a leader of mankind” Thus, Abraham becomes the leader
to be followed, the one who shows people the way to all goodness.

Being human, Abraham is immediately prompted to wish for that blessing and
privilege to be extended to his offspring. What Abraham expressed was a natural
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instinctive human reaction, because man is always eager to multiply and perpetuate
his achievements and attainments. By the passing of knowledge and experience from
one generation to the next, the human lot is improved and life is preserved. This
natural and necessary human process has been a target for criticism and attack, while
Islam recognizes its importance, and promotes it through its law of inheritance, so
that it serves human society to the full.

The misguided efforts made in some societies to undermine this natural
progression in fact try to suppress human nature altogether. Such efforts betray
short-sightedness, inhumanity and arbitrary methods in tackling social and moral
ills. Unless remedied, these will lead to the fragmentation and destruction of society.
However, solutions that run contrary to human nature will inevitably end in failure.
What is needed is a solution that rectifies deviation and social ills without
contradicting human nature. Such methods can only be adopted and made to work
within a framework of divine guidance and faith. They require a profound and
enlightened understanding of human nature and the human mind, and an unbiased
outlook, free of all grudges and destructive tendencies.

The answer to Abraham’s question, “And what of my descendants?” reiterates an
already stated major principle: that religious leadership and authority are granted
purely on merit, in reward for sincere faith and diligent work. They are not inherited
through ancestral lineage. God said: “My covenant does not apply to the wrongdoers.”

“Wrongdoing” takes various forms: it might be directed at oneself, by associating
partners with God, or it might be oppression directed at fellow human beings. The
leadership denied to wrongdoers includes all the meanings covered by the Arabic
term imam, which include prophethood, political authority, and the leading of
congregational prayers. Equity and justice make up the foremost qualification for this
lofty vocation, and no one who deviates from these qualities deserves any form of
leadership, in its widest sense.

This is the clear essence of the covenant made with Abraham. According to it, the
Jews, as a result of their repeated wrongdoing, self-indulgence and waywardness,
could never have an exclusive monopoly of the leadership of mankind. Similarly,
and for the same reasons, some so-called Muslims today would also be barred from
that covenant.

Islam gives no credence to ties or relationships not based on faith and sincere
action. It places a sharp distinction between one generation and another when the
later one deviates from the faith, despite their common ancestry. Indeed, according
to Islam, faith can separate father and son, and man and wife. Thus the Arabs who
adopted Islam are distinguished from those who did not, just as Jews and Christians
who believed in the religion of Abraham, Moses and Jesus are distinguished from
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those who deviated from them. Ancestors and offspring only become one family or
nation when they are all believers united by the same faith, regardless of colour and
geographic or ethnic origins.

Building the Ka'bah

We made the House [i.e. the Ka'bah] a resort for mankind and a sanctuary: Make the
place where Abraham stood as a place of prayer.” We assigned to Abraham and
Ishmael the task of purifying My House for those who walk around it, those who
sojourn there for meditation and those who bow down and prostrate themselves in
prayer. (Verse 125)

The Sacred House, the Ka'bah, was defiled by the Arabs of the Quraysh who were
supposed to be its trusted caretakers and custodians. They harassed and persecuted
the believers and drove them out of Makkah. Yet God wanted this House to be a
sanctuary to which people of all races resort. In there people should find peace and
security for all.

The Arabs had been directed to establish “the place where Abraham stood”, which is
a reference to the whole area surrounding the Ka'bah, as a place for prayer, which
makes its subsequent designation as a giblah, a spot towards which Muslims turn in
Prayer, a very natural progression raising no objections from anyone. After all, it had
been the very first place to which Muslims, the legitimate heirs of Abraham'’s
monotheistic religion, had turned in their prayer, because it had been dedicated to
God and to no one else. Abraham and Ishmael, two pious and sincere servants of
God, had been charged with cleansing it and preparing it for pilgrims who would
come to it for worship and meditation. They would make no claim to its ownership,
nor did they have it in their power to pass such ownership to anyone else. They were
mere servants of God Almighty and keepers of His sacred and revered House.

Abraham said, ‘Lord, make this a land of security and make provisions of fruits for
those of its people who believe in God and the Last Day.” God said, “And as for he who
disbelieves, I shall let him enjoy life for a while and then I shall drive him to suffering
through the fire; and what a terrible end!” (Verse 126)

While still pleading for the House to be made a universal place of peace and
security for posterity, Abraham has clearly heeded God’s earlier admonition, as we
now find him making the exception that only the believers should receive God’s
favour.

The surah then goes on to paint a lively picture of Abraham and Ishmael
embarking on the job of constructing the House of God and preparing it for
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worshippers: “As Abraham and Ishmael raised the foundations of the House, [they prayed]:
‘Our Lord, accept this from us; You are the One that hears all and knows all. Our Lord, make
us surrender ourselves to You, and make out of our offspring a community that will
surrender itself to You. Show us our ways of worship and accept our repentance; You are the
One who accepts repentance, the Merciful. Our Lord, send them a Messenger from among
themselves who shall declare to them Your revelations, and instruct them in the Book and in
wisdom, and purify them. You are Mighty and Wise.”” (Verses 127-129)

Not only does this vivid account take the reader right into the scene of the action,
but it also surrounds him with the mood and feeling of the occasion. It was a labour
of love and devotion that those two pious people undertook, dedicated to God
Almighty and carried out in expectation and hope that He would accept it and be
pleased with it.

We almost hear the tone and music of their prayer, and we feel the atmosphere of
heart-felt appeal to God. This is a special characteristic of the Qur’anic style which
brings a scene of an event long gone as though it is taking place here and now, right
in front of us. In their prayer we cannot fail to note the sort of humility, devotion and
profound faith that are worthy of prophets who understand the importance of true
faith in this world. Such characteristics the Qur’an tries to teach the advocates of faith
and instil it in their hearts.

“’Our Lord, accept this from us; You are the One that hears all and knows all.”” (Verse
127) Their first aim is that their labour, which is dedicated purely to God, should be
accepted by Him. Hence, they offer it with humility, hoping to earn God’s pleasure
through it, pinning their hopes on the fact that God listens to their prayers and
knows their feelings and intentions.

“Our Lord, make us surrender ourselves to You, and make out of our offspring a
community that will surrender itself to You. Show us our ways of worship and accept our
repentance; You are the One who accepts repentance, the Merciful.” (Verse 128) They turn
to God seeking His guidance, fully aware that, without His help and support, they
are powerless. Their prayer also shows the intrinsic solidarity of the community of
believers over successive generations. “Make of our offspring a community that will
surrender itself to You.” This shows not only the fact that faith is the most important
aspect in a believer’s life, and appreciation of its great blessings, but also the
instinctive natural feeling of wishing the best for one’s children and descendants.
Their main concern was that their offspring should be God-fearing, righteous and
obedient to God. So they add a specific request: “’Our Lord, send them a Messenger
from among themselves who shall declare to them Your revelations, and instruct them in the
Book and in wisdom, and purify them. You are Mighty and Wise.”” (Verse 129)

That particular prayer was answered when the Prophet Muhammad, a direct
descendant of Abraham and Ishmael, was given his message several centuries later.

134



Al-Bagarah (The Cow) | UNIVERSAL FAITH

We note that some time may elapse before God answers a particular prayer. As
human beings, we tend to be impatient and want our prayers answered immediately,
forgetting that it is for God Almighty to choose how and when they should be
answered and fulfilled.

This prayer by Abraham and Ishmael carries particular significance for the debate
that was going on between the Muslims and the Jews in Madinah at the time. The
two Prophets expressly request God to make out of their offspring a nation that
would serve God, as the word ‘Muslim’, (meaning one who submits himself) implies.
The prayer makes clear that the Muslim nation, followers of Muhammad, are the
recognized heirs to the legacy of Abraham; that is, the leadership of mankind and the
custody of the House of God in Makkah. This, in turn, is an affirmation of the
Muslims” right, over the idolater Arabs, to the Ka'bah, as well as of the latter’s
precedence over Jerusalem as the giblah faced by Muslims in Prayer throughout the
world.

Jews and Christians who claim a religious bond with Abraham, and the Quraysh
Arabs who claim an ancestral relationship to Ishmael, are informed in clear, simple
language that Abraham excluded the wrongdoers among his offspring from his
covenant with God, and prayed for guidance and salvation only for the believers
among them. Furthermore, when Abraham and Ishmael embarked on building a
place dedicated to the worship of God on earth, they asked Him to make a nation
from their offspring, the Muslim nation that would submit to God; and to send them
a messenger of their own, Muhammad, to instruct them in the true religion of God.
These are the real and legitimate heirs of the legacy of Abraham and Ishmael.

Then comes a brief interjection condemning those who dispute Muhammad’s role
as a prophet and messenger and argue about the essence of divine faith: “IWho but a
foolish person would turn away from the faith of Abraham? We raised him high in this life,
and in the If to come he shall be among the righteous. When his Lord said to him, ‘Submit
yourself’, he said, ‘I have submitted myself to the Lord of all the worlds.” Abraham enjoined
the same on his children, and so did Jacob, saying, My children, God has given you the purest
faith. Do not let death overtake you before you have submitted yourselves to God.””
130-132)

(Verses

The essence of the religion of Abraham is pure submission to God, or Islam, which
only a foolish or obstinate person would abandon or reject. Abraham and Jacob, or
Israel as he is otherwise called, were determined to hand it down to their offspring,
in perpetuity. This religion had been chosen for them by God Himself, as an act of
grace and a boon to them; it was not of their making, and a better choice they would
not have. With the coming of Muhammad and the message of Islam, a fresh
opportunity opened up for the Arabs and the Jews of Arabia to fulfil the wishes of
their forefathers from whom they were proud to claim descent.
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A Faith to Pass to Your Children

At this point we come to witness another awesome scene: Jacob on his deathbed,
giving his last words of wisdom and advice to his children, gathered around him:
“Were you present when death approached Jacob? He asked his children, ‘Whom will you
worship when I am gone?” They replied, ‘We will worship your God, the God of your
forefathers Abraham, Ishmael and Isaac, the One God. To Him we submit ourselves.
133)

s 44

(Verse

It is indeed a tremendous and solemn occasion. The most important and only
issue that concerned Jacob as he drew his last breath was the religion his children
were to follow after his death. He was worried about the fate of his legacy and the
future of the religion placed in his trust. His children’s reply must have been most
reassuring and gratifying for him. The chain would not be broken, and the legacy of
Abraham was sure to live on for many generations to come.

Jacob asks his children: “Whom will you worship when I am gone?” (Verse 133) He
thus tells them why he gathered them, and the issue he wanted to be sure of before
his death. It is the trust and the heritage of that blessed house. His children reassure
Jacob that they would be true to their trust. Thus, the same heritage of Abraham was

safe with Jacob’s children, who clearly state that they have submitted themselves to
God.

The verse opens with a rhetorical question addressed to the Jews: “Were you
present when death approached Jacob?” (Verse 133) It tells them what went on as
witnessed by God Himself. They could not question the truth of what had happened
or distort it after God has stated what went on.

In the light of these assertions, a clear distinction is established between that
bygone generation and the one that was facing Islam in Madinah: “That community
has passed away. Theirs is what they had earned and yours is what you have earned. You
shall not be questioned about what they did.” (Verse 134)

Every generation has its concerns and characteristics, and the record for which it
shall be accountable. A corrupt and heedless generation shall bear no relation to a
righteous one. The only durable link between generations of nations is that of faith
and belief. From the Islamic point of view, a nation’s characteristics are preserved
and perpetuated through faith rather than race or blood, and generations are viewed
as either believers or unbelievers, with every one seen in the light of their actions and
record.

According to Islam, a nation is defined by its faith and beliefs, regardless of its
constituent ethnic and racial groups, or how widely spread in the world they are.
Having a common race or territory does not make a nation. This approach stems
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from Islam’s universal view of mankind as a single race deriving its unique human
qualities from the divine spirit God had breathed into man at the moment of
creation, rather than from some acquired physical qualities that are of little concern.

The Argument Is Finally Settled

Against this historical background of God’s covenant with Abraham, the building
of the Ka'bah and the entitlement to the religious heritage of Abraham, the surah
takes a closer look at some Jewish and Christian arguments and claims. It exposes the
weakness in those arguments and the insidious ulterior motives behind them. The
passage is rounded off by presenting Islam as man’s comprehensive and universal
religion, opposed and rejected only by those who are stubborn and ungrateful:

They say, ‘Follow the Jewish faith — or, follow the Christian faith — and you shall be
rightly guided.” Say, “No. We follow the faith of Abraham, who was truly devoted to
God, and was not of those who associated partners with God.” Say [all of you], ‘We
believe in God and in what has been revealed to us, and in what was revealed to
Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and their descendants, and in what was given to
Moses and Jesus, and in what all prophets have been given by their Lord. We make no
distinction between any of them, and to God we have surrendered ourselves. * If they
come to believe in the way you believe, they will be rightly guided; but if they turn
away, they will be in schism, but God will protect you from them; He hears all and
knows all.” (Verses 135-137)

The Prophet is instructed here to confront the Jews and the Christians together
with the same challenge, and call upon them equally to revert, together with the
Muslims, to the original religion of Abraham, the founding father of the faith of Islam
on earth. He was the one to make a covenant with God and he was true to his
covenant.

Then the Muslims are called upon to acknowledge and declare an overall unity of
faith, from that of Abraham right up to that of Jesus and Muhammad.

The principle of the unity and universality of faith, and the unity of all prophets
and messengers all through the ages, is the cornerstone of Islamic faith. It lends
legitimacy to the Muslim community’s claim to the legacy of Abraham and to the
right of trusteeship for God’s religion in this world. It is this principle as a
fundamental backbone of Islam that gives it its universal characteristic, which brings
people together under the same banner, free of all prejudice or discrimination. It
makes the Muslim community open to all people in a spirit of genuine love and
peace.

This leads to the conclusion that Islam, in its broad, universal sense, is the true
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guidance. Its followers shall succeed and prosper while its opponents will never find
a firm basis to stand upon. On the contrary, they will live in constant turmoil and
confusion.

This testimony from none other than God Almighty will give Muslims reassurance
and make them proud of their faith and confident that they will overcome setbacks
and tribulations and prevail over their enemies. God is on their side and “will protect
you from them; He hears all and knows all.” (Verse 137)

The duty of believers is to uphold the faith and take pride in it and wear the
distinctive mark of the true servants of God which makes them stand out and
surpass all others in the world: “[This message takes its] hue from God; who can give a
better hue than God? Him alone do we worship.” (Verse 138) He has given a very
distinctive colour to the message He has chosen to be the last to mankind. It serves as
a basis on which to establish an all-embracing human unity, free of all prejudices and
fanaticism, giving no special status to any race or colour.

We need to reflect a little here about a unique and highly significant aspect of the
Qur’anic mode of expression. The beginning of this verse is a statement made by
God: “This message takes its hue from God; who can give a better hue than God?” (Verse
138) The rest of the verse is a statement by the believers. The Qur’an joins both
statements without anything to separate or distinguish one from the other. This is a
great honour to the believers when their statement is joined to that of God, indicating
their very close link with their Lord. Examples of such highly significant type of
expression are numerous in the Qur’an.

The argument is then brought to its climax by posing the ultimate question: “Say,
‘Would you dispute with us about God? He is our Lord and your Lord. To us our deeds shall
be credited and to you, your deeds. To Him alone we are devoted.”” (Verse 139)

There can be no room for doubt about God’s oneness and sovereignty over all
creation. He is the Lord of all of us, and He shall judge everyone by their own deeds.
As Muslims, we devote our life and existence totally to God alone. We seek no other
beings with or beside Him; and to us, these are incontrovertible and indisputable
facts on which the faith of Islam rests.

In terse and forceful language, the siirah poses other rhetorical questions regarding
the faith of earlier prophets, well known to the Jews and the Christians: “Do you claim
that Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and the Tribes were Jews or Christians?” (Verse 140)
These lived long before Moses, and their faith preceded both Christianity and
Judaism. God states the truth about their faith: “Say: ‘Do you know better than God?"”
(Verse 140) No answer could be offered to such a rhetorical question. Besides, both
Jews and Christians knew very well that these Prophets lived long before their faiths.
They further have, in their own Scriptures, clear statements speaking of the Prophet
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who would be sent with a message of the pure monotheistic faith of Abraham, but
they suppressed that. Hence, the warning that God is fully aware of what they
suppress: “Who is more wicked than one who suppresses a testimony he has received from
God? God is not unmindful of what you do.” (Verse 140)

As the sirah makes its final, irrefutable argument, showing the great gulf
separating Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and his sons from the Jews who were the
Prophet’s contemporaries, it repeats the verse with which it concluded its discourse
about Abraham and his descendants who submitted themselves to God: “That
community has passed away. Theirs is what they earned and yours is what you have earned.
You shall not be questioned about what they did.” (Verse 141) With this powerful
statement, all arguments are brought to their decisive conclusion.
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Change of Direction

The weak-minded among people will say,
What has turned them away from the
direction of prayer which they have so far
observed?” Say, To God belong the east
and the west. He guides whomever He wills
to a straight path.’ (142)

Thus We have mad) you the community
[ummah)] of the middle way, so that you
may stand witness against the rest of
mankind, and the Messenger shall be a
witness against you. We appointed the
direction of prayer which you formerly
Jfollowed in order that We might distinguish
those who follow the Messenger from those
who turn on their beels. It was indeed a
hard test except for those whom God has
guided. God wonld never have let your faith
be in vain. God is Compassionate and

Merciful to mankind. (143)

We have seen you often turn your face
towards heaven. We shall, therefore, make
You turn in prayer towards a direction you
will be happy with. Turn your face, then,
towards the Sacred Mosque; and wherever
you all may be, turn your faces [in prayer]
towards it. Those who have been granted
revelations in the past know well that it is
the truth from their Lord. God is not
unaware of what they do. (144)
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Were you to bring every possible sign before
those who had been granted revelations,
they would not follow your direction of
prayer. And neither may yon follow their
direction of prayer, nor would they even
Jfollow one another’s direction. If you were
to follow their whims and desires after all
the knowledge that has been given to you,
you  would  certainly  be among  the

wrongdoers. (145)

Those to whom We granted revelation
know it as well as they know their own
children, but some of them fnowingly
conceal the truth. (146)

This is the truth from your Lord; never,
then, be among the doubters. (147)

Each one has a goal towards which he
turns, so vie with one another in good
works. Wherever you may be, God will
bring yon all together. God has power over
all things. (148)

From wherever you may come forth, turn
your face [in prayer] towards the Sacred
Mosque. It is indeed the truth from your
Lord. God is not unaware of what you do.
(149)

From wherever you may come forth, turn
Your face [in prayer] towards the Sacred
Mosque; and wherever you all may be,
turn your faces towards it,
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Overview

This passage is almost entirely devoted to a discussion of the change of the giblah,
or direction faced in prayer, which occurred sixteen or seventeen months after the
Prophet’s arrival in Madinah in 622 CE, and the controversy that attended it. The
Jews of Madinah tried to exploit the giblah issue to create division and confusion
among the Muslims. The Qur'an denounces their allegations, and warns of the
damage they might cause to the more vulnerable members of the Muslim
community. No reference can be found in the Qur’an to the exact date of the change
of the giblah.

The main facts of the situation make it clear that prayer was made a daily religious
duty for Muslims while they were still in Makkah. They faced the Ka'bah when they
prayed. No specific order is given in the Qur’an on this point. When the Muslims
emigrated from Makkah to Madinah, the instruction was given to the Prophet that
instead of the Ka'bah in Makkah, Muslims should face Jerusalem. The fact that in
both cases the instruction had come from the Prophet rather than in Qur’anic
statements in no way diminishes its validity or authority.

This continued to be the practice until the revelation of the instructions in the
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present section, which superseded the previous ones. The Prophet, and the Muslims
with him, were told to “Turn your face, then, towards the Sacred Mosque, and wherever
you all may be, turn your faces [in prayer] towards it.” (Verse 144)

Jerusalem happened to be the giblah for the Jews and the Christians also, and the
fact that the Muslims too had been instructed to use it as theirs gave the Jews of
Madinah a ready excuse for refusing to recognize or accept Islam. They saw the fact
that the Prophet and his companions faced Jerusalem when they prayed as proof that
theirs was the true religion and their giblah was the original and legitimate one.
Muhammad and his followers, they argued, should follow their religion and refrain
from trying to convert them to Islam.

This was not easy for the Arab Muslims to accept, since they had always revered
the Ka'bah and considered it their most sacred religious symbol. The Jewish
arguments made the situation even harder for the Muslims.

The Prophet Muhammad entertained a wish to turn towards the Ka'bah, and
could be seen looking up to heaven anxiously, without uttering a word, trusting to
God and His wisdom.

Not long afterwards instructions were revealed that the Muslims should turn
towards the Ka'bah. Some Muslims were reportedly in the middle of performing
their prayer when they heard the news, and immediately turned to face the Ka'bah.

The Jews resented that decision which deprived them of their argument. They
began to question the wisdom of the Muslim leadership and to raise doubts about
the validity of the religious basis of Islam. Did the change of giblah from Jerusalem to
the Ka'bah mean that the Muslims had been praying towards the wrong giblah all
that time? And, if Jerusalem was the right giblah, and it was correct to pray towards
it, then it must have been wrong to change to another one. Praying towards the new
giblah, the Ka'bah, would, in this case, not be valid. They further argued that such
abrogation of earlier orders could not be done by God. Hence, the decision must
have been made by Muhammad himself, proving that he was not receiving any
divine revelations.

The gravity of the controversy surrounding this event is clear from the
considerable attention given in the Qur’an to its ramifications and the effect it had on
some rank-and-file Muslims. It is also clear in the way the surah deals with the
concept of abrogation. This is discussed in full in Chapters 5 and 6, beginning with
Verse 106. More on this later.

The change of the giblah was a central event in the history of Islam with far-
reaching long-term consequences. It gave Islam a new focus and identified the
Muslim community as an independent nation with a giblah of its own.
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The earlier decision to declare Jerusalem rather than the Ka'bah as the giblah was
for specific educational reasons, as explained in Verse 143: “We appointed the direction
of prayer [i.e. the qiblah] which you formerly followed in order that We might distinguish
those who follow the Messenger from those who turn on their heels.”

Before Islam, the Arabs revered the Ka'bah and considered it a symbol of their
religious and cultural heritage and glory. But in order to test their sincerity in
accepting Islam, and ensure that their hearts were totally free of narrow racial or
tribal loyalties, God initially instructed the Prophet to command his followers to
adopt Jerusalem as the direction they faced in prayer. It was a difficult instruction to
carry out, but it was a crucial test of how much they really understood the nature and
the spirit of their new religion. It was necessary in order to establish how far some of
those early Muslims were still influenced by pre-Islamic racial and tribal traditions.

When the Muslims adopted their new direction, and the Jews had begun to exploit
that situation, fresh divine instructions were received to revert to the Ka'bah as the
direction to face in prayer. The basis for the new decision was, however, made clear.
It stemmed from the fact that the Sacred Mosque at Makkah had, in the first instance,
been established by Abraham and Ishmael as a monument to pure unadulterated
monotheism. It was part of the heritage of Islam which had come about, as seen
earlier in verses 124-141, in answer to Abraham’s prayer that a Messenger should be
sent to his descendants, the inhabitants of Makkah, with the pure faith based on
complete submission to God.

That part of the surah, giving the background and the circumstances surrounding
the construction of the Ka'bah, provided a fitting introduction to the issue of the
giblah. Changing the giblah back to the Ka'bah seems the only logical conclusion from
that discussion of the dispute between the Muslims on the one hand, and the Jews,
Christians and polytheist Arabs on the other, concerning Abraham’s covenant with
God and the right to his heritage. That covenant bound Abraham and his
descendants, from one generation to another, to total submission to God.

The construction of the Sacred Mosque at the Ka'bah was carried out by Abraham
and his son Ishmael at God’s specific instruction. It is, therefore, part of the heritage
passed on to their offspring. Muhammad, a direct descendant of Abraham and a
beneficiary of his covenant with God, and his followers, are rightful and natural heirs
to that heritage, of which the Ka'bah is an important part. The decision to declare it a
permanent giblah for Islam and the Muslims is the natural one that brings reality,
history and feeling together in unison.

The decision could not have come sooner. Jewish hostility towards Islam and
Muhammad, despite the temporary declaration of Jerusalem as a giblah, did not
diminish. They could see that their right to Abraham’s religious legacy was being
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forfeited as the days passed, and the time had come when the Muslims could emerge
as independent and rightful claimants to that heritage, and move on to declare its
universal and eternal message to the rest of the world.

It had become imperative for the Muslims to forge ahead in that way and to
establish their distinct identity as a religious force for advocating the central principle
of God’s oneness, or tawhid. The symbolism of the Ka'bah as the exclusive and
permanent direction in prayer for the Muslim community was most important.

Symbolism, ritual and form in religious practice can be easily misunderstood, if
taken in isolation from the ideals and principles of the religious faith itself. Physical
expression of feelings and emotions is a natural human tendency, because man has a
material as well as a spiritual aspect to his nature. Emotions and feelings are only
tulfilled when expressed in a physical or tangible form, through which they are
released to one’s happiness and satisfaction. This action brings about balance and
harmony between the outer and inner aspects of the human soul, and provides a
means of fulfilling man’s desire to know what lies behind the apparent symbol and
the outward physical form.

All Islamic religious rituals are based on this basic natural philosophy. Mere
intention expressed privately, or abstract spiritual meditation, is not enough to
satisfy the requirements of religious worship. These involve the participation of the
senses, coordinated movement of the body, and position, direction, dress, and
recitation of set text, as well as abstention at specified times from food and drink. In
this way, every movement and bodily action will have a religious significance
attached to it, while religious ritual assumes meaning and dignity, thus bringing soul
and body into full harmony.

In those religious communities where this innate human craving for symbolism
and physical expression and representation of religious devotion is misunderstood or
abused, people have gone astray. Idolatry and the worship of inanimate objects such
as stones, trees, planets and stars, as well as animals and birds, can be traced to such
abuse and misunderstanding. Islam presents a unique, straightforward concept of
the nature of God Almighty, who is not anthropomorphic and whose attributes
cannot be defined or represented in physical form. Nevertheless, physical means, or
symbols, such as the giblah, that point man’s senses, heart, soul and body towards
God are important. God cannot be restricted by the confines of space, but man needs
the dimension of space to direct and concentrate his devotion and feelings towards
God. That is how the important need for the giblah arises.

Once that principle was understood, it was necessary for the new direction in
prayer, giblah, to be unique and exclusive to Islam, in order to underline Islam’s
distinction and eminence.
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A corollary of this principle says that Muslims are specifically forbidden to
emulate or adopt other, non-Muslim, religious and cultural customs. However, it
would be wrong to put this down to bigotry or prejudice on the part of Islam, since
outward religious and social behaviour is a reflection of the inner beliefs and ideals
that motivate and determine behaviour and outlook. These beliefs and ideals are the
main factors that distinguish between different nations, outlooks, ethical systems,
moral values and ways of life.

Abt Hurayrah quotes the Prophet as saying, “The Jews and the Christians do not
dye their hair. So, adopt a different line.” [Related by Malik, al-Bukhari, Muslim and
Abu Dawud] He was also reported to have told a group of his Companions who
stood up to greet him, “Do not be like other communities who stand up in reverence
to one another.” [Related by Abi Dawiad and Ibn Majah] He also said, “Do not
revere me in the same way the Christians revered Jesus, son of Mary. I am a mere
servant of God. So refer to me as God’s servant and messenger.” [Related by al-
Bukhari]

The Prophet Muhammad strongly advised against imitating non- Muslims in
appearance, dress, manners, etiquette and behaviour. Behind all these outward

aspects lie the emotions and convictions that shape man’s outlook, character and way
of life.

More importantly, the Prophet strongly rules out the adoption of ideas and
concepts not emanating from, or reconcilable with, the world order God has
commissioned the Muslim community to promote and establish. He warns against
defeatism and feelings of inferiority among the Muslims who, being selected to lead
mankind, should derive their values and traditions, and the basis of their faith, from
the original source of their religion: God Almighty.

The Qur’an describes the Muslim community variously as the leading community,
a consummately upright nation and a paradigm of moderation. This special acclaim
is only conferred upon them by virtue of the fact that they draw their philosophy,
outlook, traditions and way of life from God’s revelations.

It is not out of religious bigotry and intolerance that Islam presents itself to the
world as a universal and most complete way of life. Islam sees itself as a unifying
force in the world, because it advocates the unity of all mankind under one God-
given social, political and economic way of life. It offers equality to all in the eyes of
God, and does not recognize or advance the interests of one group at the expense of
others.

Today, Muslims are called on once again to understand the significance of having
their own exclusive giblah. It is not merely a direction to which they turn in their
Prayers, nor is it an empty symbol. It is a feature that distinguishes Islam’s whole
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outlook on life, its concerns and aims, and its identity.

Muslims today, more than at any other time in their history, need to assert their
identity. They need to set themselves apart in the world, which is suffering under the
tyranny of false religions, oppressive and arrogant ideologies, flawed political and
economic systems and heedless leadership. They have to offer new and effective
remedies to save mankind and fulfil God’s will, so that the world will acknowledge
their community as the central and righteous nation commissioned by God to carry
His message to all mankind.

Islam is a complete way of life. Through Islam, Muslims become fit to inherit
God’s trust and the leadership of mankind, and to stand witness before God for all
humanity. But it is only when they adhere faithfully to Islam that they take on their
distinctive and unique features and qualities. Without it they lose their way; and
their influence and status in the world diminish and evaporate.

We will now look at the passage in more detail.

A Middle Community and a Pure Faith

The weak-minded among people will say, ‘What has turned them away from the
direction of prayer which they have so far observed?’ Say, “To God belong the east and
the west. He guides whomever He wills to a straight path.” Thus We have made you
the community [ummah] of the middle way, so that you may stand witness against the
rest of mankind, and the Messenger shall be a witness against you. We appointed the
direction of prayer which you formerly followed in order that We might distinguish
those who follow the Messenger from those who turn on their heels. It was indeed a
hard test except for those whom God has guided. God would never have let your faith
be in vain. God is Compassionate and Merciful to mankind. (Verses 142-143)

It is clear from the course of the discussion that ‘the weak-minded’ is a reference to
the Jews of Madinah. They were the ones who stirred up the controversy about the
change of giblah from Jerusalem to Makkah, and questioned its validity and the
wisdom behind it.

Al-Bara” ibn “Azib reported: “When the Prophet first arrived in Madinah, he
stayed at his grandparents [or maybe he said at his maternal uncles] of the Ansar.!
The Prophet used to pray facing Jerusalem for the first sixteen or seventeen months,
though he would have preferred to face the Ka'bah. The first prayer he offered

1 It is well known that the Prophet stayed at the home of Khalid ibn Zayd, better known as Abtu
Ayyub al-Ansari, who belonged to al-Najjar clan, to whom belonged the Prophet’s maternal
grandmother. According to the Arabian usage, all men of this clan are considered maternal uncles of
the Prophet by virtue of his grandfather’s marriage to one of its women — Editor’s notes.
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[facing the Ka'bah] was "Asr, when he was joined by a group of people. One of them
later passed by another group praying in a mosque and said to them, ‘I bear witness
before God that I have just prayed with the Prophet facing the Ka'bah.” They all
turned towards it without interrupting their prayer. The Jews were happy while the
Prophet faced Jerusalem in prayer, but when he now turned towards the Ka'bah they
were dismayed. It was then that this verse was revealed describing the Jews as weak-
minded.” [Related by Malik, al-Bukhari, Muslim and al-Tirmidhi]

The way the Qur'an deals with this issue clearly indicates the enormity of the
effect that the Jewish campaign was then having on some ordinary Muslims. From
the first few words one is made aware that a change of the direction to be faced in
prayer is going to be announced. The tone is clearly meant to forestall the doubts and
questions that were inevitably going to be raised by troublemakers. But the Qur’an
was ready with the appropriate reply to the argument they would put forward.

The Qur’an goes on to direct the Prophet to the proper course of action in dealing
with the questions that would arise and how to put the whole issue in its proper
perspective.

“Say: “To God belong the east and the west. He guides whomever He wills to a straight
path.”” (Verse 142) Places and directions carry no intrinsic merit in themselves, except
inasmuch as God assigns them such merit, and to whatever direction one turns, God
will be there. It is God’s prerogative to guide whomever He wishes to the right path.

What He designates as the direction to be faced in prayer is the right and proper
choice, and His designation of it is for the good of the community.

On such criteria Islam defines the relative merits of places and directions, and
specifies the source of those criteria: God Almighty to whom all should turn and
submit.

The surah goes on to outline the central position the Muslim community, or
ummah, occupies in the world, and the great role it is destined to play in the history
and development of mankind. A prerequisite of that status and role is that the
Muslim ummah should have its own exclusive giblah and distinct identity. It must,
first and foremost, owe allegiance to none other than God Almighty, who has
commissioned it for that great task.

“We have made you the community of the middle way, so that you may stand witness
against the rest of mankind, and the Messenger shall be a witness against you.”
(Verse 143)

The Arabic term wasaf, used in this verse to describe the global Muslim
community, is a vivid epithet which evokes a much wider range of meaning than is
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given by its literal equivalent of ‘middle’. The term is used here in a very broad
sense. Thus, the Muslim community, or ummah, to use the Qur’anic term, is a middle-
of-the- road community which stands witness against other nations and communities
in the sense that it upholds and defends justice and equality for all people. It weighs
up their values, standards, traditions, concepts and objectives, judging them as either
true or false. It occupies the dual position of being a witness against mankind and an
umpire administering justice among them. God’s Messenger, Muhammad, is in turn
a witness against the Muslim community in the sense that, as its leader and
guardian, he defines its aims, activities and obligations, and charts the direction it
should take. His teachings, example and leadership stimulate the community to
appreciate its role and position in the world, and live up to their requirements.

The Muslim community occupies the middle ground in its beliefs and outlook on
life. It maintains a healthy and equitable balance between the two extremes of
spiritual asceticism and materialism. It treats man as a balanced combination of body
and soul, and allows him the opportunity and means to satisfy them both in such a
way as to uplift the spirit and enhance the quality of human life. Within this
framework of balance and moderation, every constructive talent, ability, aptitude,
and activity is nourished and encouraged to grow and play its part in society.

The Muslim community is balanced in the sense that it is not rigid or dogmatic. It
holds fast to its ideals and traditions, and to the sources of its religion and way of life,
while fostering change and progress in all fields. It is an open society that welcomes
new ideas and learns from the work and experience of other societies, cultures and
civilizations. Its main objective is to seek the truth, wherever that may come from,
and to adopt it with courage and confidence.

Balance and moderation are clear in the way Muslim society is run and organized.
It is neither a permissive, undisciplined community nor a regimented one run by
brute force or rigid rules. It is a society raised on learning, education and rich cultural
and social traditions.

Within the Muslim ‘middle’ community, equitable and fair relationships are
cultivated and regulated among all individuals and social groups in the community.
Individual rights and liberties are guaranteed and protected in order to encourage
innovation, production and growth, in a manner that will serve the common good
without infringing upon the rights of the individual, or endangering society as a
whole. Individual as well as collective rights and obligations are clearly defined to
enable people to serve a society that will care for them and protect their rights and
interests.

The Muslim community is also the middle nation geographically, because the part
of the world where Islam first emerged, and which continues to represent the heart
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of the Muslim world, occupies a central position in the world as a whole. It has been
a crucible of cultures and civilizations and a busy crossroads for trade from all
corners of the earth. It has been, throughout history, a rich source of vital natural
resources and raw materials of many kinds for nations and civilizations all over the
world. This position has given the Islamic community a strategic and influential role
to play on the world stage.

Islam emerged at a time that can be said to mark the beginning of maturity in
human thinking. It brought a religious and social order that appealed to the human
mind and rescued man from religions and philosophies founded on mythology,
superstition, paganism or nihilistic thinking. It ushered in a new era of
enlightenment that brought together genuine divine revelations, authentic
philosophical thought and sound practical human experience to chart the proper
course for man’s progress, happiness and prosperity.

What stops Muslims today from assuming the position and role in the world that
God has assigned to them is the fact that they have abandoned the religion God has
chosen for them, and adopted social and political philosophies and systems that are
inconsistent with it.

World leadership imposes its own demands and responsibilities. For the Muslim
community to legitimately earn that position again, it must undergo severe trials and
make great sacrifices, prove its loyalty and dedication to God and show total
allegiance to its wise leadership.

Having announced that the Ka'bah was to be the permanent, universal direction
of prayer for Muslims, the surah now reveals the purpose behind the previous choice
of Jerusalem as a temporary giblah.

“We appointed the direction of prayer which you formerly followed in order that We might
distinguish those who follow the Messenger from those who turn on their heels.” (Verse 143)
From these few words one can immediately identify the divine approach in
educating the Muslims and preparing them, from that early stage of their
development, for the role of custodian of God’s message and the leadership of
mankind. As part of that transformation, it was essential for that nascent community
to be freed of all traces of paganism and ethnocentricity, and to become totally
obedient and dedicated to the new religion of Islam. The early Muslims had to
realize that their values and standards in life must, from then on, be derived from the
divine revelations being regularly communicated to the Prophet Muhammad.

In pre-Islamic days, certain elements of polytheism and racism had crept into the
Arabs” understanding of the faith of Abraham and the status of the Sacred House in
Makkah. The Ka'bah had come to be venerated as an exclusively Arab shrine. This
was contrary to its intended purpose, since it had been established by Abraham and
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his son Ishmael as a symbol of purely monotheistic faith and for the reverence and
worship of God alone.

To correct the situation and to test their faith and loyalty to the Prophet
Muhammad, God commanded the Muslims to adopt Jerusalem as the direction they
face in prayer. Although it was not clear to the Muslims at the time, the measure was
meant to be a temporary one, specifically intended to decide where their allegiance
would really lie.

It was a delicate decision, but Islam is a complete and self-sufficient religion. It
does not need to be supplemented or augmented by other religious beliefs. It does
not accept any lingering traces of un-Islamic ways, serious or trivial. This is indeed
the point implied in the Qur’anic statement: “We appointed the direction of prayer which
you formerly followed in order that We might distinguish those who follow the Messenger
from those who turn on their heels.” (Verse 143) God certainly knows everything before
it happens. However, He wishes that what is kept deep in people’s hearts should first
appear in action before He holds them accountable for it. His grace means that He
does not hold man answerable for his thoughts and feelings; He only holds man
accountable for what he does.

It was also a critical decision because God was aware that it was going to be a hard
test for some Muslims, still fresh from idolatry. But He was also there to provide help
and support for the sincere ones: “It was indeed a hard test except for those whom God has
quided.” (Verse 143) With God’s guidance every difficulty becomes easy.

For yet further reassurance, God affirms that the prayers the Muslims had
performed facing Jerusalem were valid and the reward for them guaranteed. “God
would never have let your faith be in vain. God is Compassionate and Merciful to mankind.”
(Verse 143) God would have never burdened the Muslims with more than He knew
they would be able to bear. As long as their intentions were genuine and their
determination sincere, God was sure to come to their assistance and lighten the tasks
expected of them. If a certain hardship or test is meant to reflect God’s wisdom and
purpose, passing such a test is indicative of His mercy and compassion.

Thus the Muslims could feel content, confident and free of worry about the past
and the future.

Clarification of Issues

Next comes the indication that Muhammad’s unease with respect to the direction
of prayer was soon to be over, as God decreed a permanent one which would satisfy
his wishes. However, the announcement comes with a stern warning that the Jews
would oppose it and try to exploit it to sow division and confusion among the
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Muslims.

We have seen you often turn your face towards heaven. We shall, therefore, make you
turn in prayer towards a direction you will be happy with. Turn your face, then,
towards the Sacred Mosque; and wherever you all may be, turn your faces [in prayer]
towards it. Those who have been granted revelations in the past know well that it is
the truth from their Lord. God is not unaware of what they do. Were you to bring
every possible sign before those who had been granted revelations, they would not
follow your direction of prayer. And neither may you follow their direction of prayer,
nor would they even follow one another’s direction. If you were to follow their whims
and desires after all the knowledge that has been given to you, you would certainly be
among the wrongdoers. Those to whom We granted revelation know it as well as they
know their own children, but some of them knowingly conceal the truth. This is the
truth from your Lord; never, then, be among the doubters. Each one has a goal
towards which he turns; so vie with one another in good works. Wherever you may be,
God will bring you all together. God has power over all things. From wherever you
may come forth, turn your face [in prayer] towards the Sacred Mosque. It is indeed the
truth from your Lord. God is not unaware of what you do. From wherever you may
come forth, turn your face [in prayer] towards the Sacred Mosque; and wherever you
all may be, turn your faces towards it, so that people may have no argument against
you, except those who are bent on wrongdoing. Have no fear of them, but fear Me, so
that 1 may perfect My grace on you, and that you may be rightly guided.” (Verses
144-150)

We have a graphic description of the Prophet’s strong desire that God might direct
him to a giblah other than that which the Muslims had hitherto followed, i.e.
Jerusalem. The Jews attempted to mislead the Muslims and exploit that situation to
their advantage. We can almost feel the restrained desire of the Prophet and his
reluctance even to say a prayer that reflected his desire. This is a question on which
no one could have a say. It is entirely up to God.

The divine decree, expressed here with compassion and love, comes in line with
the Prophet’s wish. The new direction of prayer is exactly the one he has been
silently hoping for all those months: “We shall, therefore, make you turn in prayer
towards a direction you will be happy with. Turn your face, then, towards the Sacred
Mosque.” (Verse 144) What is more, is that it is a permanent and universal one:
“Wherever you all may be, turn your faces [in prayer] towards it.” (Verse 144)

Thus the Ka'bah was reinstated as the original focus and symbol of religious unity
for the whole world community of Islam. Muslims all over the world, with all their
differences of race and language, would from then on perform their prayers facing
the same spot on the globe. In doing so, Muslims would assert, and be reminded of,
their human and religious unity, and of their membership of a single world
community with a common way of life, a common religious legacy, and a common
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role and aim in the world.

The Muslim world community transcends race and language. The principle of
God’s oneness, the bedrock of Islam, is thus manifested in total subservience to God
alone; allegiance to the same leadership, that of Muhammad; adherence to the same
religion, Islam; and adoption of the same direction of prayer. Despite all the
superficial differences that may exist between people, they are one and equal in their
faith. There is no other means by which a truly universal and equitable human
society can be brought forth and successfully organized.

Turning to the people of earlier revelations, the sirah confirms their certain
knowledge of the history and religious status of the Sacred Mosque at the Ka'bah.
They were well aware that it had been established by Abraham, the founding father
of the community that had inherited the creed of God’s oneness, and that its
designation as the universal and permanent direction of Islamic prayer would be
totally in line with the divine universal order.

Nevertheless, the surah points out, they would raise doubts and endlessly quibble
over it. The Muslims should not be unduly concerned at that; God will take care of it,
as He is fully aware of what they do.

There would be no point in reasoning with the Jews over the issue of the giblah.
Their problem was not lack of evidence or persuasion, but lack of faith and
unwillingness to accept the truth. “Were you to bring every possible sign before those who
had been granted revelations, they would not follow your direction of prayer.” (Verse 145)

It was not ignorance or lack of understanding that was responsible for that
stubborn attitude, but caprice and vested interests. This would also be the source of
subsequent Jewish and Christian animosity towards Islam, which was to emerge in
various forms in later centuries.

In response to that bigoted stance, the proper and natural attitude of the Prophet is
stated: “And neither may you follow their direction of prayer” (Verse 145) This Qur’anic
statement implies, particularly in its Arabic phraseology, a strong sense of finality
and permanence. It also conveys to the Muslims a clear instruction never to adopt
any direction of prayer, distinctive symbol or a way of life other than what gives it its
clear Islamic identity.

The surah further reveals that neither the bitterly divided Jewish and Christian
sects, nor even the majority of the Jews and the Christians, could ever agree on the

adoption of one direction of prayer: “nor would they even follow one another’s direction.”
(Verse 145)

As the Prophet is made fully aware of the truth in this matter of worship, he is
warned against falling in with those people and their desires: “If you were to follow
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their whims and desires after all the knowledge that has been given to you, you would
certainly be among the wrongdoers.” (Verse 145)

Having been addressed by his Lord with warmth and compassion, the Prophet is
here given a strong warning. A grave matter of principle is involved here. There
should be no hesitation in carrying out God’s instructions; personal preferences or
considerations must not be allowed to influence the Prophet’s or the Muslims’
response to God’s will and command. A Muslim may not abandon the certain
knowledge that is given by God to pick up what suits personal whims and desires.

This strong admonition also suggests that there could have been specific cases in
which a certain degree of weakness had crept into Muslim minds, in the face of the
vicious and insistent propaganda campaign launched by the Jews of Madinah.

The surah then asserts that the Jews and Christians were absolutely certain that
what the Qur’an has stated with respect to the giblah issue, and other issues for that
matter, and what the Prophet has ordered is the truth. However, they suppress the
truth they know for their own self-interest: “Those to whom We granted revelation know
it as well as they know their own children, but some of them knowingly conceal the truth.”
(Verse 146)

It is a very powerful simile, used among the Arabs to denote absolute certainty.
The point here is that the Jews, despite their denials, were as certain of the truth of
the revelations that Muhammad was receiving, including the announcement of the
new direction of prayer. Therefore, the Muslims should pay them no attention nor be
influenced by their allegations and misleading interpretations.

The Final Say on the Direction of Prayer

Then the surah addresses the Prophet directly, saying: “This is the truth from your
Lord; never, then, be among the doubters.” (Verse 147) The Prophet never entertained
any doubt about the veracity of his message. Elsewhere in the Qur’an, the Prophet is
told, “If you are in any doubt regarding what has been revealed to you, then consult those
who have read the Scriptures before your time.” (10:94) On hearing this verse, the Prophet
said: “I entertain no doubts, and. I ask no one.” But the fact that he is here addressed
directly is a clear signal to those around him, and others who would come later, who
might be influenced by those who may try to undermine Islam.

It is appropriate for Muslims today to reflect on this statement. Some Muslims
display remarkable naivety in relying on the authority of Jewish, Christian and
Marxist Orientalists, for the interpretation and understanding of Islamic principles
and texts of the Qur’an and hadith, or for the study and analysis of Islamic faith,
literature, and history. It is a great pity that Muslim students have to be sent from
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Muslim countries to be educated in various Islamic disciplines in European and
American universities, where some of them acquire a distorted and confused
understanding of Islam and Islamic teachings and principles. We must never forget
that the Qur’an is the eternal book God revealed to the Muslim community, outlining
what it should do and what it must refrain from. Unbelievers of any creed are not the
ones to teach us our faith.

The surah gives us clear instructions not to rely on Jewish and Christian advice
regarding Islamic principles and practices. It urges Muslims not to deviate from the
path charted for them by Islam, and to compete among themselves in their pursuit of
constructive and beneficial goals. They will, eventually, return to God, to whom all
‘mankind will be gathered: “Each one has a goal towards which he turns; so vie with one
another in good works. Wherever you may be, God will bring you all together. God has power
over all things.” (Verse 148) Thus God turns the minds of the Muslims away from the
falsehood spread by the followers of other religions. They should disregard any
schemes or ploys to thwart or undermine their status and role in the world. They
should, instead, compete in doing what is good and beneficial.

The instruction to face the Sacred Mosque in Makkah is reiterated in the following
verse: “From wherever you may come forth, turn your face [in prayer] towards the Sacred
Mosque. It is indeed the truth from your Lord. God is not unaware of what you do.” (Verse
149) The point here has nothing to do with the people of earlier revelations. It is an
order to the Prophet to turn towards the Sacred Mosque wherever he offers his
prayers, emphasizing that what God reveals to him is the truth. But the verse also
implies a warning in the words “God is not unaware of what you do”, indicating yet
again that there had been some weakness among some Muslims, which called for
attention and remedy.

Then comes a third reiteration of the institution of the new direction of prayer, but
this new statement has a different purpose, namely to refute the argument made by
the Jews and other people that taking Jerusalem as the direction of prayer was a
vindication of their claim that their religion was superior to that of Muhammad. Tt
was also meant to counter the argument of the polytheist Arabs who had exploited
the situation to turn their fellow Arabs, who venerated the Ka'bah, away from Islam.
“From wherever you may come forth, turn your face [in prayer] towards the Sacred Mosque;
and wherever you all may be, turn your faces towards it, so that people may have no
arqument against you, except those who are bent on wrongdoing. Have no fear of them, but
fear Me, so that I may perfect My grace on you, and that you may be rightly guided.” (Verse
150)

This is a general order to the Prophet and the Muslims to turn in prayer towards
the Ka'bah, wherever they happen to be. Thus, no one would have any argument
against them. Any criticism of this decision is of no consequence, and its detractors,
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Jewish and Arab alike, are motivated only by stubborn hatred of Islam. But they need
not be feared, because they can no longer pose any threat to Islam or Muslims. The
Muslims in Madinah were reminded that God was on their side and would look after
them until they were fully developed and transformed into the leading community
they were destined to become.

The Muslims of that small community knew very well what God Almighty meant
by the reminder: “so that I may perfect My grace on you, and that you may be rightly
quided.” (Verse 150) Only a few years earlier they had been wallowing in tribal
ignorance, dogged by futile internecine conflicts, and preoccupied with worldly
pursuits. The Arabs before Islam were a heathen, aimless society, plagued by
corruption and absurd religious beliefs and practices. They had little or no influence
outside their immediate traditional territory, and no ambitions or ideals to strive for.

But Islam changed all that and transformed those erratic and wayward people into
an enlightened, mature, outward-looking and powerful community, charged with
the momentous and historic role of custodians of God’s message to the world, and
poised to assume the leadership of mankind.

The Prophet’s generation of Muslims could see tangible proof, in their personal as
well as communal life, of God’s infinite grace and favour. The reminder would raise
their morale and boost their confidence and determination to move ahead.

That the instruction to adopt the new direction of prayer is mentioned three times
stresses a different purpose each time. It was, first, to grant the Prophet Muhammad
his unspoken wish on this question; second, to assert that it was also the truth
declared by God coinciding with the Prophet’s wish; and third, to put an end to self-
serving criticism and hostility from other groups.

Apart from those reasons, we can detect that there was real cause for concern
about weakness and doubt among some Muslims, which called for the instruction to
be stressed and reiterated. This suggests that the campaign of false allegations was
quite vicious and had gone some way towards creating disruption and confusion
within the Muslim community.

Although these statements deal with the immediate issue at the time, the
principles and the basic advice that they impart remain relevant and applicable in
other similar situations that might arise in the perennial confrontation between the
Muslims and their enemies.

Abraham’s Prayers Are Answered

The surah goes on to remind the Muslims of more divine favours reserved for
them. By one such special favour God has sent them a Messenger, Muhammad, in
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fulfilment of the prayer made by Abraham, the first custodian of the Sacred Mosque
in Makkah, the permanent and universal giblah of all Muslims.

Thus We have sent forth to you a Messenger from among yourselves to recite to you
Our revelations, purify you, and instruct you in the Book and in wisdom and teach
you what you did not know. Remember Me, then, and I will remember you, give
thanks to Me and never deny Me. (Verses 151-152)

The same words of Abraham’s prayer (Verse 129) are used here, thus establishing
a direct and significant link between the two Prophets and their religion. Islam was
not, then, invented or born out of expediency, but had its origins firmly rooted in
history. The direction of prayer that was being instituted had not been chosen
haphazardly or without purpose. It was the answer to Abraham’s passionate and
sincere prayers.

As a result of this boundless divine grace, the Muslims were sent a messenger, one
of their own number, who was to be the last human Messenger from God to
mankind, and had their own exclusive direction of prayer designated for them by
God, thereby giving them a distinctive character and a privileged status in the world.

Another aspect of God’s favour is that, through Muhammad, He was addressing
the Muslims, a humble and insignificant band of believers, with His own words.
Who were those people? What did they represent, for God and for mankind? What
did they do or have to deserve God’s attention and special favour?

“Thus We have sent forth to you a Messenger from among yourselves to recite to you Our
revelations, purify you...” The fact that Muhammad had come from that society, and
was chosen to receive God’s revelations, the Qur’an, represented God’s limitless
favour. God’s Messenger, Muhammad (peace be upon him) was also sent to cleanse
the Arabs of the sad misconceptions, corruption and ignorance that went with their
idolatrous beliefs and lax way of life. Those whose souls are not purged by
submission to God, at whatever time or place they may live, sink into a stinking
depth of worldly desires that are unbecoming of man. In such a condition, man sinks
lower than animals, controlled as animals are by their desires. The Prophet also
purges their society of usury, cheating, looting and illegal earnings; all of which are
impurities that contaminate souls, feelings, society and human life altogether. He
further purges their lives of injustice, putting in place a superior standard of justice
to which their community aspires.

“... And instructs you in the Book and in wisdom...” This incorporates what has been
mentioned earlier about reciting God’s revelations included in His book, and
emphasizes its essential subject matter, i.e. wisdom. Wisdom is acquired as the fruit
of instruction in this book, i.e. the Qur’an. It is a quality which ensures that anyone
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who has it views matters in their proper perspective and evaluates them correctly.

He has the necessary understanding to appreciate the aims behind God’s
commandments and teachings.

Before Islam, the Arabs were a heedless and xenophobic people, living in total
darkness and moral corruption, given to inhuman practices such as usury,
infanticide, slavery, piracy and other forms of crime. Islam had come to purge that
vile and destructive way of life and transform the Arabs into a pioneering society
that would uphold justice and strive to promote and preserve the humanity of man.

Muhammad had also been sent to “instruct you in the Book and in wisdom and teach
you what you did not know”. One of Muhammad’s duties was to teach his followers
how to understand and interpret the Qur’an, and translate it into a practical code for
daily life. Through the Qur’an they acquired the wisdom and the ability to appreciate
and understand God’s commands, evaluate ideas and concepts, and judge values
and objectives.

It was through that slow and painstaking process of education and development
that the first group of Muslims was raised out of an almost uncultured tribal desert
people. Out of that community, within a phenomenally short time, came a nation
with a rich ideology and a dynamic spirit, fit to assume a leading role in the world.

That pioneering generation was raised on the ideas and teachings of the Qur’an
and under the instruction of the Prophet Muhammad, which was inspired by and
derived from the Qur’an. The Prophet’s mosque in Madinah was the focal point of
Muslim life and its centre of learning, which produced a unique civilization and a
community that has been unrivalled throughout history.

That divine legacy and those teachings, which were responsible for raising the first
generation of Islam, remain intact and accessible today. It is vital for Muslims to
return to their original source of knowledge and greatness, and to look at the Qur’an
as a guide and an instrument for change, rather than as lyrics to be melodiously
chanted for idle pleasure.

When God Remembers His Servants

This passage is concluded with yet another reminder of God’s favours to the
Muslim community. God calls on Muslims to remember and praise Him, and in
return He will remember them: “Remember Me, then, and I will remember you, give
thanks to Me and never deny Me.”” (Verse 152)

What honour, what benevolence and compassion! God Almighty, in all His
greatness and glory, exchanges these sentiments on an equal level with His humble
servants. What grace and generosity!
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“Remember Me, then, and I will remember you” — it is the greatest privilege any
human being can receive from God, whose generosity is limitless and whose
benevolence knows no bounds. The Prophet Muhammad is reported to have quoted
God as saying: “Whoever remembers Me privately to himself I will remember him to
Myself; and whoever remembers Me in the company of people I will remember him
in a better company.”

The Prophet also quotes God as saying: “Son of Adam! When you remember Me
to yourself, I will remember you to Myself. When you remember Me in the company
of others I will remember you in a company of angels. When you draw closer to Me
by a handspan, I will draw closer to you by an arm’s length; and when you draw
closer to Me by an arm’s length, I will draw closer to you by a longer distance; and
when you walk towards Me, I will run towards you.”

No words could possibly describe the effects and scope of this divine grace. Man
can only reciprocate such feelings through prayer, meditation and total submission
to God Almighty. This will eventually lead him to see and recognize no other power
in this world but that of God.

The recognition of God’s power and the expression of one’s gratitude to Him
come in several stages. The least of them is to acknowledge God’s grace and
blessings and refrain from disobeying Him. The highest stage is that of total
dedication of one’s thoughts, talents, energies and actions to the service of God.

The words “give thanks to Me and never deny Me” also carry a warning that
negligence of, ingratitude to, and rebellion against God would lead to denying Him
altogether, which is a most hopeless and dismal end.

All the instructions and warnings conveyed in the above passage are extremely
pertinent to the issue of the direction of prayer, the focus of Muslims and the
distinctive symbol of acknowledging God’s oneness. They are also pertinent to the
confrontation with the Jews of Madinah, whose ultimate objective was to mislead the
Muslims in the hope that they might revert to unbelief. Thus, they would deprive
them of God’s favours and blessings, the greatest and foremost of which is that of
faith.

The Jews were aware that the Arabs without Islam would go back to their aimless
tribal existence, with no influence on the rest of the world or role in history. A people
without sound principles or creed, or a philosophy of life, would have no reason to
assume a position of leadership in the world.

To be remembered by God, Muslims have to remember that Islam is more than a
religion concerned only with the spiritual or personal aspects of life. It is a complete
way of life with teachings, laws and practices for the organization and development
of all human affairs. History tells us that whenever Muslims showed awareness of
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God and dedication to His cause, they progressed and achieved prominence, and
their standing in the world rose high above all others; but when they neglected Islam
and forgot God, they declined and were crushed and left behind.

Yet, the door will always remain open. In His blessed book, the Qur’an, God calls
on Muslims: “Remember Me, then, and I will remember you; give thanks to Me and never
deny Me.” (Verse 152)
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Acquiring Real Strength

Believers, seek  strength in patience and
prayer. God is with those who are patient.
(153)

Do not say of those who are killed in
God’s canse, ‘They are dead.” They are

alive, although you do not perceive that.
(154)

We shall certainly try you with a certain
measure of fear and hunger, and with
diminution of wealth, lives and crops. But
give glad tidings to those who remain
patient in adversity. (155)

Who, when a calamity befalls them, say,
To God we belong, and to Him we shall
return.” (150)

On such people, blessings and mercy are
bestowed by their Lord; such people will be
rightly guided. (157)

Fall Tyiaaal 100 5,;@7 e
Jp—@llélis\ ol ,Lajtj

& bt & s sy o) 15,8
Q;ijjvuﬁ/”u@ “’«\

&ﬂ‘j d}‘ ;st.: vi:}ll.])
@\JM‘;“J

g T o2t g 4. Eor %
fo.jl.:/lbj WW“;C}’*'\”

T byl s 2Ly

Overview

Having established a permanent and universal giblah for Islam, and having
outlined the general features of the ‘middle’ Muslim community, distinguished by
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Islam and by its role of guardianship over the rest of mankind, the Qur’an gives
Muslims specific instructions to endure adversity with patience and to observe their
prayers. These are the best help they may have in the fulfilment of their great role
that requires great sacrifice.

These are the two most essential requisites for the Muslim ummah to be able to
withstand the hardships and trials that were to come, and to fulfil its universal and
historic role in this world. Lives would have to be sacrificed; poverty, death, famine
and insecurity would have to be faced with courage and strength, for the ummah to
establish and defend the Divine world order, make it a reality in human society on
this earth, and assert God’s unrivalled sovereignty over all its affairs.

In return, the Muslim community shall receive God’s blessings, mercy and
guidance, making it a most profitable bargain indeed, if only the Muslims would
appreciate it.

The Power of Patience

“Believers, seek strength in patience and prayer. God is with those who are patient.”
(Verse 153) Patience is mentioned frequently in the Qur'an. God is aware that
patience is an essential element in maintaining a steady and balanced pace in the face
of the inevitable hardships and adversities of life. It is a prime requirement for the
Muslim community in its universal responsibility for establishing God’s order on
earth.

Patience is required on the personal level for observing one’s religious duties, for
resisting temptation, misfortune, poverty, oppression and injustice, and for carrying
out one’s responsibilities towards the establishment of the Islamic way of life in
society. Patience and perseverance are required to remain always on the alert, ready
to give whatever sacrifice may be needed. When those who are hostile to God’s cause
seem to wield power, when falsehood seems too strong, when help seems to be
endlessly delayed and the destination too far away patience and perseverance are the
most important qualities to have. They are also needed to face those who are deviant,
erring, harsh and persistent in their opposition to the truth.

When victory seems far away and the going gets really tough, people tend to lose
heart and give up. To avoid that state of despair, God links patience with prayer, as
an inexhaustible source of strength and energy. The two combine to infuse the heart
with boundless confidence and fortitude and to impart to the believer total
tranquillity, happiness and inner peace.

When man, weak as he is, faces a task that seems beyond his limited resources,
when he faces the powers of evil, when he finds temptations and allurements very
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hard to resist, when tyranny and corruption are too powerful, seeking support from
God Almighty is the only way forward. As the goals of one’s endeavour seem to
recede and life becomes shorter and shorter, despair starts to creep into one’s heart
and mind. As the twilight of one’s life approaches and all achievements seem trivial
and meaningless, one realizes the value and significance of prayer. It is a spring that
never ceases to flow with spiritual strength and tender compassion.

The value and role of prayer lie in its being the direct link between God and man.
It is the means by which man, an insignificant mortal, draws strength, reassurance
and help from God’s infinite power and everlasting mercy. It is the source from
which man, a frail creature, replenishes his energy and renews his power and
strength to face and resist his own inner temptations and prejudices, as well as the
temptations and pressures of the world around him. It is the key to the treasures of
God'’s grace, and the fountain of light which illuminates man’s heart with inner peace
and tranquillity and leads him through the darkness of doubt and confusion to the
certainty of faith and trust in God Almighty. It is an occasion for rest, serenity and
peace of mind. It is no wonder, therefore, that the Prophet Muhammad (peace be
upon him) used to resort to prayer whenever things became difficult to cope with.
He used to ask Bilal, his Companion, to make the call to prayer, saying: “Bring us its
comfort.”

Worship is the essence of the Islamic way of life, which revolves around its
mysteries and hidden qualities. It is a source of sustenance in the long journey of life;
it purifies the heart and gives the human spirit its inner powers. It goes hand in hand
with responsibility and obligation, because it is the key to our appreciation of our
responsibilities and obligations in life and to the satisfaction and benefits we draw
from fulfilling them.

When God Almighty commissioned Muhammad for his great and historic task,
He said to him: “Stand up in prayer at night, all except for a small portion of it; or half the
night or a little less, or a little more, and recite the Qur’an in a calm and distinct manner. We
are about to address you with words of surpassing gravity” (73: 2-5)

Prayer during the night and recitation of the Qur’an were the essential means of
preparing Muhammad for the stupendous task of conveying God’s message to
mankind. Prayer opens the human heart to hope and enlightenment, reinvigorates
one’s relationship with God, mitigates the struggle for life, and provides one with
inspiration and confidence.

For the believers in that small fledgling Muslim community, poised to embark on
their momentous task, the surah reinforces that reassurance by saying: “God is with
those who are patient.” God is always there to provide the believers with help and
comfort, to lend them His support and replenish their sapping morale and fading
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enthusiasm. It is noteworthy that the verse starts by making its address exclusively to
the believers, and concludes by reassuring them that patience ensures God’s help.

Numerous reports have been handed down that tell us how highly the Prophet
himself viewed the qualities of patience and perseverance, and how deeply he had
thought about them. Some of them are quite relevant to our discussion.

The Prophet’'s Companion, Khabbab ibn al-Aratt, said: “A group of us once
appealed to God’s Messenger while he was resting in the shade of the Ka'bah. We
said, “‘Would you please appeal to God to help us? Would you kindly pray for us?
He replied, ‘In days gone by, believers like yourselves used to be put in ditches and
have their heads sawed in halves, and have their flesh scraped off the bone with iron
combs. They withstood all that torture, held on to their faith, and never wavered. I
swear that God Almighty will establish this religion so that a man can travel from
San ‘a@’ [in western Yemen] to Hadramawt [in eastern Yemen)] fearing none but God,
and the wolf for his sheep. But you are impatient!” [Related by al-Bukhari, Aba
Dawtd and al-Nasa'i]

Another Companion of the Prophet, “Abdullah ibn Mas id says: “I can almost see
God’s Messenger in the same position as an earlier prophet who was beaten by his
people until he bled. But even while he was wiping the blood off his face he said:
‘Lord, forgive my people, for they do not know the truth.”” [Related by al-Bukhari
and Muslim]

The Prophet is also quoted as saying: “A Muslim who mixes with people and puts
up with their maltreatment is better than one who neither mixes with people nor
suffers their abuse.” [Related by al- Tirmidhi]

Sacrificing One’s Life

The Qur’an continues with its spiritual mobilization of the pioneering Muslim
community of Madinah, as the latter braces itself for the crucial and momentous task
of leading mankind back to God. It outlines the major demands and consequences of
its hard and long struggle, or jihad, with its attendant sacrifices. It identifies the
proper and correct criteria for the evaluation and appraisal of its outcome: “Do not
say of those who are killed in God’s cause “They are dead.” They are alive, although you do not
perceive that.” (Verse 154)

The surah tells the Muslims that, in the fight to uphold God’s universal truth, lives
will have to be sacrificed. Those who risk their lives and go out to fight, and who are
prepared to lay down their lives for the cause of God are honourable people, pure of
heart and blessed of soul. But the great surprise is that those among them who are
killed in the struggle must not be considered or described as dead. They continue to
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live, as God Himself clearly states.

To all intents and purposes, those people may very well appear lifeless, but life
and death are not judged by superficial physical means alone. Life is chiefly
characterized by activity, growth, and persistence, while death is a state of total loss
of function, of complete inertia and lifelessness. But the death of those who are killed
for the cause of God gives more impetus to the cause, which continues to thrive on
their blood. Their influence on those they leave behind also grows and spreads. Thus,
after their death they remain an active force in shaping the life of their community
and giving it direction. It is in this sense that such people, having sacrificed their
lives for the sake of God, retain their active existence in everyday life. They might, on
the other hand, be alive in another level or mode of existence which we here cannot
see or conceive of.

According to Islamic tradition, people who are killed “for the cause of God” are
not washed or prepared for burial in the conventional way, but buried in the clothes
they happen to be wearing, because they are considered clean and pure, and because
in reality they are not dead.

Because they are alive, those who die for the cause of God should not be missed or
grieved over by their relatives, friends and loved ones. There is no real sense of loss
in their death, since they continue to live, enjoying the hospitality of their Lord,
relishing His company and boundless rewards.

There are copious reports in the hadith literature extolling the spirit of sacrifice and
the status of martyrs. Muslim records a hadith which says: “The souls of martyrs are
carried in the bellies of green birds which fly at leisure in Paradise. They roost on
lamps, placed near God’s Throne. God casts a glance at them and says, ‘What is your
wish?” They would reply, ‘Lord, what more can we wish for, when You have given
us what You have not given any of Your creation.” God would ask them again and
again until they realize they have to make a request, and they would say, “We wish to
be returned to live on earth so that we fight for Your cause and be killed a second
time.” They say this since they have seen how great God’s rewards are to those who
attain martyrdom for God’s cause. But God says, ‘I have already decreed that people
would not return to worldly life.”

The Prophet’s Companion, Anas ibn Malik, reports that the Prophet said: “No one
enters Paradise and wishes to return to worldly life, even if he was given everything
on earth, except a martyr. He wishes to return to life and be killed in the cause of
God ten times over, for the honour and privilege he receives.” [Related by Malik, al-
Bukhari and Muslim]

But who are the living martyrs? They are those killed in God’s cause, and in God’s
cause alone. It is they who lay down their lives in defence of God’s universal truth,
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rather than in the name of a king, nation or military honour. The sole objective of
their struggle and sacrifice is to uphold God’s world order and establish it as a social
reality. The Qur’an and the fiadith lay strong emphasis on this point, so as to leave no
doubt about its meaning.

The Prophet's Companion, Abt Misa, reports that the Prophet was asked
whether fighting out of bravery, or to support one’s own ethnic group, or in pursuit
of fame and glory, might be considered as fighting “for the cause of God.” He
replied: “Only the one who fights to keep God’s word supreme fights for God’s
cause!” [Related by Malik, al-Bukhari and Muslim]

Another Companion of the Prophet, Abtt Hurayrah, reported that a man asked
God’s Messenger three times about the fate of someone who fights ‘in the cause of
God,” but is also seeking worldly gain. Every time the Messenger replied: “He would
receive no reward!” [Related by Abii Dawid]

Abt Hurayrah reports that God’s Messenger said that God gives a guarantee to
anyone who goes to battle for God’s cause: “If he has set out for no purpose other
than to fight for My cause, totally motivated by faith in Me and to confirm the
veracity of My messengers, then I guarantee that he will either enter Paradise or
return safely home, enjoying whatever reward or booty he might have gained.” The
Prophet continues this Jadith, saying: “By Him who holds Muhammad’s soul in His
hand, any wound he may have sustained in battle will look on the Day of
Resurrection in the same way as on the day it happened, with the colour of blood,
but with the smell of pure musk. By Him who holds Muhammad’s soul in His hand,
were it not for fear of making things too hard for Muslims I would have joined every
single expedition going out in God’s cause. However, I do not have the means to give
them transport, nor do they have such means to follow me. In addition, it is trying
for them to stay behind. By Him who holds Muhammad'’s soul in His hand, I would
love to have fought and been killed for God’s cause again and again.” [Related by
Malik, al-Bukhari and Muslim]

Martyrs, then, are those who set out to fight solely and purely for God’s cause, out
of faith in Him and an unshakeable belief in His messengers.

The Prophet Muhammad expressed disapproval when he heard a Persian youth
extolling his ancestry in the battlefield. *Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi ‘Ugbah reported
that his father, a Persian “ally” of the Ansar, relates that he took part with the Prophet
in the Battle of Uhud. “As I struck an unbeliever, I shouted, ‘Take it from me; I, a
Persian youth!” The Prophet turned to me and said, “‘Would it not have been better
for you to say, I, the Ansari youth. The nephew and the ally of any group of people
belong to them.”” [Related by Abii Dawd]

The Prophet disliked the fact that the young man had chosen to express pride in
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anything other than being a supporter of God’s Messenger and to fight under any
banner other than that of the religion of Islam. That is the true meaning of jihad, for
which men can give up their lives, earn martyrdom and ensure permanent life.

The surah continues to mobilize the believers for the hard, long struggle ahead and
increase their understanding of things to come:

We shall certainly try you with a certain measure of fear and hunger, and with
diminution of wealth, lives and crops. But give glad tidings to those who remain
patient in adversity. Who, when a calamity befalls them, say, “To God we belong, and
to Him we shall return.” (Verses 155-156)

Trials are part of the process of education. The believers’ resolve to fight for the
truth, and to bear in the process whatever they may have to face of fear, hardship,
poverty, famine, and loss of life, must be rigorously tested. There is a price that
believers have to pay in order to uphold their faith, and that price is their own lives.
Unless one’s faith becomes dearer to one than one’s own life, that faith has no chance
of survival at the very first serious test. This love and dedication to one’s faith must
be apparent to others on every occasion for them to appreciate its place and value in
the believer’s heart. Such sacrifice and perseverance demonstrate the believer’s love
for his faith, and inspire others to respect it, examine its merits and develop an
interest in it. That can open the hearts and minds of many people to Islam.

Tests and trials bring out the best in people, renew their energies, reinforce their
resolve, and unleash within them latent powers that they themselves knew nothing
of. Moreover, such experiences refine one’s perception and sharpen one’s mental and
emotional vision and judgement.

Underlying all this is the fact that, when subjected to pressure and the severe
demands of the struggle, a believer will turn to no one else but God for help and
solace, and will seek the support of no other power than God'’s. This will be done in
full acknowledgement of God’s sovereignty and total control over everything in this
world.

“Give glad tidings to those who remain patient in adversity’. Who, when a calamity befalls
them, say, “To God we belong, and to Him we shall return.”” (Verses 155-156) God is the
ultimate sovereign and final arbiter. To Him we turn for guidance on every matter.
This is the essence of true submission, which comes from full recognition of His
control of our destiny and our fate.

Such are the true believers who show patience and endure with fortitude. God’s
Messenger gives them the happy news of having earned their reward from God, the
most bounteous. The blessings they receive are guaranteed by God. Himself: “On
such people, blessings and mercy are bestowed by their Lord; such people will be rightly
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quided.” (Verse 157) It is indeed a noble and honourable reward that they will receive.
Indeed, they share in the same type of reward the Prophet himself receives. What is
more is that they have a testimony by God making it clear that they are rightly
guided. This, again, is an honourable status.

In the process of mobilizing the Muslims for their great struggle, or jihad, God
Almighty makes it clear that the believers’ only reward for making the sort of
sacrifice involved in struggle in God’s cause, which includes loss of life, property,
hunger, worry, as well as depletion of numbers and resources, will be God’s mercy
and blessings.

No material victory, power or wealth whatsoever is promised here — only God’s
mercy and blessings. There is no promise of victory or having power in their own
community. That pioneering Muslim community was being prepared for a role that
is more valuable than the very life of its members. Members of that community had
to be free of all personal ambitions and selfish desires, and the community’s aims
and objectives had to be free of all worldly considerations, including victory for
Islam through its own efforts.

The Qur’an teaches the Muslims to seek nothing in return for their obedience,
struggle and hard work but God’s pleasure, blessings and guidance. That is to be the
ultimate goal of their endeavour, and these will be the sweet fruits of their labour. As
and when the victory comes, it will not be a victory for them but for the religion and
the way of life they represent and are striving to establish in society.

God’s mercy and blessings are ample reward for the believers’ perseverance and
for the sacrifices they make. In fact, they are a better reward than any material or
worldly gain they aspire to achieve.

The foregoing passage has given us a glimpse of God’s amazing but effective
approach in educating the Muslim community and preparing its ranks for upholding
His order and carrying it on to the rest of mankind.
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Setting the Record Straight

Safa and Marwah are among the symbols
set up by God. Whoever visits the Sacred
House for Pilgrimage or “Umrah, would
do no wrong to walk to and fro between
them. He who does good of his own accord
shall find that God is most thankful, All-
Knowing. (158)

Those who conceal the clear proofs and
guidance We bestowed from on high, after
We have expounded it clearly for manfkind
in the Book, shall be cursed by God and by
others who curse. (159)

Excepted, however, shall be those who
repent, mend their ways and make known
the Truth: from these 1 shall accept their
repentance; for 1 alone accept repentance
and I am the Merciful. (160)

Those who reject  the  faith and die
unbelievers shall incur the curse of God, the
angels and all manfkind. (161)

They shall remain under that curse for ever,
their torment shall not be alleviated, nor

shall they have a respite. (162)
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Your God is the One God: there is no
deity but He, the Compassionate, the
Merciful. (163)

In the creation of the heavens and the earth;
in the alternation of night and day; in the
vessels that sail through the sea with what
is useful for mankindy in the water God
sends down from the sky giving life to the
earth after it had been lifeless, causing all
manner of living creatures to multiply on it;
i the movement of the winds, and the
clouds that run their courses between sky
and earth: in all this there are signs for
people who use their reason. (164)

Yet there are people who worship beings
other than God, giving them a status equal
to His, loving them as God alone should be
loved; whereas the believers love God more
than all else. If the unbelievers could but
see, as see they will when they are made to
suffer, that all might belongs to God alone,
and that He is stern in retribution. (165)

[On that day] those who were followed will
disown their followers and they all shall see

their punishment, while all their ties are

severed. (160)

The followers will say, ‘Would that we had
another chance so that we can disown them
as they have disowned us!” Thus will God
show them their works [in a way which

causes them)| bitter regrets. They shall never
come out of the fire. (167)
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Mankind, eat of what is lawful and
wholesome on earth and do not follow
Satan’s footsteps: he is indeed an open
enemy for you. (168)

He enjoins you only to commit evil and
and to  attribute to  God
something of which you have no knowledge.
(169)

indecency

When it is said to them, TFollow what God
has revealed’, they say, No; but we will
Jfollow only what we found onr forefathers
believing in.” Why, even if their forefathers
did not wuse reason at all, and followed no
guidance. (170)

The unbelievers are like the one who shouts
to that which hears nothing but a call and
a c¢ry. Deaf, dumb and blind, they
understand nothing. (171)

Believers, eat of the wholesome things We
have provided for you, and give thanks to
God, if it is truly Him that yon worship.
(172)

He has only forbidden you carrion, blood,
the flesh of swine, and that on which a
name other than God's has been invoked.
But he who is driven by necessity, not
intending to transgress nor exceeding his
God is  much-

need, incurs no - sin.
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Forgiving, Merciful. (173)

Those who suppress any part of the
Scriptures God has revealed, and barter it
away for a paltry price, eat nothing but fire
in their bellies. God will not speak to them
on the Day of Resurrection, nor will He
purify them. A grievous suffering awaits
them. (174)

It is they who barter guidance for error and
Jorgiveness for suffering. How great is their
endurance of the Fire! (175)

That is because God has revealed the Book
with the truth. Those who are at variance
with the Book are most deeply in the
wrong. (176)

Righteonsness is not that you turn your
faces towards the east or the west, but truly
righteous is he who believes in God, the
Last Day, the angels, the Book, and the
Prophets; and gives his money, much as be
may cherish it, to his kinsfolk, orphans,
the needy, a stranded wayfarer, beggars,
and for the freeing of slaves; who attends to
his prayers and pays zakat; and |[truly
pious are] they who feep their promises
once made, and are patient in misfortune
and adversity and in time of peril. Such are
those who have proved themselves true, and
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such are the God-fearing. (177)

Overview

This new passage aims at correcting certain principles and clarifying some
misconceptions concerning the true faith. It also continues the confrontation with the
Jews of Madinah, to which we were introduced earlier. They did not cease to try to
present falsehood in the guise of truth, and to cause confusion among the Muslims.
However, the tone this time is rather general, presenting principles that apply to the
Jews of Madinah as well as other opponents of the new faith. It also identifies a
number of pitfalls that the Muslims would do well to avoid.

To begin with, we have a reference to the pilgrimage ritual of walking between the
two hills of Safa and Marwah, near the Ka'bah, clarifying the confusion surrounding
them as a result of pre-Islamic pagan traditions. To some extent, this is related to the
institution of the Kabah as the universal direction of prayer for Muslims as well as to
pilgrimage rituals.

This is followed by a fierce condemnation of Jews and Christians who conceal
parts of their Scriptures, while making it clear that repentance and forgiveness
remain open to those of them who wish to refrain from such practices. Those who
persist will meet with harsh punishment.

Then comes a reaffirmation of the concept of God’s oneness, and a reference to the
marvels of the natural world that attest to it. Those who reject God’s oneness are
roundly condemned, while a scene from the Day of Judgement depicts how futile it
will be for unbelievers to realize their wrongdoing when it is too late.

Referring to the Jewish arguments about what is lawful and unlawful of food and
drink, the passage makes a general call to mankind to enjoy the wholesome and
lawful things in life which God has provided for them. An account of things that are
forbidden to eat and drink is also given in this section.

The passage resumes the attack on those who suppress or tamper with God’s
revelations, threatening them with God’s wrath and their own humiliation, and a
most severe punishment in the life to come.

As the passage is rounded off, we have a statement of the essential principles of
faith and good works, highlighting the direct link between faith and action, and

173



Al-Bagarah (The Cow) | SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT

reiterating the fact that it stems from one’s heart and emotions. It is no empty gesture
or hollow ritual, but a deliberate and constant state of consciousness of God’s
existence and power.

The passage continues to educate and inform, and to raise the Muslims’
understanding of the principles of their religion as well as their awareness of the
hostile schemes and campaigns of their enemies to undermine their faith and sow
chaos and confusion in their community.

A Very Significant Ritual

Safa and Marwah are among the symbols set up by God. Whoever visits the Sacred
House for pilgrimage or "Umrah, would do no wrong to walk to and fro between them.
He who does good of his own accord shall find that God is most thankful, All-
Knowing. (Verse 158)

Several reports suggest a specific cause for the revelation of this verse; the most
logical account, which is also the closest to the way of thinking Islam had cultivated
in the minds of the early Muslims, is the following;:

Walking between the two small hills known as $afa and Marwah had been part of
the pilgrimage rituals practised by the Arabs before Islam. However, two idols, Isaf
and Na’ilah, were erected on top of them, respectively. Hence, some Muslims felt
uneasy about this walk because of the two idols that had been there, associating the
two hills with polytheism.

Al-Bukhari relates that, in answer to a question about walking between Safa and
Marwah, Anas, a Companion of the Prophet, said: “We used to consider them part of
pre-Islamic ignorant tradition. With the advent of Islam, people stopped walking
there as part of religious ritual. God then revealed the verse starting: “Safa and
Marwah are among the symbols set up by God.”

Al-Sha'bi says: “Isaf was placed on Safa and Na'ilah on the Marwah, and people
used to revere these idols. Hence, after Islam they felt uneasy about walking in
between the two hills. Hence this verse was revealed.”

No specific date can be determined for the revelation of this verse, but it seems
more probable that it was revealed later than the verses dealing with the change of
the direction of prayer. Although Makkah was hostile territory for the Muslims for
many years after their migration to Madinah, it was possible for some of them to visit
it for pilgrimage or “Umrah. It is most probably such individual Muslim pilgrims who
were reluctant to include Safa and Marwah in their rituals.

Their reluctance was the outcome of the long and rigorous process of education
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and purification they had undergone under their new faith. They developed a new
sense of faith and religious understanding that made them question all the traditions
and practices they had inherited from their pre-Islamic life, in case these were not
sanctioned by Islam.

Islam shook the hearts of the Arabs who adopted it and penetrated the deepest
recesses of their souls. It brought about a complete change in their psyche,
perceptions and attitude. They began to view their pre-Islamic past with different
eyes, and were inclined to divorce themselves from it completely. They no longer felt
any affinity towards it; rather, it became a hateful legacy.

A closer study of that radical change brought about in the life of that generation
by Islamic beliefs, principles and arguments would reveal how total and complete
was the transformation they had undergone. It was as if the Prophet had shaken
those people with an electric shock that reshaped their character and personality in a
completely new form.

This is, in fact, the true essence of Islam: total departure from one’s previous
jahiliyyah! convictions and outlook. One develops an acute sensitivity towards all that
is un-Islamic, and all one’s inherited habits, customs, practices and traditions. Both
heart and soul must be given up to the new religion.

Once that stage was reached in the life of that pioneering Muslim society, Islam
began to adopt and reform those traditions and practices it considered acceptable
and in line with its own principles, objectives and outlook. The Muslims then
readopted those traditions and practices as part of Islam, and not because they had
inherited them from their forefathers.

The incorporation of Safa and Marwabh in the pilgrimage rituals is a good example
of this process. Clarifying the issue, the Qur’an begins by stating: “Safa and Marwah
are among the symbols set up by God” (Verse 158) When a person walks now from one
to the other in the prescribed manner, he is fulfilling an Islamic ritual, devoted to
God alone. It has been purified and cleansed of all its pagan associations and
significance. Muslims can perform the ritual with no fear of doing anything wrong or
un-Islamic. “Whoever visits the Sacred House for pilgrimage or "Umrah, would do no wrong
to walk to and fro between them. “ (Verse 158)

This was the case with most rituals of the pilgrimage practised by the Arabs in
pre-Islamic days. All aspects pertaining to idolatry were abolished. Now all the
pilgrimage rituals have become linked to Islamic principles and restored to the

1 This is an Islamic term that refers to the beliefs and concepts that prevailed in pre-Islamic Arabia, but
it is often used by Islamic writers to refer to all non-Islamic social practices and traditions. The word is
derived from the root ‘Jahl” which means ignorance. Thus, it has come to mean a stare of mind
associated with ignorance.
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original form practised by Abraham, as will be discussed in detail later in the surah.
As for the "Umrah, its rituals are the same as the pilgrimage, except for attendance at
Arafat and that it may be performed at all times. In both, walking between the two
hills is a duty.

The verse ends with a statement praising voluntary acts of worship in general: “He
who does good of his own accord shall find that God is most thankful, All-Knowing.” (Verse
158) This statement affirms that God would welcome and appreciate such acts and
would reserve generous rewards for their doers. By its very wording, this verse

implies that walking between the two hills is a good action which earns reward from
God.

The word shakir, which means “thankful”, used in the Arabic original to describe
God’s response to voluntary acts, conveys a very friendly impression. It has the
added connotation that God Almighty is very pleased with these acts and thanks His
servants for doing them. This would surely demand respect and modesty towards
God on the part of His human servants. If God describes Himself as thankful to His
servant for any good action that servant does, how can we be sufficiently grateful to
God in our praise of Him? The connotations of divine compassion and mercy
implied here defy description in human language.

Suppressing the Truth

The verses that follow launch a sharp attack on those Jews who, as mentioned
earlier, concealed facts that were revealed in their Scriptures, in the wake of the
controversy they created over the change of the direction of prayer from Jerusalem to
the Ka'bah. This suggests that they continued to exploit the situation, especially after
Makkah was also instituted as the place of the pilgrimage for Muslims.

Those who conceal the clear proofs and guidance We bestowed from on high, after We
have expounded it clearly for mankind in the Book, shall be cursed by God and by
others who curse. Excepted, however, shall be those who repent, mend their ways and
make known the Truth: from these I shall accept their repentance; for I alone accept
repentance and I am the Merciful. Those who reject the faith and die unbelievers shall
incur the curse of God, the angels and all mankind. They shall remain under that
curse for ever, their torment shall not be alleviated, nor shall they have a respite.
(Verses 159-162)

The Jews and the Christians were already aware, on the basis of their own
Scriptures, of the truth of Muhammad’s mission. They had little doubt of his honesty
and integrity. Nevertheless, they spared no effort to conceal and suppress what their
Scriptures had to say about him. Manipulation of religious text and tampering with
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revealed Scriptures have, for a variety of reasons, been encountered on numerous
occasions in history. There have always been people with a propensity for evading
the truth, or ignoring or suppressing it, or changing it to suit their own aims and
ends. Thy knowingly conceal the truth, suppressing all evidence of the veracity of
which they are most certain. They even suppress verses in God’s book so that the
truth they expound is kept away from people. They do all this in order to achieve
some worldly gain. In fact, we often encounter examples of such suppression of the
truth. Such people shall be cursed by God and man. They shall become pariahs,
denied God’s mercy and rejected by their fellow men.

Exception is, of course, made of those who come to realize their folly, repent and
abandon such practices: “Excepted, however, shall be those who repent, mend their ways
and make known the Truth: from these I shall accept their repentance; for I alone accept
repentance and I am the Merciful.” (Verse 160) The Qur’an opens the door, as always,
for those who repent and make amends, giving them another chance to see the light
and make the change within themselves. To prove that the change is genuine, they
are required to make up for the past by performing good deeds, being scrupulously
honest in their actions, and championing the truth and abiding by it in all they say
and do. They must have full confidence in God’s mercy and be certain that He will
forgive and reward their repentance.

Those who persist and refuse to repent, however, shall meet their nemesis in the
worst possible way, because they rejected God’s hospitality and consciously chose to
perpetrate evil and falsehood: “Those who reject the faith and die unbelievers shall incur
the curse of God, the angels and all mankind They shall remain under that curse for ever,
their torment shall not be alleviated, nor shall they have a respite.” (Verses 161-162)

This general curse is considered a just reward for their abhorrent behaviour. They
shall live as social outcasts, rejected by everyone and bereft of all dignity and respect.
Worst of all, they shall incur the curse of God, which is the most devastating of all
humiliations.

Following that, there is a reiteration of the basic aspects of the concept of God’s
oneness. To illustrate these, the surah cites a number of natural phenomena in the
physical world that testify to God’s power and overall sovereignty. It then portrays a
scene from the Day of Resurrection, showing the despair and confusion of those who
reject God and deny His power and existence.

Your God is the One God: there is no deity but He, the Compassionate, the Merciful.
In the creation of the heavens and the earth; in the alternation of night and day; in the
vessels that sail through the sea with what is useful for mankind; in the water God
sends down from the sky giving life to the earth after it had been lifeless, causing all
manner of living creatures to multiply on it; in the movement of the winds, and the
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clouds that run their courses between sky and earth: in all this there are signs for
people who use their reason. Yet there are people who worship beings other than God,
giving them a status equal to His, loving them as God alone should be loved; whereas
the believers love God more than all else. If the unbelievers could but see, as see they
will when they are made to suffer, that all might belongs to God alone, and that He is
stern in retribution. [On that day] those who were followed will disown their followers
and they all shall see their punishment, while all their ties are severed. The followers
will say, ‘Would that we had another chance so that we can disown them as they have
disowned us!” Thus will God show them their works [in a way which causes them]
bitter regrets. They shall never come out of the fire. (Verses 163-167)

The oneness of God is the quintessence of faith. On the whole, the debate has
never been about God'’s existence, however differently his entity, attributes or role in
the universe might be viewed or defined by different societies and religions. Man’s
nature has always led him to the belief in God. But in recent human history, a new
philosophy has emerged, never known in human thinking before, which totally
denies the very notion of God. This intellectual monstrosity has very little chance of
becoming universal, because it is self-defeating and is invalidated by the very nature
and structure of the universe and our own existence in it.

The passage, therefore, affirms the principle of God’s oneness as an essential part
of true faith and a solid foundation for man’s moral and social systems. The one God
is the only deity to be adored and worshipped, and He is also the sole source of
man’s moral codes and norms, and the origin of all the laws and regulations that
govern and control man’s social, political and economic life and the life of the whole
cosmos: “Your God is the One God: there is no deity but He, the Compassionate, the
Merciful.” (Verse 163) We cannot fail to note how the truth of God’s oneness is
emphatically stressed here in several ways. Thus, the Lord worshipped and obeyed
by all creatures is the only God who legislates for all people making clear for them
what moral values to uphold. It is from Him that they receive all their legislation.

This central concept of Islam is re-emphasized time after time in the Qur’an,
particularly in the parts revealed in Makkah. It is brought up here in the context of
preparing the Muslim community for its crucial universal leadership role. The
Qur’an hammers home these concepts so as to leave people in no doubt that the
principle of God’s oneness permeates all aspects of life and all parts of existence.

God’s sovereignty over this world and His active control of its affairs stem from
His grace attributes. He is “the Merciful, the Compassionate.”

Those Using Their Reason

In the creation of the heavens and the earth; in the alternation of night and day; in the
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vessels that sail through the sea with what is useful for mankind; in the water God
sends down from the sky giving life to the earth after it had been lifeless, causing all
manner of living creatures to multiply on it; in the movement of the winds, and the
clouds that run their courses between sky and earth: in all this there are signs for
people who use their reason. (Verse 164)

This unique Qur’anic approach in addressing the human mind and heart tends to
heighten man’s feelings and emotions and make him behold and contemplate the
wonders of the Universe. Familiarity may have blunted man’s appreciation of these
marvels, but the verses invite him to reflect on the world around, as if for the first
time, with open eyes and eager senses and a conscious heart. The physical world is
full of beautiful mysteries and awe-inspiring events that have captivated many an
eye and fascinated many a heart.

The world is a boundless festival of mystery, splendour and beauty. The Heavens,
the Earth, the planets, the stars, the galaxies, are all floating along their decreed orbits
with incredible harmony, in a vast expanse of limitless space of dizzying dimensions.
Man has been fascinated by this vast gallery of wonders long before he was able to
get a glimpse, through study and science, of how it works and what lies behind it.

The cycle of day and night and the alternation of light and darkness, dawn and
dusk, have sent a million shivers through the hearts and souls of men everywhere.
For the believing heart, it is a daily marvel to behold, despite its familiarity; a
constant reminder of God’s magnificence and glory.

As for “in the vessels that sail through the sea with what is useful for mankind,” I admit
that I had not fully appreciated the import of this statement until the day I travelled
on board a large ship, which seemed like a dot in the ocean. Waves were hitting us
from all sides while we were engulfed in an almost surreal world of endless blue.
Those who have experienced sea travel know that in the middle of the ocean one is
entirely at God’s mercy and that it is only with God’s will and command that one is
brought to the safety of the shore.

The siirah highlights other natural phenomena: “the water Godsends down from the
sky giving life to the earth after it had been lifeless, causing all manner of living creatures to
multiply on it; in the movement of the winds, and the clouds that run their courses between
sky and earth.” (Verse 164) All these phenomena deserve our attention, reflection and
intelligent study. They are all manifestations of God’s awesome power and infinite
mercy. Life is the greatest mystery of all. How does it spring out of the earth when
water makes it fertile? How does it come about, starting gently at first before
manifesting itself with full vigour? By what incredible process is it carried in a seed,
an egg or a gene?

It is a question that has to be asked. It is no good brushing it aside or ignoring it, as
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some agnostics have tried to do. Some have even gone further and claimed that life
can be created by man, without the need for God’s intervention! But even in the land
where the ruling class prides itself on denying God altogether they have given up
and were forced to admit that this is impossible without a Creator to give life.
Leading Soviet scientists do now openly admit this as a fact beyond man’s ability.! In
the past Charles Darwin, the first to put forward the theory of evolution, tried hard
to evade the question.

As for the wind and the clouds, and all other natural phenomena, it is not
sufficient to advance a theory to explain or describe merely how winds blow, or how
clouds form, or the process by which they function, or what their effects are. The
central question, the real mystery, revolves around the origin of life itself: why has
the world been created in the way it has, and by what methods? How did the
universe come to exist in its present form which, in order to produce and sustain life,
provides the right combination of elements such as wind, cloud, rain and soil,
according to thousands upon thousands of perfectly balanced proportions and
formulae? If any of these proportions were to change, life would not be possible. The
secret lies in the intricate design and clear purpose of existence, and in the unity and
compassion of the Creator.

“In all this there are signs for people who use their reason.” (Verse 164) Indeed, all man
needs to do is to shake off familiarity and apathy and look afresh at the world
around with a discerning eye and an enlightened heart. He should study every
movement, scrutinize every phenomenon, and probe all secrets and mysteries, and
let his ingenuity and imagination be fired so that he can grasp the splendour of the
universe and the brilliance of its Maker.

Such refined awareness, such sensitivity, and such appreciation of the beauty,
balance and perfection of the universe are derived from true faith. Faith gives the
believer a new insight into the world around him and a new understanding of
beauty, and turns life into one continuous celebration of the creation and glory of
God.

Nevertheless, there are still those who neither look nor understand. That is the
reason they go astray and lose direction in life.

“Yet there are people who worship beings other than God, giving them a status equal
to His, loving them as God alone should be loved.” (Verse 165)

In those days these were idols carved out of stone or wood, or they were stars and
planets, or angels and devils. In every age these deities take on different forms and

1 This was written in the early 1960s. — Editor’s note.
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sizes. Their common feature is that they are all forms of associating partners with
God, whether they are invoked together with God, or treated merely as objects of
adoration or on a par with God. In the worst case, they replace God altogether.

But the case is different with true believers: “whereas the believers love God more than
all else.” (Verse 165) Their love for God supersedes their love for everything else in
the world. The use of the term “love” here is both touching and appropriate, because
the relationship between God and true believers is one of love and spiritual affection.
It is an intimate and private relationship, continuously renewed with an undying
adoration.

Alliances Fall Apart

If the unbelievers could but see, as see they will when they are made to suffer, that all
might belongs to God alone, and that He is stern in retribution. [On that day] those
who were followed will disown their followers and they all shall see their punishment,
while all their ties are severed. The followers will say, ‘Would that we had another
chance so that we can disown them as they have disowned us!” Thus will God show
them their works [in a way which causes them] bitter regrets. They shall never come
out of the fire. (Verses 165-167)

Were these transgressors to look ahead to the Day of Resurrection, they would
realize their folly in worshipping anything or anybody other than God. All power
belongs to Him. He has neither equals nor partners. They would also see the
hopelessness of their actions and the severity of the punishment awaiting them. The
leaders shall disassociate themselves from their followers, and shall be exposed as
powerless to help them, or even help themselves. The truth of God’s oneness and His
absolute power would be clearly manifest. The followers, on the other hand, would
wish for a second chance of life in order to denounce and disown those false gods
and leaders. The full extent of the fraud and the delusion under which they had been
living would be exposed.

It is an awesome scene in which all the hypocrisy and the insincerity and futility of
the relationship between the two groups is brought fully into the open. And then
come the pain and the torment: “Thus will God show them their works [in a way which
causes them] bitter regrets. They shall never come out of the fire.” (Verse 167)

Which Path to Follow

This is followed by an invitation to all mankind to enjoy the good things in life
and avoid the harmful ones. This is coupled with a warning against following the
suggestions of Satan, who will only advise people to do evil and harmful things and
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to arrogate to themselves the right to legislate without reference to God. There is also
a warning against following others blindly in matters of religion, and a denunciation
of the worship of any deity other than God Almighty, neatly linking this passage
with the preceding one.

Mankind, eat of what is lawful and wholesome on earth and do not follow Satan’s
footsteps: he is indeed an open enemy for you. He enjoins you only to commit evil and
indecency and to attribute to God something of which you have no knowledge. When
it is said to them, ‘Follow what God has revealed, they say, ‘No; but we will follow
only what we found our forefathers believing in.” Why, even if their forefathers did not
use reason at all, and followed no guidance. The unbelievers are like the one who
shouts to that which hears nothing but a call and a cry. Deaf, dumb and blind, they
understand nothing. (Verses 168-171)

Having set out the argument for God’s oneness and shown Himself as the Creator
of all, and exposed the utter failure of those who worship gods other than Him, God
Almighty states in these verses that He is also the provider and sustainer of life.
Accordingly, He is the ultimate authority to decide what food is lawful and what is
unlawful; an aspect of exercising His authority as the only God. The Creator who
makes and provides is also the authority who decides what is lawful and what is not.
The law, Shari ah, is thus inextricably intertwined with belief.

The verses give the whole of mankind permission to enjoy the food God has
provided on earth, with the exception of what He has forbidden — which will be
mentioned later in the sirah. People are also instructed here that they should listen
only to God concerning what may or may not be lawful for consumption. They
should not listen to Satan’s views in these matters, because, as their sworn enemy, he
will not give them good advice. He will only mislead them and encourage them to
decide what is and is not lawful of their own accord, with no reference to God’s
guidance, as the Jews used to do, and as the Arab idolaters used to claim.

These instructions show plainly how realistic and practical Islam is, and how
genuinely aware of man’s nature and needs. The rule is that everything is lawful
with the exception of a few things, which are listed in the Qur’an by name.

God has created the earth and all its products for man’s free use, enjoyment and
benefit. The exceptions and restrictions are made only to safeguard man’s interests,
and to ensure that he does not over-consume, or abuse the resources God has
provided for him. The most important condition, however, is that man should not
refer to anybody other than God for the identification of those items that are not
permissible, and for the determination of the limits and the conditions under which
the permissible ones should be consumed and used. If they do not, then they will be
listening to Satan’s promptings, and he is wont to bid people to commit only evil and
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indecency.

The surah derides the argument put forward by the Arab idolaters or the Jews, or
both, who insist that they will only follow what their forefathers followed: “Even if
their forefathers did not use reason at all, and followed no guidance.” That is exactly what
the Qur’an condemns. When it comes to defining matters relating to faith, the Qur’an
rejects all authority other than God'’s, and flatly condemns those who follow blindly
inherited traditions and practices.

The next verse gives a humiliating image of those blind followers of earlier
generations, depicting them as herds of sheep that can hear the shouting and the
sounds made by their shepherds but do not understand what those words actually
mean. In fact, as the siirah goes on we realize that they are worse. For while sheep
can, at least, see, hear and bleat, while these are heedless and even worse: “The
unbelievers are like the one who shouts to that which hears nothing but a call and a cry. Deaf
dumb and blind, they understand nothing.” (Verse 171)

Such people may very well have ears, tongues and eyes of their own, but what
good will these do them if not put to proper use? They might as well have none. That
is indeed the lowest and the most contemptible state that human beings can reach:
when they give up their intelligence and discerning faculties. No one other than God
has the authority to ordain or pronounce over matters of religion, law or behaviour.

Things Forbidden to Eat

The surah then gives believers specific rules on the various types of animal meat
that they may eat, denouncing the Jews, who argue over this matter although it has
been adequately discussed in their own Scriptures.

Believers, eat of the wholesome things We have provided for you, and give thanks to
God, if it is truly Him that you worship. He has only forbidden you carrion, blood, the
flesh of swine, and that on which a name other than God’s has been invoked. But he
who is driven by necessity, not intending to transgress nor exceeding his need, incurs
no sin. God is much-Forgiving, Merciful. Those who suppress any part of the
Scriptures God has revealed, and barter it away for a paltry price, eat nothing but fire
in their bellies. God will not speak to them on the Day of Resurrection, nor will He
purify them. A grievous suffering awaits them. It is they who barter guidance for error
and forgiveness for suffering. How great is their endurance of the Fire! That is because
God has revealed the Book with the truth. Those who are at variance with the Book are
most deeply in the wrong. (Verses 172-176)

God addresses believers by their most important quality of having accepted the
faith, clearly underlining their special relationship with Him and making it clear that
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they should accept only His instructions and guidelines with respect to what is or is
not lawful and permissible. They are reminded that He alone provides for them and
shows them what is permissible and what is not. Nothing good or wholesome has
been forbidden, only what is harmful and corrupt. The purpose behind these few
restrictions is not to deprive people or curb their enjoyment of the good things God
has made available, and for which they should show gratitude. God directs them to
thank Him if they truly worship Him alone. Thus, they are taught that thanksgiving
is an act of worship. “Believers, eat of the wholesome things We have provided for you, and
give thanks to God, if it is truly Him that you worship.” (Verse 172)

Then comes a list of what has been forbidden for the Muslims to eat. It starts with
an Arabic word which indicates that the restriction is limited to the given items: “He
has only forbidden you carrion, blood, the flesh of swine, and that on which a name other than
Gods has been invoked.” (Verse 173)

Both carrion — dead putrefying flesh — and blood are unhygienic and offensive
to human taste. Centuries after this Qur’anic statement was revealed, modern
medical research has shown that both attract harmful germs and carry deadly
substances. There could he many more reasons why they were forbidden by Islam,
which modern medical science has yet to discover.

The next item is the flesh of swine, about the banning of which some have recently
raised doubts. The pig is an unattractive animal with foul habits, and God has
forbidden its flesh a very long time ago. Only recently, human knowledge has shown
it to be singularly prone to infection with parasitic worms that are a serious health
hazard to humans. Some may yet argue that advances in health care and modern
cooking methods have reduced or even eliminated this risk. But this has only come
to light several centuries after Islam, and there is no guarantee that pig’s meat does
not carry other risks of which we are yet to become aware. Islamic law has been well
ahead of human science by many centuries. It deserves our unqualified trust. It must
be considered the final arbiter in what is wholesome and what is not. It is the
legislation revealed by the One who is wise and who knows all.

The meat of animals slaughtered in dedication to something or someone other
than God is forbidden for Muslims to eat for that very reason. There is nothing
physically wrong with the meat, but it is spiritually tainted by the fact that it was
sacrificed in reverence of a creature of God. This impairs one’s loyalty to, and faith
in, God. This makes it akin to material impurity and dirtiness. Of all prohibited
things this type is most relevant to faith.

It becomes clear, yet again, how strongly and closely the principle of God’s
oneness is linked to the source of religious guidance and lawmaking in Islam, God
Almighty.
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In establishing the above restrictions, however, Islam takes account of the
circumstances under which they would apply. Necessities could arise which would
entail a measured lifting or relaxation of those restrictions. These are dictated strictly
by the need at the time, and on condition that consumption of forbidden meat is not,
in any way, permitted for reasons of self-indulgence or in defiance of God'’s
instructions.

“But he who is driven by necessity, not intending to transgress nor exceeding his need,
incurs no sin. God is much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 173) This is a general Islamic
principle in all matters of this kind, and can be extended to situations of a similar
nature. Any life-threatening situation creates a necessity which would allow a person
to eat or drink forbidden things if alternatives cannot be found, within the conditions
mentioned above.

Scholars differ in their definition of what constitutes necessity. Are the situations
in which necessity exists only those specifically cited by God, or could other, similar
circumstances be included? Nor is there any consensus of opinion among scholars on
what constitutes relieving the necessity: is it confined to the smallest of measures, or
is it a full meal or drink? However, we are happy to confine our discussion here to
pointing out the general principles that are of relevance in these matters, without
discussing these differences in detail.

Suppression of God’s Revelations

The Jews created considerable controversy around the Qur’anic pronouncements
on permissible and forbidden food and drink. Elsewhere, the Qur’an informs us of
other types of meat that had been forbidden to the Jews but which Muslims were
allowed to eat: “To those who followed the Jewish faith did We forbid all animals that have
claws; and We forbade them the fat of both oxen and sheep, except that which is in their backs
and entrails or what is mixed with their bones.” (6: 146) All these are lawful to Muslims.

The Jews might have disputed this relaxation of the earlier prohibition. They even
argued about other forbidden things, although these were forbidden them in their
own Scriptures. Their aim, of which they never lost sight, was to create doubts about
Qur’anic commandments and undermine the fact that they were revealed by God.
This explains the strong denunciation of those who suppress what they know to he
God’s revelation. “Those who suppress any part of the Scriptures God has revealed, and
barter it away for a paltry price, eat nothing but fire in their bellies. God will not speak to
them on the Day of Resurrection, nor will He purify them. A grievous suffering awaits them.
It is they who barter guidance for error and forgiveness for suffering. How great is their
endurance of the Fire! That is because God has revealed the Book with the truth. Those who
are at variance with the Book are most deeply in the wrong.” (Verses 174-176)

185



Al-Bagarah (The Cow) | SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT

The verses may be directed at people of earlier Scriptures, Jews and Christians, but
the condemnation applies in the widest possible sense. All those who deliberately
and systematically suppress the truth, especially religious truth, or manipulate it for
power or worldly gains of any kind, stand condemned by God, and are doomed to
incur His wrath and a stern punishment in the hereafter. Even if they were to gain
this whole world for such suppression, it remains a paltry price when compared with
what they lose of God’s pleasure and His reward in the life to come.

They “eat nothing but fire in their bellies.” (Verse 174) Here we have a description
that is in perfect harmony with the scene being portrayed. Their gain for suppressing
the truth is nothing but fire in their bellies. Indeed they are portrayed eating fire. Yet
the description is factual. When they are in hell, the fire makes their clothes and their
food. As an additional disgrace and humiliation, they are totally ignored in the life to
come. Their isolation is given a very graphic description in the text: “God will not
speak to them on the Day of Resurrection, nor will He purify them. A grievous suffering
awaits them.” (Verse 174)

Another expressive description tells us that they have made an utterly foolish
choice by exchanging success for failure and making a losing deal. “It is they who
barter guidance for error and forgiveness for suffering. How great is their endurance of the
Fire!” (Verse 175)

The sarcasm is unmistakable, but it fits the vile actions of concealing the truth that
God has revealed for the guidance and benefit of all mankind, and rightly castigates
the folly of rejecting guidance and accepting humbug.

The result of deliberately concealing or disputing God’s revealed truth is a life of
constant turmoil, confusion and conflict with human nature. It is a life of permanent
conflict and discord. “That is because God has revealed the Book with the truth. Those who
are at variance with the Book are most deeply in the wrong.” (Verse 176) Such an outcome
has been seen time and again in human society, in accordance with God’s true
warning; history is evidence of its veracity.

What Constitutes Righteousness

This passage concludes with a verse that outlines the principles of true faith
together with the rules of proper Islamic conduct:

Righteousness is not that you turn your faces towards the east or the west, but truly
righteous is he who believes in God, the Last Day, the angels, the Book, and the
Prophets; and gives his money, much as he may cherish it, to his kinsfolk, orphans, the
needy, a stranded wayfarer, beggars, and for the freeing of slaves,” who attends to his
prayers and pays zakat; and [truly pious are] they who keep their promises once made,
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and are patient in misfortune and adversity and in time of peril. Such are those who
have proved themselves true, and such are the God-fearing. (Verse 177)

The subject of this verse is clearly linked to the issue of the direction of prayer and
the controversy surrounding it, as discussed earlier. It now establishes a
comprehensive principle that covers this issue and all matters that the Jews of
Madinah were wont to dispute. These mostly centred on new religious rituals and
forms of worship introduced by Islam and which differed from their own.

The purpose behind the change of the place Muslims face in prayers, and indeed
all aspects of worship and ritual, has never been the direction people face, or indeed
any outward form. These are not what gives worship its value or meaning, nor what
makes people good and righteous. Righteousness is the result of a total feeling, an
attitude and a mode of behaviour which shape the individual’s conscience and the
mind set of the community. It is a discipline whose effects are immediately and
constantly apparent in one’s life and the life of society as a whole. Without these
aspects, facing east or west, or turning one’s face to the right and to the left at the end
of prayer or the performance of the various movements of prayer would have no
effect or significance.

“Truly righteous is he who believes in God, the Last Day, the angels, the Book, and the
Prophets...” Taken as a whole, the verse spells out the total sum of goodness, or
righteousness. What, then, gives these beliefs and actions their value and meaning?
What is the value of believing in God, the Last Day, the angels, the Book, and the
Prophets?

Belief in God marks a definite turning point in one’s life, at which one is freed
from servitude and submission to all manner of powers, forces and desires, and
submits to God alone. It is a transformation from chaos to order, from aimlessness to
purpose, and from fragmentation to unity. It is a focal point around which all
mankind stands equal in the eyes of God and which gives the whole of existence
direction, balance, and coherence.

Belief in the Last Day is a belief in universal and divine justice. It is a testimony to
the fact that human life on earth is not without purpose or value or order, and that
good works that seem to go unrewarded shall certainly be rewarded.

Believing in the angels is an essential part of believing in a world that is beyond
human perception. It is what distinguishes the way humans perceive the world and
understand it from the way animals do. Animals perceive the world through their
senses and instincts, while man believes in a world that lies beyond the reach of his
perception.!

1 This is fully discussed in our commentary on the first few verses of this surah, pp.28-30
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To believe in the Books and the Prophets means to attest, without reservation, to
the truth, honesty, and integrity of all the revealed Books and all the Prophets and
messengers God commissioned to deliver them at various times of human history.
This leads to a belief in the unity of the human race, serving God alone, abiding by
one and the same religion and adhering to one universal divine order. This outlook
has a profound effect on the personality of the believer, who is seen as custodian of
the heritage of God’s messengers and divine messages.

The next clement of righteousness is to spend money, dear as it may be, on one’s
near of kin, orphans, the needy, the stranded traveller, beggars, and for the freeing of
slaves. The significance of this commendable act of charity and sacrifice is that it
liberates man from stinginess, selfishness, greed and excessive love of wealth, which
cripple one’s ability to give and help those who are in need. It is a highly spiritual act
of altruism when someone of means has the courage and the generosity to give away
his dearest and most precious possessions. It is an act of liberation for the human
soul when man rises above worldly desires and materialistic instincts. It is an
admirable achievement, which Islam commends and values very highly.

It is characteristic of the Islamic approach that it aims, first and foremost, at
liberating man from his own internal prejudices, weaknesses and desires before
going on to liberate him from the pressures and influences of the society around him.
Unless one overcomes one’s own egotism, one is not likely to stand up to evil and
temptation in the world outside.

Charity is also a social value that strengthens the bonds of love and trust within
the family unit, the vital nucleus of society, and preserves the dignity of its members.
Charity towards orphans in society achieves social justice and helps to save the
young and the weak from homelessness, corruption and abuse. For the needy and
the destitute, charity provides the care and security by which their dignity is
preserved, their standing in society may be enhanced, and their contribution to
society assured. It ensures that not a single person in the community is lost, or left
uncared for. For travellers who, for one reason or another, find themselves stranded
in foreign lands or in societies where they feel alienated, charity can be a lifeline. It is
an emergency measure to alleviate an unexpected hardship, and by which they are
made to feel that they belong to the global human family.

Begging is a practice Islam abhors. It is forbidden to those who can earn a
minimum of sustenance or have jobs. Charity by those who have the means aims to
stop this evil practice.

Charity has played a vital role in Islam’s fight against slavery. It provided the
means to free those unfortunate enough to have been taken prisoner in wars against
Islam. This is done by either buying slaves to set them free, or by giving a slave
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money to buy his own freedom, at a price he agrees with his master. Under Islam,
slaves became entitled to their freedom as soon as they demanded it, and they were
helped to regain their liberty and dignity by allocating them money from charity and
zakat. Slaves would then become wage earners, entitled to receive zakat. Every effort
would be made to speed up their total freedom.

The verse adds that the regular observance of prayer is another important aspect
of righteousness. Prayer is more than a sequence of bodily movements, and there is
more to it than facing in a certain direction, east or west. It is more than a simple act
of spiritual meditation. Prayer, an act of total submission and dedication to God,
epitomizes the entire Islamic outlook on life.

Islam recognizes the human being as a complex entity comprising body, mind and
soul, and perceives no contradiction or conflict among their respective roles or needs.
It, therefore, sees no need for suppressing the functions or needs of any one of them
in order to satisfy any of the others. From this perspective we can clearly see how
prayer combines the activity of all three elements in an integrated act of worship
dedicated completely to the adoration and glorification of God Almighty. The bodily
movements of standing (giyam), bowing (rukii’) and prostration (sujid), and the
recitation of Qur’anic verses and other prescribed text and the deliberate reflection
required on that, and exclusive devotion to God, coalesce beautifully during prayer
in a unique and splendid combination. Maintaining this standard in the performance
of prayer is a reminder and a fulfilment of the essence and purpose of Islam as a
whole.

Paying the zakat duty is another aspect of righteousness. This is a social tax
instituted by God Almighty, the ultimate provider, as a token of the entitlement of
the poor to a share in the wealth of the rich. It is clear from the text that zakat is
separate from, rather than a substitute for, the charitable spending mentioned earlier.
While giving to those causes is voluntary, payment of zakat is a religious duty in its
own right, and both are essential factors in attaining righteousness. Unless this was
the case, obviously there would be no meaning in giving zakat a separate mention in
the same verse.

Keeping one’s promises is another aspect of righteousness that the Qur’an
frequently highlights as a feature of true faith and humanity. It is a quality that stems
from honesty to God and fulfilment of one’s promises to Him. Furthermore, it is an
essential requirement for creating an environment of mutual trust and confidence
among individuals, societies and nations. History will readily testify to the Muslims’
impeccable record in honouring agreements, promises and treaties with allies and
enemies alike. Islam has given an unparalleled example of integrity that can never be
surpassed.
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Steadfastness and perseverance in times of adversity and hardship, and in the face
of danger, are necessary qualities for the education and development of strong
individuals with solid characters who will stand firm, come what may. Under such
conditions the faithful never lose hope or confidence in God, nor will they seek help
from any source other than Him.

For the Muslim community, or ummah, to fulfil its great role of universal
leadership of mankind and its task of instituting justice and equality in the world, it
is necessary to collectively acquire these qualities. All should have the resilience to
withstand poverty, weakness, loss of friends and allies, shortage of manpower and
resources, and the rigours and consequences of war and striving to serve God’s
cause.

The construction of this part of the verse in the Arabic original indicates that this
quality is singled out as especially significant in the context of the verse as a whole.
This gives added importance and a higher status in the sight of God to those
possessing this quality.!

Thus we see how, in the inimitable style of the Qur'an, a single short verse
combines the essentials of faith and personal and financial Islamic obligations and
presents them as a complete code under the all-embracing title of al-birr, which has
been variously interpreted as ‘righteousness’, “ultimate goodness’ or, indeed, ‘faith’.
It is essentially a concise and complete statement of the basic philosophy of Islam
and the principles of the Islamic code of living that must be evident in any Muslim
society.

The verse ends with the words: “Such are those who have proved themselves true, and
such are the God fearing.” (Verse 177) They will have been sincere in their faith and
their commitment to God, and they will have proved themselves capable of
translating that faith into a practical way of life. They are also God-fearing because
they are conscious of God and of their bond with His power and grace, and they are
conscientious in fulfilling their obligations towards Him.

In reflecting on the contents of this verse, one can clearly visualize the great
heights to which God is aiming to raise human beings through Islam, His
constitution. But as one looks at those who ignore Islam, or those who resist it and
suppress or persecute its followers and supporters, and those who simply turn away
from it, one cannot help being filled with sorrow.

Yet we must not despair. Our faith and trust in God fill our hearts with hope and
confidence that the day is coming when humanity will come around to seeing the
profound value, universal beauty and eternal qualities of Islam.

1 See the commentary on Verses 128-130 in this volume, pp.160-167
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Social Justice and Fasting

Believers, just retribution is prescribed for
you in cases of killing: a free man for a free
man, a slave for a slave, and a female for a
female. If  something [of his  guilt]

remitted to a person by bis brother, this
shall  be  pursued with fairness,
restitution to his fellow-man shall be made

and

mn a goodly manner. This is an alleviation
from your Lord, and an act of His grace.
He who transgresses thereafter shall face
grievous suffering. (178)

There is life for you, men of understanding,
in this law of just retribution, so that you
may remain God-fearing. (179)

It is prescribed for you, when death
approaches any of youn and he is leaving
bebind some property, to make bequests in
Sfavour of his parents and other near of kin
in fairness. This is a duty incumbent on the

God- fearing. (180)

If anyone alters a will after having come to
know it, the sin of acting thus shall fall
only on those who have altered it. God
hears all and knows all. (181)

If, however, one fears that the testator has
committed a mistake or a wrong, and
brings abont a settlement between  the
parties concerned, he will incur no sin

thereby. God is indeed much- Forgiving,
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Merciful. (182)

Believers, fasting is decreed for you as it
was decreed for those before you, so that you
may be God-fearing. (183)

[Fast] on a certain number of days. But
whoever of you is ill, or on a_journey, shall
fast instead the same number of days later
on. Those who find fasting a strain foo
hard to bear may compensate for it by
feeding a needy person. He who does good
of his own account does himself good
thereby. For to fast is to do good to
yourselves, if you only knew it. (184)

It was in the month of Ramadan that the
Qur'an was  revealed: a  guidance for
mankind and a self- evident proof of that
guidance and a standard to distingnish
right from wrong. Therefore, whoever of you
s present in that month shall fast
thronghout the month; but he who is ill or
on a journey shall fast instead the same
number of days later on. God desires that
you have ease. He does not desire that you
be afflicted with hardship. You are,
however, required to complete the necessary
number of days and to extol and glorify
God for having guided you aright and to
tender your thanks. (185)

If My servants ask you about Me, well, 1
am near; 1 answer the prayer of the
supplicant when he calls to Me. Let them
then respond to Me, and believe in Me, so
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Overview

This passage covers a series of instructions relating to the social organization of
the Muslim community during its formative period in Madinah. It also introduces
certain aspects of Muslim religious worship. The two parts go hand in hand, and are
linked with the notion of maintaining a sense of God-fearing, or faqwa, which is
emphasized towards the end of each part. It is worth recalling that the same feature
of taqwa was highlighted at the end of the previous verse (177), which outlined the
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fundamental elements of righteousness, incorporating aspects of faith and practical
behaviour.

The passage discusses the legal aspects of just retribution (gisas) in cases of killing.
It outlines rulings on will and inheritance, and outlines provisions relating to fasting,
prayer, retirement to a mosque for a certain period of time (itikif), and rules
governing financial claims.

The outline of each of these and other subjects in the passage is concluded with a
direct or an indirect reference to taqwa.

This consistent and deliberate approach highlights the essential nature of the
religion of Islam. It is an integral system, an indivisible whole. Its social systems,
legislative codes, and religious rituals emanate from faith and the comprehensive
world order it generates. These are all held together by a common goal of submission
to, and veneration of God, the Creator and the Provider, who has instituted man as
His vicegerent and custodian in this world. This trusteeship is conditional on man’s
worship of God alone and on receiving all his concepts, systems and laws from Him
only.

The passage is a notable example of the cohesion of the various aspects of Islam.

The Law of Just Retribution

Believers, just retribution is prescribed for you in cases of killing: a free man for a free
man, a slave for a slave, and a female for a female. If something [of his guilt] is
remitted to a person by his brother, this shall be pursued with fairness, and restitution
to his fellow-man shall be made in a goodly manner. This is an alleviation from your
Lord, and an act of His grace. He who transgresses thereafter shall face grievous
suffering. There is life for you, men of understanding, in this law of just retribution,
so that you may remain God-fearing. (Verses 178-179)

The passage begins with an address to the believers, highlighting their main
quality of having accepted the faith, which means that they receive their laws from
God. They are hereby informed that retribution in cases of killing is permitted to
them, in accordance with the provisions laid down in these two verses. They are also
called upon to reflect on the purpose and wisdom of this legislation, outlined in the
second verse. They are reminded of the need to enhance their sense of God-fearing,
which acts as a safety valve against any excess or injustice in punishing those
accused of killing.

The statement clearly indicates how retribution ought to be exacted: a free man for
a free man, a slave for a slave, a woman for a woman. But “If something [of his quilt] is
remitted to a person by his brother, this shall be pursued with fairness, and restitution to his
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fellow-man shall be made in a goodly manner.” (Verse 178) This situation would arise
when the victim’s relatives decide to accept financial compensation instead of
insisting on the execution of the killer in retaliation. Once this is agreed, the victim’s
relatives are also under an obligation to seek a fair and amicable settlement, while the
killer’s guardian or representative must, on his part, settle readily and honourably.
This serves to clear the air and to remove any ill-feelings or grudges that would have
inevitably arisen between the two parties. It would also be conducive to a more
friendly and pleasant relationship between the living members of both parties.

This provision has been laid down out of God’s grace, as a special favour and an
act of mercy towards believers: “This is an alleviation from your Lord, and an act of His
grace.” (Verse 178) The concession permitting the settlement of cases of killing by
financial compensation paid to the victim’s family was not given to the Jews in the
Torah. For Islam, it has been set up as an alternative aiming to spare lives when
agreement and amicable settlement can be reached.

“He who transgresses thereafter shall face grievous suffering.” (Verse 178) It is not
merely the punishment in the hereafter that is certain to come; such aggression
means that capital punishment becomes due and financial compensation no longer
accepted. Reneging on the agreement constitutes a violation of the agreed settlement
and could only fuel hatred, animosity and a desire for vengeance from both sides.
Therefore, when the victim’s closest relatives have accepted blood money, they can
no longer seek retaliation by killing the killer.

We can appreciate the profound wisdom of the Islamic approach and its respect
for, and understanding of, human nature and motivation. Islam recognizes anger as a
very basic human reaction when one’s relative is killed, and Islam satisfies this desire
by legislating for just retribution in this way. Rigorous justice cools tempers and
helps to remove grudges and deter the killer from offending again.

At the same time, however, Islam holds out the prospect of pardon and opens the
way for mutual agreement, defining precisely the principles and rules which govern
it. Islam advocates that the alternative of pardon should, therefore, come as a
voluntary option accepted by both sides out of a genuine desire for reconciliation,
rather than having it forced upon them.

Some commentators consider that this ruling was cancelled and superseded by
that given in Verse 45 of Siirah 5, which provides for retribution on the basis of “a life
for a life, an eye for an eye, a nose for a nose, an ear for an ear, a tooth for a tooth, and a
similar retribution for wounds.” In his commentary on the Qur’an, Ibn Kathir quotes
Sa'id ibn Jubayr, an early scholar, explaining that the present verse was revealed
with reference to fighting that broke out between two Arab clans, shortly before the
advent of Islam, leading to widespread bloodshed on both sides. Among those killed
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were several slaves and women, but the dispute was not settled until much later,
after both clans had embraced Islam. Excessive claims were made by both clans,
demanding that a free man be killed for a slave and a man for a woman. They could
not reach a settlement until this verse was revealed. But this verse has, in turn, been
superseded by Verse 45 of Surah 5 revealed at a later date. The same version is
supported in a report by Aba Malik.

Nevertheless, it seems to me that the two verses are dealing with different aspects
of the same issue, retribution for killing. Verse 5: 45, stating equal retribution is
applicable in cases of premeditated murder of one specific person, or group of
persons, by another, in which case conviction entails capital punishment. The verse
we are discussing here, however, covers situations of assault by a group such as
when a family, clan or community attacks another, as happened between those two
Arab clans. As and when such conflicts come to be settled, just retribution would
require that a free man be set against a free man, a slave against a slave, and a

woman against a woman. How else in such cases, one may ask, can justice be seen to
be done?

If this view is correct, then there is no conflict between the two verses, and the
rulings of each remain valid without one superseding or replacing the other.

Revealing the profound wisdom underlying this ruling, and its objectives, the
verse ends with the words: “There is life for you, men of understanding, in this law of just

4

retribution, so that you may remain God fearing.” (Verse 179)

Vengeance, or the satisfaction of grudges, is not the prime goal of this legislation.
Its objective is to promote and preserve human life. Furthermore, there is an
invitation to reflect on the wisdom of this code and an endeavour to raise believers’
consciousness and fear of God.

Life Preservation through Retribution

This is achieved by providing strong deterrence, preventing further crimes from
being committed. When a person knows for certain that the price he will pay for
committing murder is his own life, he is more likely to stop and think before
deciding to go ahead. Life is also preserved by giving satisfaction to the victim’s
relatives in exacting justice on the offender, with the effect that they will neither seek,
nor have the right to seek, further revenge on the offender’s family. In pre-Islamic
Arabia the desire for vengeance knew no limits, leading to protracted wars and
conflicts that continued for years on end — the notorious al-Bastis! wars lasted, on

1 Al-Basts is the name given to a series of tribal conflicts which took place in pre-Islamic Arabia, and
continued sporadically over a period of some forty years.
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and off, for forty years. There were other family, tribal and clan feuds in which
vendettas and bloodshed continued for generations.

The law of just retribution promotes life in a wider and more comprehensive
sense. Murder is an aggression on life and a criminal act against humanity as a
whole. In preventing a single murder from being committed, the law upholds the
inviolability of life as an absolute value. This is a far higher goal than saving the life
of an individual or a group of people. It is a goal that enshrines life.

More importantly, the verse urges believers to reflect deeply on this matter and
discover the wisdom behind the code, in order “that you may remain God-fearing”.

This is the real deterrent that can prevent murder being committed in the first
instance, and stop vendettas being pursued endlessly. Without this measure of
deterrence, no law can be successfully upheld and crime can never he effectively
rooted out. Laws and regulations that lack such sensitivity, or do not evoke in people
the fear and respect of an authority higher and more powerful than the human one,
are inadequate and ineffective.

This explains the remarkably small number of cases in which capital punishment
was carried out during the Prophet Muhammad’s era and that of his early
successors. In most of those cases, conviction was based on confessions voluntarily
made by the offenders themselves. Fear and consciousness of God, taqwa, were
evident in the public conscience which, together with enlightened and wise
legislation, served as a most effective deterrent. Legal codes and regulations were
supplemented by religious discipline, education and exhortation to produce a
balanced and virtuous society, with clear concepts of responsibility and justice.

The renowned contemporary scholar, Abi al-Fasan *Ali Nadwi puts it thus:

If anyone ever succumbed to beastly urges and fell into error, even though
unobserved, he would make a confession there of straightaway before the
Prophet and undergo the severest punishment willingly to save himself from
Divine Displeasure.l

The next piece of legislation introduced in the surah relates to personal wills: “It is
prescribed for you, when death approaches any of you and he is leaving behind some property,
to make bequests in favour of his parents and other near of kin in fairness. This is a duty
incumbent on the God-fearing. If anyone alters a will after having come to know it, the sin of
acting thus shall fall only on those who have altered it. God hears all and knows all. If
however, one fears that the testator has committed a mistake or a wrong, and brings about a
settlement between the parties concerned, he will incur no sin thereby. God is indeed much

1 Aba al-Hasan “Ali Nadwi, Islam and the World. Academy of Islamic Research and Publications,
Lucknow, 1980, p.56
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forgiving, merciful.” (Verses 180-182)

Before the revelation of the verses in Sirah 5 specifying the exact share of
inheritance due to each heir, it was an incumbent duty on Muslims to make a will in
favour of parents and other near of kin. The Arabic term khayr, translated here as
“property”, also means “good” and “goodness”, and some commentators interpret it
to denote wealth generally.

Scholars differ, however, as to the minimum amount of wealth for which drawing
up a will becomes obligatory. The majority view is that this is decided by convention.
Assets ranging in value between sixty and a thousand dinars have been mentioned,
but surely this must differ from one generation to another and from one society to
another.

The Qur’anic verses, 4: 11, 12 and 176, specifying shares for the distribution of
inheritance were revealed at a later date than those under discussion here. Those
verses make parents legally entitled to specific shares of their departed children’s
wealth. Hence, no bequest by will may be made to them. The Prophet established the
rule that no will may be made in favour of an heir. As for other relatives the present
rule holds in general terms, except for relatives who are named as heirs in the
relevant verses on inheritance in Surah 4. All other non-inheriting relatives may be
included in a will. This is the view of a number of the Prophet’s Companions and
their successors, to which we subscribe.

The provision of including non-inheriting relatives in one’s will is extremely
perceptive because it benefits, in particular, those relatives who are not assigned a
share or entitled to any inheritance. Providing for them through a will strengthens
family ties and promotes the welfare of the family.

In this way equitable distribution of wealth is guaranteed: heirs are not wronged,
and other relatives are not ignored. A will should be made combining moderation,
kindness and benevolence. As an additional measure, the Prophet specified that a
maximum of one-third, and preferably a quarter, of the inheritance may be
bequeathed by will. This ensures that the rights of natural heirs are not unfavourably
affected by the will. These legal measures are reinforced, as is the case with all social
legislation in Islam, by a positive fear and consciousness of God Almighty.

Anyone having knowledge of the contents of a will who, after the death of the
testator, gives himself the right to alter any of its details will be guilty of grave
misconduct. The deceased would bear no blame for such unauthorized alteration. “If
anyone alters a will after having come to know it, the sin of acting thus shall fall only on those
who have altered it. God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 181) God will be the witness to
the deceased’s innocence as well as to the guilt of those who tamper with the will,
and He will deal with each of them accordingly.
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There is, however, one exceptional situation in which an executor may amend the
contents of a will. This arises when the executor realizes that the will favours some
beneficiaries at the expense of others or that it prejudices one or more of the heirs. “If,
however, one fears that the testator has committed a mistake or a wrong, and brings about a
settlement between the parties concerned, he will incur no sin thereby. God is indeed much-
Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 182) Here again, the action is closely linked to how
conscientious and God-fearing the people involved are. This quality, as we saw
earlier in our discussion of just retribution, is the basis of the Islamic concepts of
justice and honesty, and of public responsibility in an Islamic society.

Fasting: Its Nature and Purpose

For the Muslim community, or ummah, duty-bound to undertake a campaign of
struggle, i.e. jihad, as a means of establishing God’s universal order, to assume the
leadership of mankind, and to stand witness against the rest of mankind, it is only
natural that fasting should he made obligatory. Fasting is a means of testing man’s
determination and will-power, and an important aspect of man’s relationship with
God. It is a discipline that teaches man how to rise above his physical needs and
overcome the pressure of temptation in order to earn God’s blessings and reward.

These are essential ingredients for the discipline and training of the believers so
that they may carry God’s message forward despite the temptations, the obstacles
and hardships they are bound to encounter.

Although I am not in favour of justifying religious obligations and practices,
especially in matters of worship, on the grounds of their immediate material benefits,
which become apparent with experience or through scientific discovery, I would not
deny that fasting has several obvious health benefits. But in my view, the whole
purpose underlying religious obligations is far greater and more comprehensive than
any physical advantages gained from them. The overall aim is to adequately equip
man for the fulfilment of his role in this world and for the perfection he is intended to
achieve in the life to come.

It is obvious that all religious practices and obligations are ordained by God with
full consideration of man’s physical needs and capabilities, but we should not justify
them solely on the basis of what our knowledge, limited as it is, may discover. The
scope of human knowledge remains limited and incapable of comprehending the
divine wisdom behind the order and the system God has chosen for the discipline of
man and the administration of the universe as a whole.

Believers, fasting is decreed for you as it was decreed for those before you, so that you
may be God-fearing. [Fast] on a certain number of days. But whoever of you is ill, or
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on a journey, shall fast instead the same number of days later on. Those who find
fasting a strain too hard to bear may compensate for it by feeding a needy person. He
who does good of his own account does himself good thereby. For to fast is to do good
to yourselves, if you only knew it. It was in the month of Ramadan that the Qur’an
was revealed: a guidance for mankind and a self-evident proof of that guidance and a
standard to distinguish right from wrong. Therefore, whoever of you is present in that
month shall fast throughout the month; but he who is ill or on a journey shall fast
instead the same number of days later on. God desires that you have ease. He does not
desire that you be afflicted with hardship. You are, however, required to complete the
necessary number of days and to extol and glorify God for having guided you aright
and to tender your thanks. (Verses 183-185)

This important announcement begins by addressing believers directly to remind
them of who they are and of their status with God. God is aware that for believers to
fulfil any religious obligation, regardless of its immediate benefits, they need
encouragement and motivation. Hence they are addressed by their essential quality
of having faith.

The verse establishes that fasting had been made obligatory for earlier believers,
and that the aim behind it is to open their hearts to God and make them more
conscious of Him. This, then, is the principal objective of fasting: to be God-fearing,
or taqwa. Fasting, when observed in obedience to God and in pursuit of His pleasure,
instils and revives this quality in the human heart and acts as a safeguard against evil
and wrongdoing. True believers know and appreciate the value of being God-fearing
in God’s sight. Hence, they constantly seek to enhance their sense of it. Fasting is a
means to achieve just that.

Fasting is prescribed for a specific number of days. It is not required the whole
year round. Nevertheless, those who are ill or travelling are exempt from fasting
until they recover or return home.

On the face of it, the type and extent of the illness and the travel to which the
exemption applies are left unqualified. Therefore, any kind of illness or travel would
exempt one from fasting, provided one makes up for it at some other time, after one
has recovered or returned home. This would seem to be the most appropriate
interpretation of the Qur’anic statement, truly reflecting the overriding Islamic
objective of mitigating hardship and relieving discomfort. The concession is not
conditional on either the severity of the illness or on how arduous the journey is,
because in all cases people should not have to undergo any undue strain as a result
of fasting.

There could be other considerations, known only to God, for leaving the
conditions so general. Fasting during illness or in the course of a journey could result
in hardship or adverse effects that human beings cannot foresee or predict. We take
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the ruling as it is stated, in the certain belief that there are valid reasons behind it.

Some people may fear that such a view may encourage a more lax attitude that
could lead to abuse of such concessions, rendering them an easy excuse for
neglecting religious observances and practices. This concern is said to account for the
strict terms set by Muslim scholars on the use of these concessions, but it should not,
in my view, justify the need to restrict an unqualified Qur’anic ruling such as the one
under discussion.

Islam does not lead people to obedience by force. It guides them through their
consciousness of God, which is the ultimate objective in this particular case. Those
who use concessions to evade religious obligation merely bring their own faith under
suspicion, because their attitude negates the very purpose of the obligation.

Above all, it is important to keep in mind that Islam is a religion laid down by
God not by man, and He is best aware of how much tightening or relaxation is
prudent in fulfilling its obligations. It must be the case, then, that a concession can
under certain circumstances serve a particular purpose far more effectively than
would strict adherence to the rule. From this we find that the Prophet Muhammad
instructed Muslims to avail themselves of the concessions and exemptions God has
allowed them.

If it so happens that in certain generations people’s behaviour tends to become
corrupt, reform will not be achieved through a stricter application of religious rules.
A better chance of reform would come through enlightenment, education and
motivation in order to instil the quality of fearing God in people’s hearts.

At times of social decline, a stricter application of religious rules would, indeed, be
desirable as a deterrent in matters relating to public or collective behaviour. But the
fulfilment of personal religious obligations is largely a matter between God and each
individual, with little or no direct influence on the public interest. In public duties —
unlike personal religious duties which are based on faith — appearance and form
have considerable significance. Once taqwa, or the fear of God, takes its roots, one
would not resort to concessions except when absolutely necessary, and with a clear
conscience. A concession is thus exercised only when one is fully satisfied that it is
conducive to achieving a higher degree of obedience to God.

Strictness in the application of the rules relating to acts of worship generally, and
the tendency to restrict unqualified exemptions, can be counter-productive. Besides
causing hardship and discomfort, they have little effect in dissuading those who
want to evade the rules. It is far more appropriate to approach Islam and understand
it within the terms and the framework in which it is presented by God, who is wiser
and more aware of all the advantages to be gained from fulfilling its obligations.

201



Al-Bagarah (The Cow) | SOCIAL JUSTICE AND FASTING

Exemption from Fasting when Travelling

A number of reported incidents illustrate the Prophet’s attitude towards the

exemption from fasting in Ramadan while travelling. These give us a glimpse of how

the early Muslims received and implemented such rules, long before scholars
introduced legal technicalities. These reports reflect a realistic and dynamic approach

to Islam which gives it, and life under it, a vigorous and agreeable meaning.

1.

Jabir reports that it was in the month of Ramadan that the Prophet left
Madinah for Makkah, the year it fell to Islam. He observed the fast until he
reached Kura® al-Ghamim, and so did those who marched with him. Then he
called for a glass of water, raised it for everyone to see, and drank from it.
Later he was told that some people continued to fast. He said, “They are
disobedient! They are disobedient!” [Related by Muslim and al-Tirmidhi]

Anas reports: “A group of us were once travelling with the Prophet in
Ramadan. Some of us were fasting and some were not. On a hot day, we
stopped to rest, with little or no shade available. The one who had maximum
shade was a person who had a shirt to cover himself. Some used their hands
as a cover from the sun. Those who were fasting collapsed of exhaustion while
those who were not pitched the tents and gave water to the animals.
Commenting, the Prophet said: “Those who are not fasting have run away
with the whole reward today.” [Related by al-Bukhari, Muslim and al-Nasa'i]

Jabir reports: “Once on a journey, the Prophet saw a group of people gathered
to shade a fellow traveller. When he enquired what was wrong with him, he
was told that the man was fasting. The Prophet said, “It is not righteous to fast
while on a journey.” [Related by Malik, al-Bukhari, Muslim, Aba Dawud and
al-Nasa’i]

"Amr ibn Umayyah al-DPamari reports: “On arriving from a journey, I reported
to the Prophet who invited me to stay for lunch. I apologised because I was
fasting. The Prophet said, ‘Then let me tell you about the traveller: God has
exempted him from fasting and half his prayers.”” [Related by al-Nasa'i]

A man from the clan of “Abdullah ibn Ka'b ibn Malik, called Anas ibn Malik,
quotes the Prophet as saying, “God has reduced the prayer for the traveller by
half and exempted him from fasting. He has also exempted from fasting the
nursing mother and the pregnant woman if they fear for their babies” [Related
by Abt Dawd, al- Tirmidhi, al-Nasa’i and Ibn Majah]

*A’ishah reports that Hamzah ibn “Amr al-Aslami, who was frequently
fasting, once asked the Prophet about fasting while travelling, to which the
Prophet replied: “You may fast if you wish, or you may not.” [Related by
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Malik, al-Bukhari, Muslim, Aba Dawud, al-Tirmidhi and al-Nasa’i] Another
version of this hadith describes the man as ‘one who had no difficulty with
fasting’.

Anas reports: “A group of us were travelling with the Prophet: some were
fasting and others were not. No fasting person criticized anyone for not
fasting, nor did any criticize others for fasting.” [Related by Malik, al-Bukhari,
Muslim and Aba Dawad]

Abt al-Darda” reports: “We travelled with the Prophet one very hot day in
Ramadan. We would even cover our heads with our hands because of the
intense heat. None of us was fasting except the Prophet and Ibn Rawahah.”
[Related by al-Bukhari, Muslim and Aba Dawad]

Muhammad ibn Ka'b reports: “I went in Ramadan to see Anas ibn Malik as he
was about to leave on a journey. When Anas was dressed and had his horse
saddled and ready, he requested some food and ate. I asked whether this was
the practice of the Prophet. Anas said, “Yes.”” [Related by al-Tirmidhi]

‘Ubayd ibn Jubayr reports: “I was travelling from Fustat by boat during
Ramadan with Aba Basrah al-Ghifari, a Companion of the Prophet (peace be
upon him). As he set off on his journey, Abti Basrah asked for lunch to be
brought to him. He said to me, “Come and join me.” I said, “We can still see the
buildings on the shore,” (meaning they had not gone past the city, the Nile).
Abt Basrah said, “Are you unwilling to follow the Prophet’s example, or
Sunnah.” He then started eating and I joined him.” [Related by Aba Dawud]

Manstr al-Kalbi reports that Diﬁyah ibn Khalifah, a Companion of the
Prophet, was travelling a distance of about five kilometres from a suburb of
Damascus during Ramadan. Neither did he fast, nor did many of the people
with him. Some, however, were reluctant to break the fast. When he returned
to his home village, Diflyah said, “By God, I have today seen something I
thought I would never see: people unwilling to follow the example of God’s
Messenger and his Companions. My Lord, gather me to You!” [Related by
Abt Dawud]

Taken together, these reports support the view that the option of not fasting while

on a journey ought to be taken unconditionally to alleviate hardship. This is
particularly clear in the last two reports. The incident reported by Abu al-Darda’,
which relates that the Prophet and only one of his Companions continued to fast
despite the severe heat, should be taken as an exceptional case. In certain religious
matters, the Prophet was known to commit himself to a much more rigorous
discipline than he would recommend to his Companions. He, for example, ordered
that no one should fast two days running without the normal night break. Yet, he did
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so on some occasions. When he was asked about that, he said: “I am not like you; my
Lord feeds me and gives me to drink.” [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim] The first
report cited above clearly shows that the Prophet broke his fast and described those
who continued to fast as ‘disobedient’. The incident happened around the time of the
conquest of Makkah, which occurred towards the end of the Prophet’s life. Hence,
this fadith is a better pointer to the option preferred by the Prophet.

The common thread in all these incidents is that in issuing any directive,
mitigating circumstances are always taken into account. This is so whenever several
ahadith referring to the same subject seem to point in different directions. The Prophet
Muhammad was a leader and a teacher dealing with real situations and giving
practical rulings and solutions in each case.

As far as fasting while travelling is concerned, one gets the distinct impression
that the ruling is strongly in favour of exemption from fasting without restricting the
exemption to cases of hardship. As for the licence to break the fast during illness,
apart from the different opinions of scholars, it also seems to be granted
unconditionally and without qualification. Implicit in this ruling is the requirement
that the missing days must be compensated for at a later date, with no requirement
to make the compensatory fasting days consecutive.

The purpose of this detailed discussion and quotations is not to get involved in
any legal discussion, but to highlight two important aspects in understanding rulings
relevant to matters of personal worship. A paramount objective is to create a healthy
attitude, in order to cultivate the worshipper’s conscience, improve his performance,
and raise the standards of his behaviour in life generally. Another consideration is
that Islam must be adopted in its totality and as God has intended. All its
instructions, the hard as well as the lenient, must be accepted in equal measure. They
should be taken in total confidence in God’s mercy and wisdom, always aiming to
enhance our God-fearing sense.

Obligatory Fasting

Fasting was made obligatory for Muslims in the second year after the Hijrah, i.e.
the Prophet’s migration from Makkah to Madinah (which was to become the start of
the Islamic lunar calendar). Thus, the obligation of fasting was decreed shortly before
the ordinance of jihad, or striving for God’s cause. As a new duty, fasting was at first
hard for the Muslims to observe. Those who found it too strenuous were, therefore,
given a concession, requiring them instead to feed one needy person for every day of
fasting they miss. A general recommendation to feed the needy is then made, either
as a voluntary act in itself or by feeding more than the minimum number of needy
people in lieu of fasting. “He who does good of his own account does himself good thereby.”

204



Al-Bagarah (The Cow) | SOCIAL JUSTICE AND FASTING

(Verse 184) This is followed by the recommendation that, apart from cases of illness
or travel, fasting would be more beneficial and preferable despite the hardship or
discomfort it might cause: “For to fast is to do good to yourselves, if you only knew it.”
(Verse 184) There is here an obvious element of education and training of will-power
to enable Muslims to make the effort to fast. This also highlights the health benefits
of fasting, in spite of the strain, all of which are important factors in the Islamic self-
education process.

These recommendations were a step towards the withdrawal of the exemption for
non-travelling healthy people and making fasting in the month of Ramadan
obligatory, as given in verse 185. The concession remained valid for elderly people
who find fasting in Ramadan too strenuous and are not expected to be able to fast at
a later date.

Imam Malik reports that Anas ibn Malik, a Companion of the Prophet
Muhammad, lived to a very advanced age and was not able to keep the fast. He used
to compensate by feeding poor people instead. *Abdullah ibn “Abbas, a cousin and
learned Companion of the Prophet, was of the opinion that the exemption has not
been completely abrogated by the ruling of verse 185; it remains applicable to the
elderly who are not able to keep the fast.

Ibn Abi Layla, a prominent scholar, says that he visited “Ata” one day in Ramadan
and found him eating.” ("Ata" told me that, according to Ibn “Abbas, the ruling of
verse 185 superseded that of the one before it with respect to healthy non-travelling
people, but the elderly were free not to fast if they fed instead one needy person for
every day.”

Fasting was made more appealing due to the fact that it is observed in Ramadan,
the month in which the Qur’an was revealed. This could be a reference to the fact
that it was first revealed during Ramadan, or that most of it was revealed in it. It is a
significant distinction since the Qur’an is the definitive and timeless Book of the
Muslim community, its guiding light, the source of its strength and security, from
which it has drawn all the enduring qualities and elements that have made it great.
Without the gifts that the Qur’an has given the Muslim community, it would have
become forgotten history long ago. As a token of gratitude to God Almighty,
Muslims observe the fast in the month of Ramadan during which the Qur’an was
revealed.

It was in the month of Ramadan that the Qur’an was revealed: a guidance for
mankind and a self-evident proof of that guidance and a standard to distinguish right
from wrong. Therefore, whoever of you is present in that month shall fast throughout
the month; but he who is ill or on a journey shall fast instead the same number of days
later on. (Verse 185)
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This verse establishes fasting in Ramadan as obligatory for all healthy non-
travelling Muslims, with no concessions except for the elderly, as pointed out above:
“Whoever of you is present in that month shall fast throughout the month.” It has thus
become binding on all Muslims who either see the new moon of the lunar month of
Ramadan themselves or learn of it by any other reliable means, to observe the fast in
Ramadan. But as this is a general order applicable to all, a reiteration of the
concession given in special cases immediately follows: “But he who is ill or on a journey
shall fast instead the same number of days later on.”

The surah gives the Muslims yet another incentive to keep the fast: “God desires that
you have ease. He does not desire that you be afflicted with hardship.” (Verse 185) This
statement encapsulates the fundamental principle on which all Islamic religious
duties are founded. They are intended to be easy, not arduous. This indicates a
generous and realistic outlook on life as a whole. It instils in the Muslim heart a
tolerant, easy and agreeable attitude. Religious and social activities and
responsibilities are discharged with ease, confidence and assurance, in the happy
knowledge that God’s purpose is to enable man to go through life with the minimum
of hardship or discomfort.

To complete a whole month, sick people or those who travel in Ramadan and avail
themselves of the special concession are required to make up for days missed by
fasting an equal number of days at a later date in the year: “You are, however, required
to complete the necessary number of days.” (Verse 185)

Fasting is an occasion to celebrate God’s guidance, glory and grace. Hence the
requirement “to extol and glorify God for having guided you aright and to tender your
thanks.” (Verse 185) It is a time during which believers can feel and appreciate God’s
favours and reciprocate with thanks, submission and gratitude. In so doing, Muslims
cultivate the precious and vital quality of tagwa, or God-fearing; a main objective of
fasting.

Thus we can see how evident God’s grace is in the imposition of the duty of
fasting which, on the face of it, seems hard and demanding. We can clearly see its
educational and disciplinary benefits for a nation being prepared for the leadership
of mankind, guided by a genuine fear of God, a keen sense of accountability, and a
vigorous conscience.

A Close Relationship with God

Interposed among the verses dealing with fasting comes a verse reflecting a
profound insight into human nature. It reaches to the deepest recesses of the human
psyche, offering solace and ample rewards for keeping the fast in response to God’s
commands: “If My servants ask you about Me, well, I am near; I answer the prayer of the
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supplicant when he calls to Me. Let them then respond to Me, and believe in Me, so that they
may follow the right way.” (Verse 186)

How kind and compassionate God truly is! Any hardship encountered in keeping
the fast fades in comparison with this friendly and gentle reassurance. The choice of
words creates an atmosphere of intimacy and accessibility, with God Himself stating
a direct contact between Him and His servants. He does not give instructions to His
Messenger, the Prophet Muhammad on how to answer believers’ questions about
Him. He gives the answer Himself: “I am near.” His closeness is not only to listen but
also for immediate response: “I answer the prayer of the supplicant when he calls to Me.”
(Verse 186)

This verse fills a believer’s heart with love, confidence and utter reassurance. In
this atmosphere of friendliness and compassion, God, who has no need for anyone,
directs believers to respond to Him and believe in Him, in the hope that this will
guide them to wisdom and righteousness. “Let them then respond to Me, and believe in
Me, so that they may follow the right way.” (Verse 186) By earning God’s generosity and
guidance, believers end up winners on all counts.

Belief in God and response to His commands lead to true guidance. The way of
life God has ordained for man is the only one truly worthy of adoption and
adherence; all other ideologies lead only to ruin and frustration. When one responds
to God’s call, one must be confident that God will answer one’s prayers (du’a’).
However, one should not hasten God’s response, for He alone decides the most
appropriate time to respond.

Salman, the Persian, a Companion of the Prophet, quotes the Prophet as saying:
“God would not like to see His servant holding out his arms pleading for help and
turn him away empty handed.” [Related by Abia Dawtd, al-Tirmidhi and Ibn Majah]

“Ubadah ibn al-Samit quotes the Prophet as saying: “God shall answer the prayer
(du"a’) of any Muslim anywhere on earth, or He will protect him against contrasting
harm, as long as he does not ask for something evil or for the break-up of kinship
relations.” [Related by al-Tirmidhi on ibn Thawban’s authority and by *Abdullah ibn
Imam Ahmad]

The Prophet is also reported to have said: “Your prayers shall be answered as long
as you remain patient. Do not say, ‘I have prayed but my prayer has never been
answered!” [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim]

He is also reported as saying: “Prayers [du d’] shall be answered unless one asks
for something evil or the break-up of kinship relations, and as long as one does not
become impatient.” When the Prophet was asked to explain how one becomes
impatient, he said: “One says, ‘I have prayed many times but I have had no
response,” then gives up hope and abandons praying [du a’] altogether.” [Related by
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Muslim]

A fasting person has the best chance of his prayers being answered. Aba Dawud
al-Tayalisi relates on the authority of *Abdullah ibn “Umar that the Prophet said:
“The prayer a fasting person says at the time when he is about to finish his fast shall
be answered.” Accordingly, “Abdullah ibn ‘Umar, a learned Companion of the
Prophet, used to gather his family together when breaking the fast and pray.

Ibn Majah also relates a hadith in which ~Abdullah ibn “Umar quoted the Prophet
as saying: “On breaking the fast, the prayer of a fasting person is never turned
down.” This is supported by a fadith in which Aba Hurayrah quotes the Prophet as
saying: “Prayers by three people shall never be turned down: a just ruler, a fasting
person until he breaks the fast, and the oppressed for whose prayer [du'a’] the gates
of heaven shall be opened wide and God shall say to him, ‘By My power, I shall
support you, even though it may be in due course.”” [Related by Imam Ahmad, al-
Tirmidhi, al-Nasa’i and Ibn Majah]

From these reports one can clearly see the close relationship between prayer and
fasting.

Further Rules on Fasting

The surah then resumes its elaboration on the rules of fasting. It points out that, in
addition to food and drink, married Muslims are permitted sexual intimacy with
their spouses between sunset and dawn. It gives the exact time for the fasting which
extends from dawn till sunset. It points out that during any period when people
retire to a mosque for worship in Ramadan, i.e. i'tikaf, sexual intimacy is not
permitted for married people.

It is lawful for you to be intimate with your wives during the night preceding the fast.
They are as a garment for you, as you are for them. God is aware that you have been
deceiving yourselves in this respect, and He has turned to you in His mercy and
pardoned you. So, you may now lie with them and seek what God has ordained for
you. Eat and drink until you can see the white streak of dawn against the blackness of
the night. Then resume the fast till nightfall. Do not lie with your wives when you are
in retreat in the mosques. These are the bounds set by God, so do not come near them.
Thus God makes clear His revelations to people, that they may remain God- fearing.
(Verse 187)

When fasting was first instituted, once one got to sleep at night, one would not eat,
drink or have sexual intercourse with his wife, even if one woke up before dawn. It
so happened that some Muslims did not have anything to eat at the time of the
evening meal. One person was overtaken by sleep before he could eat anything and
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had to fast the following day as well, which made the fast arduous. Likewise, some
were inclined to have sexual intercourse and did so. The Prophet became acutely
aware of the hardship the Muslims were experiencing. Soon afterwards, God eased
the situation by revealing this verse as a token of His mercy and benevolence.

“It is lawful for you to be intimate with your wives during the night preceding the fast.”
(Verse 187) The Arabic expression translated here as ‘to be intimate with one’s wife’
denotes the preliminaries of sex, or denotes sexual intercourse. In fact, both are
intended here and made lawful. However, in setting out this rule, God does not
overlook to describe the marital relationship in transparent and compassionate
terms: “They are as a garment for you, as you are for them.” The word used to describe
the marital relationship in the Arabic original is libas, literally meaning garment.
Marriage does indeed cover and protect both spouses. Islam fully takes into account
man’s natural drives, instincts and desires. It elevates man, treating him as one
integral entity. Accordingly, Islam responds to the needs of the flesh, incorporating
them into a decent and virtuous context.

The verse reveals the fact that some Muslims were finding it difficult to suppress
their natural sexual desires, and some were even breaking the rules: “God is aware
that you have been deceiving yourselves in this respect, and He has turned to you in His
mercy and pardoned you.” (Verse 187) The self deception mentioned here refers to
suppressed desires, or to the breach of the rules, as happened in some cases.
Whichever was the case, the Qur’an affirms that God understood their weaknesses
and forgave them. New rules are laid down: “You may now lie with them and seek what
God has ordained for you.” (Verse 187) It tells the Muslims that they are allowed to
enjoy the intimacy of their spouses to satisfy their craving and to seek offspring, both
of which are legitimate aspects of the relationship.

Thus, marriage is given a much wider dimension and higher objectives, over and
above the mere satisfaction of the carnal sexual desire. It assumes an honourable
status that must be cherished, treasured and protected.

These hints that the Qur’an gives from time to time indicate the credit that should
be given to the effort Islam dedicates to raising man’s moral and ethical standards
within the parameters of his human nature and disposition. This is what makes Islam
such a unique, practical and effective way for education and development. It is, after
all, God’s way.

The verse goes on to define the parts of the day and night allocated for fasting and
eating, respectively, which, when taken with reports from the Prophet’s own
practice, indicate that fasting begins not long before sunrise. However, it seems to me
that we, in Egypt, start fasting sometime before it is due, perhaps as a precautionary
measure.
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Ibn Jarir relates on the authority of Samurah ibn Jundub who quotes the Prophet
as saying: “Do not take much heed of Bilal’s call for dawn Prayer or this whiteness;
do not start the fast until dawn breaks fully.” Another version quotes the Prophet as
saying: “Do not abstain from eating if you hear Bilal calling for the dawn Prayer, or
when you see the elongated dawn light. But begin the fast when the dawn spreads
over the horizon.” This means the light spreading in the eastern sky a short while
before sunrise. It is also important to recall here that Bilal used to raise the call to
prayer early to wake people up, while Ibn Umm Makttm used to make a second call
at a later time to indicate the beginning of the fast. Hence, the Prophet clarifies the
point of starting the fast.

The surah then instructs the Muslims not to lie with their wives when they decide
to retreat in the mosques. This is a reference to a special practice known in Arabic as
i'tikaf. It is an act of devotion involving a stay in the mosque for several days during
the last ten days of the month of Ramadan, for prolonged Prayer, recitation of the
Qur’an, reflection and spiritual rejuvenation. Once one decides to observe i tikaf one
will only go home when it is necessary. The Prophet was known to observe this
practice during the last ten days of the month. To enhance their sense of devotion
and enable them to concentrate their hearts and minds on the worship of God during
such retreat, or i tikaf Muslims are barred from sexual intercourse with their wives
during such period.

The siirah then links these rules and instructions directly with God, emphasizing
that: “These are the bounds set by God, so do not come near them.” (Verse 187) Although
the Qur’an uses the words ‘come near’, the warning is against the violation of these
bounds. But a margin of safety has to be maintained, because man cannot always rely
on his moral strength and self-control. It is far better to keep away from evil rather
than walk into it, over-confident of resisting, and then failing to do so. Prudence is
liable to develop and cultivate that very precious quality of God-fearing, one of the
most fundamental goals the Qur’an is coaching man to attain in his life: “Thus God
makes clear His revelations to people, that they may remain God fearing.” (Verse 187)

Honesty at All Times

Within this context of fasting and abstention from food and drink, the surah
sounds another warning, this time against usurping other people’s possessions. The
verse refers specifically to presenting false and fraudulent evidence before a judge or
an arbiter in order to obtain a favourable judgement giving one the right to
appropriate someone else’s property. To reinforce the sense of deterrence, the
warning follows immediately after reference to the bounds set by God and the call
for more consciousness and fear of Him.
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Do not devour one another’s property wrongfully, nor bribe with it the judges in order
that you may sinfully, and knowingly, deprive others of any part of what is rightfully
theirs. (Verse 188)

Commenting on this verse, Ibn Kathir cites a report by “Ali ibn Abi Talhah who
quotes Ibn “Abbas, a cousin and Companion of the Prophet, as saying that the verse
refers to someone owing money to another. Knowing that the creditor has no
document to prove the debt, the debtor denies liability altogether. He would then put
the matter before a judge, knowing very well that he is in the wrong, taking what is
unlawful to him, and has no case whatsoever. He adds that Mujahid, Sa'id ibn
Jubayr, “Ikrimah, al-Hasan, Qatadah, al-Suddi, Mugatil ibn Hayyén, and “Abd al-
Rahman ibn Zayd ibn Aslam have all warned against contesting a dispute when one
knows oneself to be in the wrong. Ibn Kathir also refers to accounts in al-Bukhari and
Muslim in which Umm Salamah quotes the Prophet as saying: “I am only human.
When you come to me for judgement, some of you may have a clearer piece of
evidence, and I might be inclined to rule in their favour. If I give someone anything
which is not rightly his, it would be as if I have given him a brand of fire; it is up to
him to take it or leave it.”

Judges decide on prima facie evidence, and the onus of honesty is on the litigants.
They are left to their own conscience.

Thus we can see how this matter is also closely linked to taqwa, or the sense of
God-fearing, as was just retribution and fasting before it. These rulings represent
parts of a harmonious and divinely-ordained way of life, firmly bound together in a
common framework of maintaining the fear of God, or taqwa. This makes Islam a
potent and well integrated system which cannot be fragmented or disconnected,
taking some parts of it and discarding others. That would be a gross transgression
and a most vile offence against God Almighty.
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The Sacred Months,
Fighting and Pilgrimage

They ask you about the new moons. Say,
They are signs for people to mark fixed
periods of time, and for the pilgrimage.’
Righteousness does not mean that you enter
houses from the rear, but truly righteous is
he who fears God. Enter houses by their
doors and fear God, so that you may be
successful. (189)

Fight for the canse of God those who wage
war against you, but do not commit
aggression. Indeed, God does not love
aggressors. (190)

Stay them wherever you may come upon
them, and drive them away from wherever
they drove you away, for oppression is even
worse than killing. Do not fight them near
the Sacred Mosque unless they fight you
there first. Should they fight you, then kill
them. Such is the reward of the unbelievers.
(191)

But if they desist, know that God is much-
Forgiving, Merciful. (192)
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Fight  them until  there is no more
oppression, and submission is made to God
alone. If they desist, let there be no hostility
except against the wrongdoers. (193)

A sacred month for a sacred month: for
Just retribution also applies to the violation
of sanctity. If anyone commits aggression
against you, attack him just as he has
attacked you. Have fear of God, and be
sure that God is with those who are God-
fearing. (194)

Give generously for the cause of God and
do not with your own hands throw
yourselves to ruin. Persevere in doing good,

for God loves those who do good. (195)

Perform  to  their completion both  the
pilgrimage and the “Umrah purely for
God’s sake. If you are prevented from
doing so, then make whatever offering you
can easily afford. Do not shave your heads
until  the offerings have reached their
appointed destination. If any of you is ill or
suffers from an ailment of the head, he
shall redeem himself by fasting, or alms, or
sacrifice. When you are in safety, then be
who takes adyantage of performing the
‘Unmrah before the pilgrimage shall matke
whatever offering he can easily afford; but
he who lacks the means shall fast three
days during the pilgrimage and seven more
days on returning home; that is, ten days in
all. All this applies to those whose families
are not resident in the vicinity of the Sacred
Mosque. Fear God, and know well that
He is severe in retribution. (196)
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The pilgrimage takes place in the months
appointed for it. Whoever undertakes the
pilgrimage in those months shall, while on
pilgrimage, abstain  from lewdness, all
wicked conduct and wrangling. Whatever
good you do God is well aware of it.
Provide well  for yourselves:  the best
provision of all is to be God- fearing. Fear
Me, then, you who are endowed with
nsight. (197)

It is no sin for you to seek the bounty of
your Lord. When you surge dowmward
from “Arafat, remember God at  al-
Mash ar al-Hardm. Remember Him who
has given you guidance. Before this you
were certainly in ervor. (198)

Surge omward from the place where all
other pilgrims surge and pray God to
Sorgive youn. He s mnch-Forgiving, ever
Merciful. (199)

When you have fulfilled your sacred duties,
remember God as you remember your
fathers — nay with a yet fkeener
remembrance. Some people say, ‘Our Lord,
gwe us abundance in this world.” They
shall have no share in the rewards of the
life to come. (200)

There are others who say, ‘Our Lord,
grant us what is good in this world and
what is good in the life to come and protect
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us from the torment of the fire.” (201) =5,
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Overview

This new passage resumes the elaboration of religious obligations and practical
rules governing behaviour within the Muslim community and its relations with the
outside world.

It explains the religious and practical significance of the phases of the moon. It
dismisses the pre-Islamic Arab superstitious practice of entering houses through the
back door on certain occasions. It outlines the rules governing war and fighting
generally, as well as the prohibition of fighting in the four lunar months: Rajab (the
seventh), Dhu’l-Qa’dah (the eleventh), Dhu’l-Hijjah (the twelfth) and Muharram (the
tirst) and particularly in the vicinity of the Sacred Mosque in Makkah. It ends with a
comprehensive description of the rituals of the pilgrimage and the “Umrah (which
may be described as a mini-pilgrimage) as prescribed by Islam, revising, modifying
and replacing all the pagan and idolatrous concepts and practices of former times.

In one concise passage, and in a succinctly clear style, the Qur’an lays down rules
and principles relating to faith and belief, the regulation of religious rituals and
practices, as well as war and fighting. These are all linked and interlaced with
powerful admonitions and comments evocative of God and His power.

On correcting the Arab practice of entering houses through the back door, the
siurah points out that form, in itself, is not what really matters but it is one’s
consciousness and fear of God. It says: “Righteousness does not mean that you enter
houses from the rear; but truly righteous is he who fears God. Enter houses by their doors and
fear God, so that you may be successful.” (Verse 189)
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In dealing with war, the sirah directs Muslims never to initiate aggression,
affirming that “God does not love aggressors.” (Verse 190) Commenting on fighting
during a sacred month, the sirah urges:

“Fear God and be sure that God is with those who are God-fearing.” (Verse 194)

The siirah calls on Muslims to spend of their wealth for the cause of God, exhorting
them to “Persevere in doing good, for God loves those who do good.” (Verse 195)

The surah again emphasizes consciousness and fear of God when dealing with the
pilgrimage rituals. “Fear God, and know well that He is severe in retribution.” (Verse 196)
“Provide well for yourselves: the best provision of all is to be God-fearing. Fear Me, then, you
who are endowed with insight.” (Verse 197) “Have fear of God, and know well that you shall
all be gathered before Him.” (Verse 203)

It is quite clear that there is a common thread firmly binding these instructions
and rulings together. Matters of faith, ritual and law, the spiritual and the mundane,
the religious and the secular, the personal, national and international, are all
intertwined and spun together in one comprehensive, universal religious and social
system based on rules and laws laid down directly by God.

The Islamic Transformation

Beginning with this passage, we note a salient feature recurring in the rest of the
sirah. We find the Muslims addressing the Prophet Muhammad with specific
enquiries relating to a wide range of everyday issues and situations they were
encountering in their new way of life. They reveal a genuine desire on the part of the
new Muslims to find out what their new religion has to say about these matters. The
believers wanted to learn more about how Islam viewed and interpreted the social
and physical phenomena they were experiencing in the world around them.

They ask about the moon and the various phases it goes through. Why does it start
as a fine crescent which becomes bigger until it develops into a full sphere, and then
reverses the cycle until it disappears altogether before it is reborn in the shape of a
thin crescent again?

They enquired about what part and how much of their wealth they should give
away as charity. They enquired about war, and whether it would be allowed during
the sacred months and in the vicinity of the Sacred Mosque in Makkah. They asked
for Islamic rulings on alcoholic drinks and gambling, which were social habits in pre-
Islamic Arabian life.

They enquired regarding menstruation, and whether sexual contact between
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spouses was allowed during such periods. They enquired about even more intimate
and personal issues concerning matrimonial relations. These questions were
sometimes raised by women.

Questions relating to other issues are to be found in several other sirahs in the
Qur’an. The fact that they were raised is in itself significant in more ways than one.

To begin with, it indicates a high degree of enlightenment and dynamism in the
Muslim society, which was already developing a distinct character. A sense of
community was rapidly growing. The Muslims were no longer a set of isolated
individuals, nor were they any longer separate tribes scattered all over Arabia. They
had become a nation with its own identity, systems and relationships, in which every
person was keen to assume his or her role and position. This new social, intellectual
and emotional awareness was brought about by Islam, and was moulded by the
Islamic outlook on life, its system and its pioneering views and concepts.

Second, this inquisitiveness also indicates a keen sense of religious consciousness
emerging in the new society. It reflects the depth and strength of the hold the new
faith had taken on the hearts and minds of its followers. Having discarded their old
assumptions and attitudes, and wrenched themselves away from pre-Islamic
customs and traditions, they lost confidence in the old order and began looking to
their new religion for education and guidance in all aspects of life.

This state of emotional and intellectual awareness is generated by true faith. The
believer is freed from all former beliefs and traditions. He begins to view with
scepticism all previously held ideas, and to subject all his actions to fresh scrutiny.
The believer becomes readily receptive to the directives of the new faith, and keen to
reform his or her life accordingly. Even those former concepts and practices which
are approved or adopted by the new order will assume a new context as they are
integrated into the new faith.

The new order need not necessarily replace the old one in every detail, but it is
important that those details adopted by the new faith should be assimilated and
incorporated into it in substance as well as in spirit. This is very well illustrated by
the pre-Islamic pilgrimage rituals which Islam transforms into a new set of rules,
hardly bearing any resemblance to those formerly practised by the Arabs.

Third, some of the questions the Muslims were raising relate directly to the
historical context of that period. The Jews in Madinah and the idolatrous Arabs in
Makkah would often voice doubts as to the merits of Islamic teachings and
principles. They would seize every opportunity to disparage Islam, exploiting certain
occasions or events to wage a campaign of hostility and disinformation. One such
occasion involved unwarranted criticism to the effect that a Muslim expedition, led
by “Abdullah ibn Jahsh, had violated the prohibition of fighting during the sacred
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months by attacking a Quraysh caravan.

The Muslims found it necessary to solicit answers and explanations to reassure
themselves and to enable them to face the propaganda launched against them by
their enemies.

This illustrates that the Qur’an was keeping abreast of the confrontation between
the Muslims and the non-Muslims, and providing the Muslims with guidance and
leadership. This was happening in areas of faith and belief as well as in the real
world, where the enemies of Islam were incessantly scheming and plotting against its
followers.

The situation today is not very different: the same battles continue to rage on.
Human nature has not changed, and the enemies of Islam can be found everywhere.
But the Qur’an is also there. Neither man nor the Muslim world community will be
safe until the Qur’an assumes conduct of the battle as it did for the first generation of
Muslims. Unless Muslims realize this fact they cannot hope to succeed or prosper.

The least that results from such a realization is that Muslims would approach the
Qur’an with the same understanding and attitude. The Qur’an would be seen as a
dynamic, active force, formulating new concepts, facing up to anti-Islamic ideas,
insulating Muslims against ignorance and deviation and helping them avoid the
pitfalls. This would be far removed from the present approach many have adopted
towards the Qur’an, viewing it merely as a fine work of literature and going no
farther than reciting it rhythmically or chanting its words like a melody on certain
occasions.

The Qur'an was revealed for a totally different purpose. God meant it as a
blueprint for a complete way of life, a stimulus, a driving force guiding the Muslim
community, charting its course through thick and thin, and helping it overcome and
avoid all the difficulties and obstacles it is bound to encounter in this world.

The New Moon and its Significance

They ask you about the new moons. Say, ‘They are signs for people to mark fixed
periods of time, and for the pilgrimage.” Righteousness does not mean that you enter
houses from the rear, but truly righteous is he who fears God. Enter houses by their
doors and fear God, so that you may be successful. (Verse 189)

Some reports suggest that the Prophet Muhammad was asked why the moon goes
through its various phases. Others say that he was asked why have the crescent
moons been created, which seems to be more consistent with the answer given in the
surah: “They are signs for people to mark fixed periods of time, and for the pilgrimage.”
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They serve as a means by which people fix and measure the time of important
religious events and activities such as travel, pilgrimage, fasting, marriage and
divorce, as well as trade transactions and loan periods.

Whatever the original enquiry, the answer had gone beyond mere abstraction and
given practical, rather than ‘scientific’, information relating to the phases of the
moon. The Qur’an, without going into a detailed astronomical discussion, speaks of
the function of the moon and its role in people’s daily life. The Qur’an did not
embark on an explanation of the moon’s position within the solar system or the
relative movement of stars, planets and galaxies, although this is implied in the
question.

What significance, then, does the answer given in the Qur’an imply? The principal
objective of the Qur’an was the creation and promotion of a new conception of life in
a new social, political and economic order. Indeed, it was working towards the
creation of a new human community, with a special role of leadership in the world. It
was developing a new model of human society, the like of which had not been
known before, to uphold a new way of life that would firmly establish essential
universal features and principles which the rest of mankind would look up to and
emulate.

A scientific answer would undoubtedly have provided the Prophet’s followers
with theoretical knowledge about the universe, to add to their meagre understanding
of it. Indeed, it is doubtful that the Arabs knew enough about astronomy at that time
to be able to make use of further theoretical information, which would have required
an understanding of basic principles and phenomena that were beyond all scientific
progress achieved in the world up to that time.

The Qur’an avoided a scientific answer because people were not ready for it, and
it would have been of little use for the universal mission the Qur’an was revealed to
tulfil. Its role was far greater than the mere dissemination of detailed knowledge. The
Qur’an was never intended to be a book on astronomy, chemistry or medicine, as
some of its admirers and detractors try, each for their own different purposes, to
demonstrate.

These attempts betray a lack of understanding of the nature of the Qur’an, its
function and scope. It is mainly concerned with the human soul and the state and
direction of the human condition. Its purpose is to establish a broad view of the
world in which we exist and its relationship with the Creator, and a general outline
of man’s position in this world and his relationship with the Creator. On the basis of
these broad concepts, the Qur'an goes on to establish a way of life which enables
man to apply all his skills and abilities, not least his intellectual faculties. Once these
are properly and correctly developed, they are given full freedom, through
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observation, experiment and scientific research, to probe the mysteries of life and the
universe and make the appropriate conclusions — which could never, in any case, be
said to be final or absolute.

The basic raw material with which the Qur’an is concerned is man himself: the
way he views things around him, his beliefs, emotions and ideas, his behaviour and
activity, and the ties and relationships that govern his life. The conduct and
development of material science and innovation are left to man’s mental and
intellectual capabilities and his diligent endeavour to know and understand. It is this
knowledge and understanding that are the essential prerequisites for man to fulfil his
divinely ordained mission in the world, for which he is naturally fitted and qualified.

The Qur’an nurtures man’s basic nature and protects it against deviation and
corruption. It provides man with the moral, social, political and economic
foundations and mechanisms that enable him to put his talents and skills to full and
proper use. It furnishes him with a broad and comprehensive view of the nature, the
inherent harmony, and the delicate balance of the physical world, of which man
himself is an important and integral part, and its relationship with the Creator.

The Qur’an does not cover such topics in great detail, because that is man’s task.
He is expected to take the initiative to search, discover and use his environment in
order to further and fulfil his supreme position in the world.

The attempt to make the Qur’an what it was never meant to be often seems naive
and counter-productive. The fact that the Qur’an is not a reference book for medicine
or chemistry or astronomy takes nothing away from its power and glory.

The Qur’an and Scientific Truth

The Qur’an deals with something much wider and more comprehensive than all
those sciences. It is concerned with man himself, the key to uncovering the facts and
mysteries of the world around. The human mind is fully equipped to scrutinize and
probe into man’s surroundings, and to experiment with and apply the theories he
formulates and the tools he invents. The Qur’an concentrates on nurturing man’s
character, conscience and mind, and laying the sound foundations of the human
environment which allows him to make full use of his own hidden potential and that
of the world around. Having laid down the groundwork and given man the
necessary mental tools and criteria, the Qur’an leaves man free to seek and search,
experiment, achieve and make mistakes, in all areas of life.

There is also a great risk in attempting to seek verification of facts of a scientific
nature given occasionally in the Qur’an through suppositions, theories or so-called
‘scientific facts’ arrived at through human empirical efforts.
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The facts that the Qur’an mentions are absolute and final truths, while those
arrived at through human research are not, no matter how advanced or sophisticated
the means or the approach used to arrive at them. The latter are constrained by the
conditions of man’s own environment, and they are limited by the nature and scope
of the tools used. The absolute and final truths of the Qur’an cannot, therefore, be
qualified or authenticated by the inconclusive ones discovered by man.

In addition to ‘scientific fact’, this applies in the case of ‘scientific theory’. This
includes theories on the origin of the universe, the creation and evolution of man,
and psychological and sociological theories. Even within the realm of human
thought, these are not considered to express scientific facts. Indeed, they are no more
than suppositions or speculative ideas which, at best, help explain a vast array of
physical, biological, psychological or sociological phenomena. As more accurate
instruments and more discoveries are made, these theories are constantly amended
and developed, or superseded by others that give wider or more accurate
explanations or interpretations.

The attempt to verify Qur’anic facts by the changing findings of human science is
fundamentally flawed. It reflects three negative aspects that should not be associated
with the Qur’an.

First, is an inner defeatism that science is somehow superior to the Qur’an. This
leads to an attempt to find scientific evidence to verify and corroborate what the
Qur’an says. But in fact, Qur’anic statements are definitive, complete and conclusive,
while human science remains in a constant state of flux and development. This is due
to the constraints of the environment in which human research and experiment are
conducted, and the inadequacy of the tools and methods used in those processes.

Second, is a misunderstanding of the true nature and function of the Qur’an as the
absolute definitive truth addressing man in his totality according to his basic nature
and within the constraints of the physical world and its laws. Ideally, it aims to
achieve perfect harmony between man and the physical world, avoiding a clash
between man and nature. Such harmony enables man to unravel, through enquiry,
observation, experiment and application, as many of the world’s mysteries as he can
and use its potential energies and resources to enhance his position and fulfil his role
as God’s vicegerent on earth.

Third, is the continuous interpretation and re-interpretation, with frequent resort
to far-fetched and arbitrary methods, of Qur’anic statements in a vain attempt to
make them agree or coincide with speculative suppositions and tentative theories.

However, this should not prevent us from making full use of what human sciences
uncover about man, life and the world, for a better understanding of the Qur’an. God
says: “We shall show them Our signs across all horizons and within themselves, until they
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clearly see that this [revelation] is the truth.” (41: 53) This is a clear call to study closely
and absorb what science discovers of God’s signs and to use them to expand the
meaning and application of the Qur’anic injunctions, without undermining or
demeaning the immutability and integrity of the Qur’an.

This may be illustrated further by the following examples:

The Qur’an says: “And He created all things and ordained them in due proportion.” (25:
2) Scientific observation also has led to the conclusion that there are inherent
harmony, very intricate interactions and consonances within the structure of the
universe. The earth’s shape and distance from both the sun and the moon, its size
relative to theirs, its speed and axis of rotation, and countless other factors combine
to make life on earth possible and sustainable. None of this may be attributed to
chance or coincidence, or can be said to be without purpose.

These observations no doubt are useful in gaining a better understanding of the
Qur’anic statement. This is quite legitimate and should be encouraged. But here are
other examples that are neither legitimate nor scientifically correct.

The Qur’an says: “We created man from an extraction of clay.” (23: 12) Centuries later,
scientists such as Charles Darwin, proposed a theory of evolution which purports
that life began in water as a single cell, and that human beings are the result of
millions of years of evolution. Now, it would be pointless, indeed wrong, to attempt
to show that this is precisely what the Qur’an says.

To begin with, the theory is not conclusive and, within a century, it underwent
several amendments and changes that have made it almost unrecognizable. There
were flaws in the original theory, which was conceived at a time when nothing was
known of the genes which carry hereditary properties and distinguish one species
from another. Several aspects of Darwin’s theory have since been disproved, and
many others are still a matter of debate.

The Qur’anic statement is conclusive as it establishes the origin of man without
giving any details of the process involved. It does not aim at more than that and
carries no other connotations or meaning,.

The Qur’an tells us: “And the sun runs towards its resting place.” (36: 38) This is a
statement of fact concerning the movement of the sun. Science has shown that the
sun is indeed moving relative to other stars nearby and is part of a galaxy which
itself is moving. Furthermore the speeds at which the sun and the galaxies move are
measured. Such observations, relative and inconclusive as they are, do not affect the
truth of the Qur’anic statement, which is final.

The Qur’an says: “Are the unbelievers unaware that the heaven and the earth were once
one single entity, which We then parted asunder?” (21: 30) Some have tried to reconcile
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this statement with the theory that suggests that the earth was part of the sun and
then they were separated. It is futile to try and limit Qur’anic statements with human
scientific theory. This particular theory is not the only one in its field and it is
contested by many scientists, while the Qur’anic statement is complete and
conclusive. It merely states a fact without telling us what is meant by ‘heavens’ or
how the fragmentation occurred. No scientific proposition should be used to
corroborate Qur’anic statements, no matter how apparently close or similar the
conclusions may be.

Having established these principles, we may now return to the Qur’anic text:
“Righteousness does not mean that you enter houses from the rear, but truly righteous is he
who fears God. Enter houses by their doors and fear God, so that you may be successful.”
(Verse 189)

This part of the verse and the preceding one relating to phases of the moon seem
to be connected by the theme of pilgrimage: the new moon as an astronomical time
marker for pilgrimage and other events, and the pre-Islamic Arab pilgrimage custom
of entering houses from the rear.

Al-Bukhari and Muslim relate a report by al-Bara’, in which he said: “It was the
custom of the Angar [i.e. Muslims from Madinah] that on returning from pilgrimage
they would approach their houses from the rear. When one of them broke this
tradition and entered by the front door, he was severely criticised. It was at this point
that the verse was revealed.” A similar report is related by Abt Dawad.

Whether this custom related to the pilgrimage only, which seems more probable,
or to travelling in general, the Arabs had maintained the belief that it was a sign of
piety and righteousness to uphold it. However, the Qur’an refutes that as an empty
gesture that could serve no religious purpose. It goes on to establish the proper
religious concept of righteousness as consciousness of God and His presence at all
times and in all situations, rather than as a routine gesture that had no meaning
whatsoever. Therefore it gives the instruction that houses must be approached from

the front, and re-emphasizes the importance of God-fearing as the road to success in
this life.

The verse, then, focuses our minds and hearts on taqwa, God- fearing, as a basic
fact of faith, and links it with the attainment of absolute success, both in this life and
in the life to come. It repeals a useless, ignorant tradition and directs the believers to
appreciate God’s grace in providing them with the new moon at the beginning of
every month to enable them to determine the time for pilgrimage and other human
activities.

The First Order to Fight
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This is followed with a statement on fighting in general, and on fighting around
the Sacred Mosque in Makkah and during the sacred months in particular. Then
follows an urgent call to spend of one’s personal wealth for the promotion of God’s
cause, an activity which is closely related to the fundamental Islamic duty of jihad, or
struggle for God’s cause:

Fight for the cause of God those who wage war against you, but do not commit
aggression. Indeed, God does not love agqressors. Slay them wherever you may come
upon them, and drive them away from wherever they drove you away; for oppression
is even worse than killing. Do not fight them near the Sacred Mosque unless they fight
you there first. Should they fight you, then kill them. Such is the reward of the
unbelievers. But if they desist, know that God is much-Forgiving, Merciful. Fight
them until there is no more oppression, and submission is made to God alone. If they
desist, let there be no hostility except against the wrongdoers. A sacred month for a
sacred month: for just retribution also applies to the violation of sanctity. If anyone
commits aggression against you, attack him just as he has attacked you. Have fear of
God, and be sure that God is with those who are God-fearing. Give generously for the
cause of God and do not with your own hands throw yourselves to ruin. Persevere in
doing good, for God loves those who do good. (Verses 190-195)

Some reports indicate that these were the first verses on the subject of fighting to
be revealed. They were preceded only by verses 39-41 of Surah 22: “Permission to fight
is given to those against whom war is being wrongfully waged. Most certainly, God has the
power to grant them victory. These are the ones who have been driven from their homelands
against all right for no other reason than their saying, ‘Our Lord is God.” Were it not that
God repels some people by means of others, monasteries, churches, synagogues and mosques
— in all of which God’s name is abundantly extolled — would surely have been destroyed.
God will most certainly succour him who succours God’s cause. God is certainly most
Powerful, Almighty. They are those who, if We firmly establish them on earth, attend
regularly to their prayers, give in charity, enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the
doing of what is wrong. With God rests the final outcome of all events.”

These verses had given the Muslims permission to fight those unbelievers who
had oppressed them, and they understood them to be a prelude to the institution of
jihad, or striving for God’s cause, as a religious duty. Further, they realized that
because they had been oppressed, they were given permission to fight back and
restore justice, after they had been restrained from doing so all the time they were in
Makkah. Their instructions then were to “hold back your hands [from fighting], and
attend regularly to prayer, and pay your zakat.” (4: 77) This restraint had been imposed
by God for a purpose He had determined. We may try to discern some of the reasons
behind this order.

The first of these reasons is a disciplinary one, aimed at taming the insubordinate
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and rebellious nature of the early Arab Muslims. They had to learn to be patient and
await instructions, rather than act impulsively and recklessly, as they used to do in
pre-Islamic days. For the new Muslim community to fulfil its great universal role, the
desire for revenge and heedless reaction had to be brought under control, and left to
the discretion of a trusted leadership which gave its decisions careful consideration
and was duly obeyed — even though to do so would test the Arabs” impatient and
impetuous nature.

Such discipline enabled people such as *Umar ibn al-Khattab and Hamzah ibn
Abd al-Muttalib, and other independent and strong personalities among the early
Muslims, to show a great deal of patience in the face of the persecution and
oppression being inflicted upon their fellow Muslims. They would await Prophet
Muhammad’s instructions and the commands of the Supreme Authority which had
ordered them to “hold back your hands [from fighting’, and attend regularly to prayer, and
pay your zakat.” (4:77) Thus a balance was struck in the consciousness of that
pioneering community, between rashness and restraint, impulse and deliberation,
passionate reaction and rational compliance.

Another reason for restraining the Muslims from fighting in Makkah was that in
Arabian society, rushing to help an oppressed person was highly commendable.
Despite their ability to hit back hard, the Muslims showed a large degree of restraint.
This was demonstrated during the boycott imposed by the rest of the Quraysh
against the Prophet’s Hashimite clan in order to force them to withdraw their
support and protection of the Prophet and his followers. When this persecution,
which lasted for three years, became unbearable, their re-awakened sense of justice
caused some non- Muslim Arabs to break ranks and end the boycott. It seems from a
study of the Prophet’s history at this time that, in adopting this policy of passive
resistance, the Muslim leadership in Makkah was aware of the crucial role played by
social and tribal factors.

This is strongly borne out by the fact that the Muslim leadership had no wish to
unleash internecine feuds within the Makkan clans. Muslim converts fell victim to
moral and physical torture and abuse to force them to renounce their new faith, even
at the hands of members of their own families. These were self-appointed
tormentors, with no central authority directing their battles against the Muslims. Had
the Muslims been allowed to hit back, fighting would have broken out in every
Makkan household, and blood would have been shed in every family. That would
have made Islam, in the eyes of Arabian society, seem a divisive religion, advocating
strife and destruction within Arab clans.

After the Hijrah, or emigration to Madinah, however, the Muslims emerged as an
independent community, prepared to face up to the Makkan leadership which was
actively recruiting fighters and organizing military expeditions against it. The
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situation had changed; instead of individual persecutors targetting individual
victims, a collective and deliberate campaign was being organized.

To these reasons one may add the fact that the Muslims in Makkah were a
dangerously exposed minority. Had they engaged the unbelievers in armed conflict
as an organized group, they would have faced total annihilation. God’s will was that
they should first gather in a safe place before He granted them permission to go into
battle.

However, the rules governing fighting were issued gradually, as and when the
need arose, and as dictated by the needs of the development of Islam, first within
Arabia and later outside it as well.

The present verses contain some of those rules which were relevant to that stage of
development of the community, when hostility was just beginning to set in between
the Muslim and non-Muslim camps. These rules also represent part of the permanent
code that has come to govern war in Islam generally. They have undergone slight
modifications, given at a later stage in Surah 9.

It might well be useful at this point to give a general synopsis of the concept of
jihad in Islam, which can form the basis for the interpretation and understanding of
Qur’anic statements on fighting and war.

Islam represents the final and complete version of faith, revealed as the basis of a
universal and comprehensive human order on earth. The Muslim community was
raised to assume the leadership of humanity in accordance with this order, which
derives in its entirety from the comprehensive Islamic concept of the purpose of
existence as a whole and of human existence in particular. The Muslim community
would lead humanity to ultimate success and to all that is good and noble (khayr),
which no man-made order can provide. It would raise mankind to unprecedented
moral and material standards. Conversely, no greater harm could be inflicted upon
humanity than to deprive it of seeking to attain those levels of nobility, purity,
happiness and perfection God wants it to achieve.

It is, therefore, a basic human right to be addressed with the message of Islam. No
authority should deny mankind that right and under no circumstances should any
obstacles be allowed to prevent that divine message from being delivered.

Having received the message, people have the right to freely accept the religion of
Islam, and be under no pressure from any quarter to dissuade or prevent them from
taking it up. Those who choose not to accept Islam are expected not to impede its
progress. Indeed, they are required to guarantee Islam’s freedom of action and to
leave the Muslim community a clear road to fulfil its task, free from any threat of
aggression.
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Those who adopt the religion of Islam also have the right not to be intimidated or
subjected to oppression, in any way whatsoever, so that they abandon their faith. No
impediments may be placed to turn people away from Islam. The Muslim
community, if subjected to any such aggressive designs, has the right to defend itself
by force, in order to protect the community’s freedom and security. This would
further the establishment of God’s order on earth and guarantee humanity the
opportunity and the right to receive God’s message.

It also results in another obligation that the Muslim community must undertake:
to oppose any power that would stand in its way and prevent it from conveying the
message freely to the public, or would threaten its followers. The Muslim community
must pursue this course of jihad, or struggle for God’s cause, until all threat of
oppression is eliminated and people are free to believe in Islam and practise it. This
does not imply any sense of compulsion, but it does mean allowing Islam to prevail
in society to the extent that everyone is free to accept it and tell others about it
without any fear of persecution or intimidation.

These are the parameters within which the principles of jihid have been laid down.
These are the real objectives for which it has been instituted. It has no other purpose
and serves no other end.

Jihad in Islam is pursued to protect the faith against outside attacks as well as
internal strife. Its aim is the preservation of the Islamic way of life, establishing it as a
force to be respected and reckoned with in the world. Anyone who willingly wishes
to enter the fold of Islam should have no fear of being prevented from doing so and
should not have to suffer for making that choice.

This is the true jihad, as recognized and endorsed by Islam. Those who take part in
it are richly rewarded and rank among the noblest of believers, and those who give
their lives in doing so are the true martyrs.

Jihad: When and Against Whom?

The present passage addresses the situation of the Muslim community in Madinah
as it was in confrontation with the pagan Arabs of the Quraysh. Those unbelievers
had persecuted the Muslims for their religious beliefs, drove them out of their homes
and were trying hard to turn them away from their faith. It also lays down the
fundamental rules of jihad in Islam.

It begins with the precise instruction that Muslims should fight those who had
been fighting them and to meet with force any attacks against them by anyone,
without committing aggression. “Fight for the cause of God those who wage war against
you, but do not commit aggression. Indeed, God does not love aggressors.” (Verse 190)
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The aims of war in Islam are clearly defined right at the outset: “Fight for the cause
of God those who wage war against you...” Fighting should, therefore, be undertaken for
the sake of God, and for no other purpose that may be defined by human desires or
motivations. War should not be pursued for glory or dominance, nor for material
aggrandisement, nor to gain new markets or control raw materials. It should not be
pursued to give one class, race or nation of people dominance over another. Fighting
in Islam must be undertaken only to promote the aims defined by Islam: to make
God’s word supreme in the world, to establish His order, and to protect the believers
against persecution, coercion, corruption, and all efforts to force them to betray their
faith or abandon it. According to Islam, all other types of war are unjust, and those
who take part in them should expect no rewards or blessings from God.

Having defined the objective, the verses also define the limits of war: “... but do not
commit aggression. Indeed, God does not love aggressors.” (Verse 190) ‘Aggression’
implies attacks on non-combatants and peaceful, unarmed civilians who pose no
threat to Muslims or to their community as a whole. This includes women, children,
the elderly, and those devoted to religious activity, such as priests and monks, of all
religious and ideological persuasions. Aggression also entails exceeding the moral
and ethical limits set by Islam for fighting a just war. These limits outlaw the
atrocities perpetrated in wars outside Islam, past and present. Such atrocities are
totally repugnant to Muslims and can never be sanctioned or committed by people
who honour and fear God.

The Ethics of War

Here is a selection of these principles and conventions, as laid down by the
Prophet Muhammad and outlined in the instructions of some of his Companions.
They clearly reveal the nature of the Islamic approach to a just war, hitherto
unknown to human society.

“Abdullah ibn “Umar reports that when, in one of the battles, the Prophet was told
that a woman was found among those killed, he immediately ordered that women
and children should not be killed during combat. [Related by Malik, al-Bukhari,
Muslim, Abta Dawud and al-Tirmidhi]

Abt Hurayrah quotes the Prophet as saying: “When you fight, avoid striking your
opponent in the face.” [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim]

Abt Hurayrah reports that the Prophet sent him with an expedition instructing
them to burn two men from the Quraysh he had named, but as they were about to
depart the Prophet said: “I have ordered you to burn these two people, but only God
may punish with fire. If you capture them, just kill them.” [Related by al-Bukhari,
Abt Dawud and al-Tirmidhi]
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“Abdullah ibn Mas tad quotes the Prophet as saying: “True believers are those who
strictly observe their moral code when they kill.” [Related by Aba Dawud]

"Abdullah ibn Yazid al-Ansari reports that the Prophet has strictly forbidden
looting and the mutilation of dead bodies. [Related by al- Bukhari]

Ibn Ya'la reports that on one expedition, the leader, *Abd al-Rahman ibn Khalid
ibn al-Walid, was brought four enemy fighters. He ordered that they be tied and put
to death slowly. When Abu Ayyab al-Ansari, a close Companion of the Prophet,
heard of this, he said: “I heard the Prophet forbid slow killing. I swear by God that I
would not inflict slow death even on a chicken.” When “Abd al-Rahman heard this
he immediately sought to free four slaves in compensation. [Related by Abia Dawad]
We may add here that freeing a slave is part of the prescribed compensation for
accidental killing.

Al-Harith ibn Muslim ibn al-Harith quotes his father as saying that the Prophet
sent him with others on an expedition. As they approached their target he hurried
his horse and reached the village ahead of the rest of the expedition. He said that the
inhabitants gave him a noisy reception and that he told them that if they were to
declare their acceptance of Islam they would be spared and their safety would be
assured. They followed his advice declaring their acceptance of Islam. Some of his
Companions reproached him for what he did, saying that he had deprived them of
the spoils of war. But when they returned and the Prophet learnt of what had
happened, he commended him for his action and said: “God Almighty has given you
such and such reward for every one of them.” [Related by Abit Dawuid]

Buraydah reports: “Whenever God’s Messenger appointed a commander to lead
an expedition or an army, he would urge him to fear God and to show kindness
towards his fellow Muslims. He would then instruct him as follows: “Proceed to
tight in God’s name and for His cause. Fight those who deny God. Take the initiative
but do not commit any acts of treachery, do not mutilate your victims, and do not kill
any children.” [Related by Muslim, Abtt Dawid and al- Tirmidhi]

Malik quotes Abui Bakr as saying in his farewell address to one of his armies: “You
will come across people who claim to have devoted themselves to the service of God,
so leave them to their claim. Do not kill any women, children or elderly people.”

Such is the code that governs war in Islam, and such are its objectives, which
derive directly from the Qur’anic statement: “Fight for the cause of God those who wage
war against you, but do not commit aggression. Indeed, God does not love aggressors.”
(Verse 190)

The Muslims were well aware that they would not prevail as a result of their
numerical strength or superior armament; they were hopelessly deficient on both
counts. The main secret of their victory lay in their faith in, and obedience to, God,
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and the support they received from Him. To ignore God’s commands and the
Prophet’s instructions would have deprived them of the only force that could ensure
their victory. These principles had to be strictly observed, even with those enemies
who had persecuted them and inflicted unspeakable atrocities on them. Even though
at one point the Prophet, overcome by rage, had ordered that two Qurayshi men be
a, put to death by burning, he immediately retracted that order, because only God
punishes with fire.

The siirah goes on to reaffirm the rightness of war against those who had subjected
the Muslims to campaigns of terror and persecution, and driven them out of their
homeland. The Muslims were urged to confront their enemies and kill them
wherever they happen to be, except within the vicinity of the Sacred Mosque in
Makkah unless their enemies were to attack them there first. Those orders would
stand unless the unbelievers accepted Islam, in which case it was forbidden to fight
them, regardless of any killings or atrocities they might have perpetrated against
Muslims earlier.

“Slay them wherever you may come upon them, and drive them away from wherever
they drove you away; for oppression is even worse than killing. Do not fight them near
the Sacred Mosque unless they fight you there first. Should they fight you, then kill
them. Such is the reward of the unbelievers. But if they desist, know that God is much-
Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 191-192)

Forced religious conversion is the worst violation of a most inviolable human
right. It is, therefore, a much more heinous offence than murder, regardless of the
form that coercion takes or how it is exerted.

Suppression of religious freedom can be imposed by threats and the direct use of
force. But it can also be practised through the imposition of corrupt or totalitarian
regimes and oppressive social systems that deprave the masses, drive them away
from God’s path, and encourage and force them to reject the divine faith and break
away from it. The best example to illustrate this is Communism, which banned
religious instruction, openly advocated atheism, legislated for prostitution and
drinking, promoted vice and discouraged virtue almost to the point of direct
compulsion.

The Islamic view of freedom of belief assigns it a great status as a social and
human value, and stems from the Islamic view of the ultimate purpose of life and of
the whole of human existence: the worship of God in its widest sense which
encompasses all constructive human activity. Freedom of belief is man’s most
precious right in this world, and ought to be cherished and protected. Any
infringement of this right, direct or indirect, must be fought even if one has to kill for
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it. This is borne out by the significant term used in the Qur’an, which is “slay them
[rather than “fight them’] wherever you may find them”. This signifies that, if you have
to, you may resort to any means to slay those who infringe upon your right of
freedom of belief, while heeding those other Islamic principles mentioned earlier.

Violation of Sanctities

The other restriction is that no fighting was allowed within the vicinity of the
Sacred Mosque in Makkah, which God, in response to the Prophet Abraham’s
prayers, had declared a safe haven and an inviolable house of peace. However, those
who desecrate the sanctity of the Sacred Mosque and commit aggression against
Muslims there must be fought and should not be spared. Their vile actions and their
persecution of Muslims, committed as they are within the vicinity of the Sacred
Mosque, can only be rewarded with severe punishment.

“But if they desist, know that God is much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 192) To earn
God’s forgiveness and mercy, they should not simply desist from waging war
against the Muslims and trying to force them to abandon their faith. They would be
required to renounce their denial of God and their rejection of His Message. The
most they can expect in return for refraining from attacking the Muslims and
persecuting them would be a truce, but that would not be sufficient to merit God’s
forgiveness and mercy. The unbelievers are, therefore, invited and encouraged to
believe so that they may enjoy God’s mercy and forgiveness.

What a commendable gesture! Islam spares its staunchest enemies punishment
and retribution, and instead offers them forgiveness and mercy in return for the
simple act of joining the ranks of the believers. That would absolve them of all their
previous misdemeanours, and cancel out the damage and the atrocities they had
wrought against the Muslims.

The aim of war in Islam is to let people be free to uphold Islam and practise it, and
never find themselves, by virtue of either direct force or the type of social, political or
economic system they live under, compelled to renounce it. The growth and spread
of Islam must not be hampered or restricted, and the Muslim community must be
allowed the means to defend itself and deter its enemies from taking advantage of it.
No one who wishes to adopt Islam should feel threatened. If such threats are made,
the Muslim community is collectively obliged to do all it can to eliminate that threat
and secure the success of Islam.

“Fight them until there is no more oppression, and submission is made to God alone. If
they desist, let there be no hostility except against the wrongdoers.” (Verse 193) These
statements were revealed to deal with a specific situation in Arabia, when the pagan
Arabs were persecuting an incipient Muslim community and stifling the spread of
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Islam. Nevertheless, they remain valid, and jihad is incumbent on Muslims until the
end of time. Whenever a tyrant or an oppressive power emerges and prevents people
from upholding Islam or seeks to prevent them from knowing about it, the Muslim
community must rise against it and secure for all the right of freedom to know the
truth, listen to it, and have the choice to accept it freely.

It is clear how severely these verses condemn oppression. It is considered a more
repugnant evil than murder. This emphasis makes it clear that Islam views this
matter most gravely. It establishes another crucial universal principle, heralding a
rebirth of mankind, according to which man’s value is determined by his faith. Man'’s
life is always outweighed by his religious beliefs.

This principle also identifies the true enemies of humanity in this world. They are
those who persecute believers and inflict suffering on a Muslim for no reason other
than his being a Muslim. They are those who stand between mankind and God’s
truth and guidance. It is these that Muslims are obliged to fight and destroy “until
there is no more oppression, and submission is made to God alone.” (Verse 193)

This fundamental Islamic principle remains as valid today as it was when these
verses were revealed. Islam remains a target for attack and vilification from various
quarters. Muslims everywhere continue to be victims of aggression, oppression and
religious intolerance as individuals and groups and, in some cases, as whole
communities. All victims of oppression and aggression have the right and duty to
defend themselves and seek to destroy their enemies, in fulfilment of this great
Islamic principle which marked a rebirth of humanity.

It is only when the aggression or the persecution ceases or is eliminated that
tfighting must come to an end. “If they desist, let there be no hostility except against the
wrongdoers.”T (Verse 193)

Having ruled on fighting during the sacred months, the sirah now gives the ruling
on fighting in the vicinity of the Sacred Mosque in Makkah. “A sacred month for a
sacred month: for just retribution also applies to the violation of sanctity. If anyone commits
aggression against you, attack him just as he has attacked you. Have fear of God, and be sure
that God is with those who are God-fearing.” (Verse 194)

Those who violate the sacred months cannot expect guarantees of peace and
immunity from attack during it. God had declared the Sacred Mosque a safe haven
and a place of peace, and designated the sacred months a time of truce and security.

1 This ruling was later amended by verses in the first passage of Siirah 9, which instructed the Muslims
to liberate the whole of the Arabian Peninsula from idolatry and paganism. This was a necessary
measure to give Islam a solid and secure base in Arabia. Muslims would thus he safe from any
rearguard attack as they moved to face the hostile powers of the Byzantines to the north and the
Persians to the east.
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During these months no blood shall be shed, all sacred places and property shall be
immune, and the safety of every living thing is guaranteed. Those who are bent on
infringing this peace must not escape unpunished. The Muslims are instructed to
retaliate in a measured way and within the limits dictated by the type and extent of
the initial aggression. “If anyone commits aggression against you, attack him just as he has
attacked you.” (Verse 194)

There should be no excessive retribution. Muslims are here left to their own
conscience and their consciousness of God. They realize that their own victory
depends on God’s help and support, and are therefore reminded that God is on the
side of those who fear Him — a supremely effective safeguard.

Jihad requires money as much as it requires men. In those early days of Islam,
tighters would provide their own fighting equipment, their own transport and their
own food. They received no remuneration for their work, and freely offered their
own possessions as well as their lives. This can only happen when the political, social
and economic system in society is based on faith. The community would not need to
appropriate funds to defend itself against internal or external enemies. Leaders and
soldiers volunteer their efforts and their possessions to defend the faith and the
community.

However, some of the less well-to-do Muslims who were keen to join the fighting
but could not provide their own means of transport would go to the Prophet
pleading to be taken to the battlefront. The Qur’an tells us that when the Prophet did
not have the necessary transportation or equipment to give them: “They turned away
with tears in their eyes, sad that they did not have the means to contribute.” (9: 92)

For this reason, we find numerous exhortations in the Qur’an and the sunnah
urging financial contribution, whenever necessary, to the war effort. The call to jihad
is almost always accompanied by a call to contribute materially and financially.

The passage goes as far as describing the reluctance to contribute financially as
folly leading to self-destruction. It says: “Give generously for the cause of God and do not
with your own hands throw yourselves to ruin. Persevere in doing good, for God loves those
who do good.” (Verse 195) Miserliness and greed are indeed a form of self- destruction
for the individual as well as for society as a whole. They result in deprivation and
weakness of the whole community, especially one whose affairs are dependant on
voluntary, self- motivated contributions.

The Qur’an goes on to recommend even a higher state of excellence: “Persevere in
doing good, for God loves those who do good” (Verse 195) The Arabic term used here is
ihsan, whose Islamic connotations are difficult to convey in translation. It is the
highest level of altruism and self-denial. The Prophet Muhammad defines it as:
“worshipping God as if you see Him with your own eyes; for, though you cannot see
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Him, He certainly sees you”. [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim] Once this stage of
piety is reached, one will become a consummate devotee, utterly obedient to God in
everything; and all one’s resources, energies and life will be entirely dedicated to
God Almighty.

This closing comment is a befitting end for a passage dealing with fighting and
giving for God’s cause. It urges believers to aspire to the level of iiisan, the highest
grade of religious excellence.

A Symbol of Islamic Unity

The siurah then gives an outline of the rituals of the pilgrimage and the "Umrah
(lesser pilgrimage). This follows quite naturally from the earlier account dealing with
lunar changes and phases, and the admissibility of fighting during the sacred months
of the year and in the vicinity of the Sacred Mosque in Makkah.

Perform to their completion both the pilgrimage and the "Umrah purely for God'’s
sake. If you are prevented from doing so, then make whatever offering you can easily
afford. Do not shave your heads until the offerings have reached their appointed
destination. If any of you is ill or suffers from an ailment of the head, he shall redeem
himself by fasting, or alms, or sacrifice. When you are in safety, then he who takes
advantage of performing the "Umrah before the pilgrimage shall make whatever
offering he can easily afford; but he who lacks the means shall fast three days during
the pilgrimage and seven more days on returning home; that is, ten days in all. All
this applies to those whose families are not resident in the vicinity of the Sacred
Mosque. Fear God, and know well that He is severe in retribution. The pilgrimage
takes place in the months appointed for it. Whoever undertakes the pilgrimage in those
months shall, while on pilgrimage, abstain from lewdness, all wicked conduct and
wrangling. Whatever good you do God is well aware of it. Provide well for yourselves:
the best provision of all is to be God-fearing. Fear Me, then, you who are endowed with
insight. It is no sin for you to seek the bounty of your Lord. When you surge
downward from “Arafat, remember God at al-Mash ar al-Haram. Remember Him who
has given you guidance. Before this you were certainly in error. Surge onward from
the place where all other pilgrims surge and pray God to forgive you. He is much
forgiving, ever merciful. When you have fulfilled your sacred duties, remember God as
you remember your fathers — nay with a yet keener remembrance. Some people say,
Our Lord, give us abundance in this world.” They shall have no share in the rewards
of the life to come. There are others who say, ‘Our Lord, grant us what is good in this
world and what is good in the lift to come and protect us from the torment of the fire.”
These shall have their portion in return for what they have earned; for God is swift in
reckoning. Give glory to God during certain appointed days. Those who hasten their
departure after two days incur no sin, and those who stay longer incur no sin,
provided that they are truly God-fearing. Have fear of God and know well that you
shall all be gathered before Him. (Verses 196-203)
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The exact date of the revelation of these verses is not known, except for one report
indicating that verse 196 was revealed at al-FHludaybiyah during the sixth year after
Hijrah, 628 CE. Nor can we be precise as to when the pilgrimage was made obligatory
in Islam, whether we take that to have been established by verse 196 of this siirah or
verse 97 of Siirah 3 which says: “Pilgrimage to this House is a duty owed to God by all
people who are able to undertake it.”

In his book Zad al-Ma'ad, Imam Ibn al-Qayyim says that the pilgrimage was
instituted during the ninth or tenth year of the Prophet’s migration to Madinah. This
is based on the fact that the Prophet himself performed the pilgrimage in 10 AH.
This, however, is not sufficient evidence to support that view. There could have been
other reasons that made the Prophet delay going on pilgrimage until the tenth year,
especially when we know that he delegated Aba Bakr to head the pilgrimage during
the ninth year.

It is also well established that on his return from the campaign of Tabtuk, the
Prophet intended to go for pilgrimage. However, he later decided not to do so,
because non-Muslim Arabs were still doing the pilgrimage to Makkah and he did not
wish to join them, not least because some of them would be going round the Ka'bah
naked, as was their custom. At that point Siurah 9, which brought the truce with the
polytheist Arabs to an end, was revealed and the Prophet dispatched “Ali ibn Abi
Talib to Makkah to proclaim its provisions to the pilgrims. He charged him with the
task of announcing at Mina, when all the pilgrims were gathered, that: “No
unbeliever shall enter paradise; no idolater may henceforth perform the pilgrimage;
no one may go round the Ka'bah naked. All treaties signed with God’s Messenger
shall run their course.” Accordingly, the Prophet did not go to Makkah for
pilgrimage until the Ka'bah was cleared of all symbols and manifestations of
idolatry.

One could point out certain texts as evidence indicating that the pilgrimage was
instituted in principle much earlier. Indeed some reports suggest that this took place
when the Prophet was still in Makkah, before the migration to Madinah. But this
would not hold water. Nevertheless, verses 26-37 of Surah 22 list most of the
pilgrimage rituals as they were communicated to the Prophet Abraham. These
include:

When We assigned to Abraham the site of the [Sacred] House, [We said], Do not
associate anything as partner with Me. Purify My House for those who will walk
around it, and those who will stand before it, and those who will bow down and
prostrate themselves in prayer. Proclaim to all people the duty of pilgrimage. They will
come to you on foot and on every kind of fast mount. They will come from every far-
away quarter, so that they might experience much that shall be of benefit to them, and
that they might extol the name of God on the days appointed [for sacrifice], over
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whatever heads of cattle He may have provided for them. Eat, then, of such [sacrificed
cattle] and feed the unfortunate poor. Thereafter let them complete the rites prescribed
for them, fulfil their vows, and again walk around the Ancient House...Anyone who
honours the symbols set up by God [shows evidence of] God-consciousness in people’s
hearts. You have benefit in them for a term appointed; and in the end their place of
sacrifice is near the Ancient House...The sacrifice of camels We have ordained for you
as one of the symbols set up by God, in which there is much good for you. Hence, extol
the name of God over them when they are lined up [for sacrifice]; and after they have
fallen lifeless to the ground, eat of their meat, and feed the poor who is contented with
his lot, as well as the one who is forced to beg. It is to this end that Ve have made them
subservient to your needs, so that you might have cause to be grateful. Never does
their meat or their blood reach God; it is your piety that reaches Him. It is to this end
that He has made them subservient to your needs, so that you might glorify God for all
the guidance with which He has graced you. Give good news to those who do good.

These verses make specific reference to offering animals for sacrifice, walking
around the Ka'bah (tawdf), the rites of ifiram! (consecration), and the invocation of
God’s name, all of which constitute the basic rites of the pilgrimage. The Muslims
were addressed with these words as the heirs of Abraham, indicating that the
pilgrimage had been instituted at an early stage as part of the legacy of Abraham.
The fact that Muslims, for various practical reasons, had not been able to perform the
pilgrimage is beside the point. However, as mentioned earlier in this volume,
individual Muslims had been able to perform the pilgrimage since the Ka'bah was
re-instituted as the giblah in the second year of the Islamic calendar.

Let us now take a closer look at the verses on pilgrimage in this surah and the
instructive message they convey.

Perform to their completion both the pilgrimage and the "Umrah purely for God'’s
sake. If you are prevented from doing so, then make whatever offering you can easily
afford. Do not shave your heads until the offerings have reached their appointed
destination. If any of you is ill or suffers from an ailment of the head, he shall redeem
himself by fasting, or alms, or sacrifice. When you are in safety, then he who takes
advantage of performing the “Umrah before the pilgrimage shall make whatever
offering he can easily afford; but he who lacks the means shall fast three days during
the pilgrimage and seven more days on returning home; that is, ten days in all. All
this applies to those whose families are not resident in the vicinity of the Sacred
Mosque. Fear God, and know well that God is severe in retribution. (Verse 196)

1 Thram, or consecration, involves that men discard their normal clothes and wear simple unsewn
garments, refraining from shaving or cutting one’s hair, covering the head, clipping one’s nails,
hunting, and sexual contact with one’s spouse. This state is assumed at specified locations outside
Makkah, each known as migat, and for the main part of the pilgrimage and the whole of the “Umrah.
Women observe the same restrictions but wear their normal clothes.
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The first thing to notice about this verse is the precision with which it treats the
subject. It is divided into a number of short, well-defined instructions. Any
exceptions or provisions relating to each ruling are made immediately before moving
on to the next. The passage is rounded off with a strong emphasis on God-fearing,.

The first article stresses the fact that once one has decided to perform the
pilgrimage or the "Umrah, one must do so in full and dedicate one’s actions to God:
“Perform to their completion both the pilgrimage and the "Umrah purely for God’s sake.”
Some scholars have taken this statement as instituting the pilgrimage as a religious
duty, while others have understood it to be a mere instruction that once one begins
performing the pilgrimage, one should go on to complete its rites. The latter
interpretation seems more accurate, since the “Umrah is not universally considered by
scholars an obligatory duty. Nevertheless, the order to complete the rites, once
begun, applies equally to the pilgrimage and the "Umrah. The latter involves the
same rites with the exception of attending at “Arafat, but differs in that it can be
performed any time throughout the year.

Exemption from completing the pilgrimage or the "Umrah is granted when one is
prevented from doing so either by an enemy or, by illness or other exceptional
circumstances. This is universally accepted by all schools of thought. The same
applies to the case of being prevented from completing the rites. “If you are prevented
from doing so, then make whatever offering you can easily afford.” (Verse 196) If prevented
by force, a pilgrim offers a sacrifice within the means at his disposal. He would then
be able to terminate his state of consecration, or ihiram, at the point he reached, even
though he might not have performed any of the rituals other than going into the state
of consecration.

Such a situation arose in the sixth year of the Islamic calendar when the pagan
Arabs prevented the Prophet and his Companions from entering Makkah and
visiting the Sacred Mosque. The Muslims had camped at al-Hudaybiyah, about 25
kilometres west of Makkah, where eventually the famous truce agreement was
signed between the Quraysh and the Muslims. It stipulated that the Prophet and his
followers would be free to return for "Umrah the following year. Some reports
indicate that this verse was revealed at that time, and, accordingly, the Prophet
ordered his Companions to make their sacrifices at al-Fludaybiyah and terminate
their state of consecration, or iiram. Some of them showed reluctance, finding it
difficult to release themselves from ihrim before making the offerings at the
appropriate place. But once the Prophet took the initiative and offered his sacrifice
there, the rest followed suit.

The verse refers to “whatever offering you can easily afford” This includes animals
such as camels, cows, sheep, or goats. A pilgrim should sacrifice whatever he can
easily afford, and several people may share in a single camel or cow. In the “Umrah of
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al-Fludaybiyah, as many as seven people shared in the sacrifice of one camel. On the
other hand, one person may choose to offer a sheep or a goat, which would suffice.
The exemption serves to mitigate hardship such as that encountered at al-
Hudaybiyah, or which might arise as a result of illness.

The essential aim of such a religious practice is to revive one’s awareness of God
and draw closer to Him. If this is disrupted by threats from a hostile quarter, a
disabling illness or the like, pilgrims are not deprived of the rewards they would
have received had they completed the pilgrimage or the "Umrah. They are, therefore,
instructed to proceed with making the offerings as if they had completed the
intended rituals. This compassionate attitude is well in line with the spirit of Islam
and its view of the purpose of worship.

Then follows another rule relating to the performance of pilgrimage and "Umrah:
“Do not shave your heads until the offerings have reached their appointed destination.”
(Verse 196)

This, of course, applies under normal peaceful conditions. A pilgrim is not to
shave his head, which precedes the termination of the state of consecration, or ihram,
until he has made his offerings at the designated place and time. This is done at Mind
on the tenth day of Dhu’l-Hijjah, after attendance the previous day at the plain of
“Arafat. Once the offerings are made, a pilgrim may release himself from
consecration.

Here we have another exemption: “If any of you is ill or suffers from an ailment of the
head, he shall redeem himself by fasting, or alms, or sacrifice.” (Verse 196) Islam is a
practical and humane religion, and if there are grounds of health that would require
shaving one’s head, one would be permitted to do so while in the state of ihram, even
before the destination for offering the sacrifice is reached or the appropriate rituals
are completed. The concession, however, is balanced with a compensation which has
been set as a three-day fast from dawn to dusk, the feeding of six needy people, or
slaughtering a sheep and giving its meat to the poor.

This is supported by what the Prophet Muhammad said to Ka'b ibn *Ajrah when
the latter was brought to him during the pilgrimage, having suffered a severe
infection so that lice were crawling all over his face. The Prophet said: “I would not
have thought you could have reached such a dire state. Can you afford a sheep?”
Ka'b said he could not. The Prophet said to him: “Fast for three days, or feed six
needy people, giving each half a sa” of food, and shave your head.” (One sa" is an
Arabian measure equivalent to four times the fill of a man’s hands cupped together.)

The surah gives another ruling relating to the pilgrimage and the "Umrah: “When
you are in safety, then he who takes advantage of performing the "Umrah before the
pilgrimage shall make whatever offering he can easily afford.” (Verse 196) The sacrifice is
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required of those who are able to complete the rituals of both duties. Let us look at
the matter in more detail.

One form of tamattu’, which is referred to in this verse as ‘taking advantage of
performing both duties of pilgrimage and “Umrah, involves the performance of the
“Umrah separately, prior to performing the pilgrimage. To do this, one sets off for
‘Umrah, goes into ifiram at the appointed location, performs the rites of “Umrah,
which include tawdf around the Ka'bah and sa’i between $Safa and Marwah, and
shaving one’s head or trimming one’s hair to release oneself from consecration. One
then waits for the time of the pilgrimage to re-enter into ifram, or consecration, for
the pilgrimage. This is valid only if the "Umrah is offered within the appointed
months of pilgrimage: Shawwal, Dhu’l-Qa’dah and the first ten days of Dhu’l-Hijjah.

Another form of tamattu® is when one goes into iirdm, at the appointed location,
with the intention of combining both “Umrah and pilgrimage. On arrival in Makkah,
the “Umrah is performed, after which the pilgrim maintains his iirim until he has
performed the rest of the rites of the pilgrimage at the proper time.

In both cases, pilgrims are required to make such offerings as they can afford and
are available. Animals such as camels, cows, sheep and goats can be offered for this
purpose.

Those who lack the means need to fulfil an alternative requirement. “He who lacks
the means shall fast three days during the pilgrimage and seven more days on returning
home; that is, ten days in all.” (Verse 196) It is recommended that fasting should be
undertaken over the three days before attendance at “Arafat on the ninth day of
Dhu'l-Hijjah. The other seven days of fasting are undertaken following one’s arrival
back home, a total of ten days in all, as the Qur’an clearly points out.

The idea here apparently is to keep the pilgrims” hearts and minds attached to
God during the interval between the "Umrah and the pilgrimage. The requirement of
sacrifice or fasting perhaps aims to maintain the feeling of being closer to God in the
period between the ‘Umrah and pilgrimage. Thus, lifting the restrictions of
consecration, or iirdm, after performing the ‘Umrah would not lead people away
from the highly spiritual atmosphere that the pilgrimage generates.

Since those who live close to the Sacred Mosque are required to perform the
pilgrimage only, and not the "Umrah, they cannot have the option of tamattu . They
have no sacrifice to offer and, consequently, the ruling of fasting ten days instead
does not apply to them, either: “This applies to those whose families are not resident in the
vicinity of the Sacred Mosque.” (Verse 196)

At this juncture the surah draws attention to a vital and fundamental aspect of
man’s relationship with God. It exhorts: “Fear God, and know well that He is severe in
retribution.” (Verse 196) The requirement for proper observance of these rulings
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would be an ever-present sense of God-fearing, and an appreciation of the awesome
power of His retribution. By its very nature, iiram invokes a high sense of
awareness” of God and an eagerness not to incur His displeasure, which must be
maintained, with equal vigour and sincerity, during the interval when the pilgrims
are relieved from the restrictions of ihirim. Pilgrims are expected to remain vigilant
and self-controlled throughout the whole period.

The surah proceeds to give further details of the pilgrimage rituals. It defines the
time of the year in which it is valid and explains further the values to be observed in
its performance. Like the preceding passage, it closes with an exhortation to fear God
at all times.

“The pilgrimage takes place in the months appointed for it. Whoever undertakes the
pilgrimage in those months shall, while on pilgrimage, abstain from lewdness, all
wicked conduct and wrangling. Whatever good you do God is well aware of it. Provide
well for yourselves: the best provision of all is to be God-fearing. Fear Me, then, you
who are endowed with insight.” (Verse 197)

The text is clear that pilgrimage may be undertaken only within a specified period
of the year, which extends over the months of Shawwal, Dhu'l-Qa’dah and the first
ten days of Dhu’l-Hijjah, the last three months in the Islamic lunar year. Accordingly
— and this is the view held by the Shafi'i school of thought and attributed to the
reputable scholars Ibn “Abbas, Jabir, “Ata’, Tawts and Mujahid — ihram for the
purpose of pilgrimage is valid only when undertaken during this specified period,
known as the “pilgrimage months”. However, Malik, Abta Hanifah and Ahmad ibn
Hanbal, as well as Ibrahim al-Nakha'i, al-Thawri and al-Layth ibn Sa'd, hold that
ihram for pilgrimage is valid all the year round. Nevertheless, they restrict the actual
performance of the pilgrimage rituals to the period of the year specified in the surah.
The former view appears to reflect more closely the meaning of the Qur’anic text.

Once a commitment is made to perform the pilgrimage, by entering into the state
of ihram during the pilgrimage months, the would-be pilgrim “must abstain from
lewdness, all wicked conduct and wrangling.” This is a call for total abstinence from all
interests, preoccupations and behaviour that are in conflict with, or distract from, the
spirit of total devotion and obedience to God which should prevail during
pilgrimage. It entails rising above worldly pursuits, total devotion to God alone, and
seeking to acquire the necessary humility when conducting oneself at His Sacred
Mosque. Donning the unsewn garments of iirdm is the signal that the pilgrim has
discarded all that relates to worldly position or possession, including ordinary
clothes.

Having pointed out what should be avoided, the surah conveys the reassurance
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that “Whatever good you do, God is well aware of it.” (Verse 197) This would be the
greatest incentive for the believer to perform more good deeds, and to have God
witness more of his devotion, which is in itself a source of contentment and
recompense.

God then calls on the pilgrims to provide for themselves, physically and
spiritually, in preparation for the challenging and demanding experience of
pilgrimage.

It has been reported that a group of Yemeni pilgrims set off for pilgrimage without
carrying any provisions for the journey, claiming that, since they were intending to
visit God’s Sacred House, He would surely provide for them. This conflicts directly
with Islamic teaching that while one should rely on God and put one’s trust in Him,
one should also seek the necessary practical means and take all measures to look
after oneself. Furthermore, such an attitude smacks of impertinence towards God; the
implication that God is obliged to provide is one of condescending arrogance.

Hence the emphatic exhortation: “Provide well for yourselves: the best provision of all
is to be God-fearing. Fear Me, then, you who are endowed with insight.” (Verse 197) The
fear of God is a real source of both material and spiritual sustenance. It provides the
human mind and body with strength, refinement and physical and moral support.
Those with insight and understanding would be the first to appreciate this directive
and benefit from divine provision.

The surah outlines more pilgrimage rules. It explains that it is permitted for
pilgrims to engage in trade or employment during the pilgrimage period. It also adds
turther elaboration of rituals.

“It is no sin for you to seek the bounty of your Lord. When you surge downward from
“Arafat, remember God at al-Mash ar al-Hardm [the sacred landmark of Muzdalifah].
Remember Him who has given you guidance. Before this, you were certainly in error.
Surge onwards from the place where all other pilgrims surge and pray God to forgive
you. God is much-Forgiving, ever-Merciful” (Verses 198-199)

Al-Bukhari reports that Ibn Abbas said that this verse was revealed because
people used to feel uneasy about conducting trade during the pilgrimage as they did
in pre-Islamic days in such markets as ‘Ukaz, Mijannah and Dhu’l-Majaz. Abu
Dawiud also quotes Ibn Abbas as saying that the verse was revealed because people
used to avoid trading during the pilgrimage season, as they considered it a time for
worship and devotion.

Abti Umamah al-Taymi asked Abdullah ibn “Umar: “While on pilgrimage we
offer transport services for hire. Is our pilgrimage valid?” Ibn "Umar said, “Do you
not make tawadf around the Ka'bah, do good deeds, throw the stones, and shave your
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heads?” When Abt Umamah replied that they did all those things, Ibn “Umar said,
“When the Prophet was asked the same question, he gave no answer until the angel
Gabriel conveyed to him the verse which states: “It is no sin for you to seek the bounty of
your Lord.”

Abu Séliﬁ, an attendant of “Umar, the second Caliph, is reported to have asked
him whether people used to conduct trade during the pilgrimage season. “Umar
replied, “Indeed! People had no other way of earning a living!”

This reluctance to conduct trade and business during the pilgrimage season is but
one aspect of the new sensitivity and awareness that Islam had brought to people’s
minds, giving them a new attitude towards their pre-Islamic way of life. Muslims
would seek to know the view of Islam, or await instructions, before performing
certain actions or adopting certain modes of behaviour, as explained earlier with
reference to the ritual of sa'7 between the two hills of Safa and Marwah.

Thus, trading and commercial activity, including letting and leasing, are permitted
during pilgrimage. In fact, the Qur’an describes such activities as a means of seeking
“the bounty of your Lord”. Thus, anyone who seeks to earn some income through trade
and business in pilgrimage should feel that he only seeks God’s bounty and that
whatever he receives is given to him by God. It is not his own efforts that give him
his earnings. It is God, the generous giver who gives us all we have. Once this is
appreciated by the pilgrim, he will realize that even as he is trading, he is in a state of
devotion to God which in no way violates or defiles his observance of the pilgrimage
duties. Once this principle is established in believers” hearts and minds, Islam allows
them total freedom to pursue their interests, every one of which would in itself be
considered a valid act of worship.

It is not by chance, therefore, that a verse dealing with the rituals of pilgrimage
should also include instructions on earning through trade and commercial activities.

“When you surge downward from “Arafat, remember God at al-Mash’ar al-Harim.
Remember Him who has given you guidance. Before this you were certainly in error.” (Verse
198) Attendance at "Arafat is the central duty of the pilgrimage. It is authentically
reported on the authority of ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Daylami that the Prophet
Muhammad said: “The pilgrimage is attendance at *Arafat. [He repeated this three
times.] He who arrives at “Arafat before the break of dawn [on the tenth day of
Dhu'l-Hijjah] will have fulfilled this duty. The days of Mina are three; those who
depart after only two days incur no sin, nor do those who stay longer.”

The scheduled time for attendance at “Arafat begins at noon on the Day of "Arafat,
the ninth day of the Muslim lunar month of Dhu’l-Hijjah, and ends at the break of
dawn the following morning, the Day of Sacrifice. Ahmad ibn Flanbal, however, is of
the opinion that the time begins at the break of day, rather than at noon, on the Day
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of “Arafat. This is based on the report by "Urwah al-Ta’i that he had gone up to the
Prophet, as he was going to prayer at Muzdalifah, and explained to him that having
come from a long way away both he and his camel were on the point of exhaustion,
and that he had done his best to stand at every hill he had passed, and wanted to
know whether his pilgrimage would still be valid. The Prophet replied: “Anyone
who has joined us in the prayer today and stands with us until we move on, having
already been present in “Arafat at any time, night or day, has completed the
pilgrimage and fulfilled his obligations.”

Perfect Devotion at Every Move

The Prophet laid down this rule and extended the time to the break of dawn on
the Day of Sacrifice, the tenth of Dhu’l-Hijjah, in order to distinguish Islamic practice
from that of the pagan Arabs.

Al-Musawwar ibn Makhramah, a Companion of the Prophet reports that, in his
address at “Arafat, the Prophet began with praising and glorifying God before
saying: “This is the grand day of pilgrimage. The polytheists and the idolaters used
to leave “Arafat before the sun had set, when it was still visible over mountain tops
looking like men’s turbans. But we depart before the sun rises, our practice being
distinctly different to theirs.”

The established tradition adopted by the Prophet was to depart from "Arafat after
sunset. In an authentic fadith related by Muslim, Jabir ibn *Abdullah reports that “the
Prophet remained at “Arafat until the sun began to set, the sky reddened and the
sun’s disc completely disappeared. With Usamah behind him on the same camel, he
was pulling hard on the reins of his she-camel until her head would hit the saddle.
He motioned with his right hand, saying, ‘Stay calm! Stay calm!” He relaxed his grip
on the reins at every hill so that the camel could climb with ease. On arrival at
Muzdalifah, he prayed maghrib and ‘isha” with a single adhin and two separate
igamahs. He did not separate the two obligatory prayers with any glorification of
God. After that he lay down to rest until dawn, when he got up and offered the fajr
prayer when the light of day began to appear. The prayer was preceded by adhan and
igamah. The Prophet then mounted his camel and headed towards al-Mash’ar al-
Haram. There he faced the giblah and embarked on a lengthy devotional prayers and
praise of God until the light of day was bright. He then set off before the sun had
risen.” This is the practice outlined in the szrah as it says:

“When you surge downward from “Arafit, remember God at al-Mash ar al-Hardm.
Remember Him who has given you guidance. Before this you were certainly in error.”
(Verse 198)
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The Qur’an exhorts Muslims to invoke God’s name following their departure from
“Arafat. It reminds them that this is part of the guidance God favoured them with,
and that their actions are an expression of gratitude for that favour. They are also
reminded of the gloom and despair that had marked their way of life prior to Islam:
“Remember Him who has given you guidance. Before this you were certainly in error.”

Those early Muslims were fully aware of this profound truth. They were only a
few years away from the pagan Arab way of life, with its lamentable religious
ignorance and its worship of idols, jinn and angels, who were also conceived to be
daughters of God, while the jinn were thought to be His in-laws. Such foolish
superstitions had in turn led to confusion in religious practices. These included the
unjustified and unexplained prohibition of the meat of certain animals, or the meat
from their backs, and the sacrifice of children to idols, gods or jinn.

Pre-Islamic Arab life was plagued with a host of socially unjust and morally
corrupt practices. The siirah points specifically to one of them here, class distinction,
by commanding: “Surge onwards from the place where all other pilgrims surge.”

The Arabs’ decadence was also shown in the senseless and bloody tribal conflicts
which at the time had totally undermined their position in the world. It was further
reflected in the near-total confusion of their sexual mores, marriage customs, and
family relationships in general. It was apparent in the injustice inflicted upon the
weak by the strong, in the total absence of ethical or legal guarantees to restore the
balance. Above all, it was manifested in the Arabs’ marginal existence and
insignificance on the world stage, which had only begun to be redressed with the
advent of Islam.

The Qur’anic words, “Remember Him who has given you guidance. Before this you were
certainly in error,” brought all that dark history back to the Muslims” minds, and led
them to consider their new life under Islam, to reflect on God’s grace in guiding
them, and to appreciate its value and role in shaping their existence. This remains
true for Muslims of all nations and generations. Without Islam they would fall into
utter insignificance.

Islam has been the main force that has transformed Muslims’ lives and lifted them
from tiny, subservient and confused communities to a great pioneering nation.
Muslims appreciate this transformation only when they sincerely and diligently
adopt Islam and build their whole way of life on its principles. In fact, all mankind
needs Islam’s guidance and blessings. This is confirmed, and highly appreciated, by
those who come into the fold of Islam after having lived a different life. They find the
contrast immeasurable.

As a believer in Islam reflects on the social philosophies and ideologies developed
and adopted by various societies throughout human history, he is usually astonished
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by their triviality, misery, pettiness and confusion when compared with Islam. In
some societies man, to his great disadvantage, seems to have chosen the reckless
course of denying his instinctive need for God and His care and guidance. That is
precisely what is being emphasized in this siurah when God says: “Remember that He
has given you guidance. Before this you were certainly in error.” (Verse 198)

Returning to the main theme of this passage, one can also describe the pilgrimage
as the greatest gathering of Muslims from all over the globe. They are brought
together under the single banner of Islam, abandoning all their former racial, cultural
and national ties. The unsewn ifiram garments they don when they are in the state of
consecration are symbolic in more senses than one. All pilgrims wearing these
garments stand on the same level, with no distinctions of tribal or ethnic kinship.
Islam is the only unifying factor:

In pre-Islamic days, the Quraysh used to give themselves certain privileges to
distinguish them from the rest of the Arabs during the pilgrimage. They arrogantly
referred to themselves as al-hums, or the pure. One such privilege the Quraysh had
granted themselves was that they did not attend at “Arafat, and so approached
Muzdalifah from a different direction to that of other pilgrims. These Qur’anic
instructions eliminated this anomaly and bound the Quraysh to observe the same
pilgrimage rituals as the rest of the Muslims, removing all false distinction: “Surge
onwards from the place where all other pilgrims surge and pray God to forgive you. God is
much-Forgiving, ever-Merciful.”’

Al-Bukhari relates a report by *A’ishah, the Prophet’s wife, in which she said, “The
Quraysh and those who followed its lead used to attend at Muzdalifah, and they
were known as al-hums, while the rest of the Arabs attended at “Arafat. But God’s
Messenger was instructed to go to “Arafat, spend the day there, and then leave it for
Muzdalifah, and this is what the verse refers to.”

Islam transcends kinship and class distinction, and treats all human beings as
belonging to one nation; the sole distinction being their fear of, and obedience to,
God Almighty. The pilgrimage ritual of iiram requires all pilgrims to abandon their
usual clothing in order to appear equal, and it would be inconsistent to allow them to
boast of their lineage or ancestry.

All prejudices and manifestations of pride and vanity must be discarded during
the pilgrimage. Pilgrims are instructed to direct their devotion, praise and pleas to
God, to pray for forgiveness for their errors and excesses, large and small. They
ought to keep their minds, hearts and souls pure of all thoughts of lewdness,
transgression, wicked conduct and wrangling of any kind. Through the pilgrimage,
Muslims are educated in the wide fundamental principles of Islam: the equality of
man and the rejection of discrimination on the basis of caste, race, language, or any
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other differences. Should they deviate or become negligent, they are urged to seek
God’s guidance and forgiveness.

The Journey Approaches Its End

When you have fulfilled your sacred duties, remember God as you remember your
fathers — nay with a yet keener remembrance. Some people say, ‘Our Lord, give us
abundance in this world.” They shall have no share in the rewards of the life to come.
There are others who say, ‘Our Lord, grant us what is good in this world and what is
good in the life to come and protect us from the torment of the fire.” These shall have
their portion in return for what they have earned; for God is swift in reckoning.
(Verses 200-202)

Prior to Islam, the Arabs had no mission or message to take them outside the
confines of the Arabian Peninsula. They would throng to the famous market places
of “Ukaz, Mijannah, and Dhu’l-Majaz, not only to trade and exchange material goods,
but also to display their tribal pride, eulogize their ancestors and celebrate their past
glories. These were occasions for showing off their poetic and literary prowess. They
had no other culturally or nationally significant pursuits to attract their interest or
encourage them to mix with or explore other cultures and societies.

With the advent of Islam, however, they acquired a fresh outlook on life, a great
responsibility, and a definite purpose. The Qur'an prompted them in their new
direction: “When you have fulfilled your sacred duties, remember God as you remember your
fathers — nay with a yet keener remembrance.” (Verse 200)

The irony of this statement would not have escaped them. It ridicules their
infatuation with their forefathers and instructs them to correct their behaviour by
devoting their attention completely to God, and with far greater diligence. Just as
they are required to abandon their normal dress for the untailored, plain garments of
ihram, they are directed to break free from their racial and ethnic prejudices. It is
made clear to them that devotion to God alone, and not to their ancestral glory, will
take them to higher attainments in this world.

Man’s destiny is determined, and his credentials evaluated, according to how
close his way of life is to God. “Some people say, ‘Our Lord, give us abundance in this
world.” They shall have no share in the rewards of the life to come. There are others who say,
‘Our Lord, grant us what is good in this world and what is good in the life to come and
protect us from the torment of the fire. “These shall have their portion in return for what they
have earned; for God is swift in reckoning.” (Verses 200-202)

There are two types of people: those who care only for the here and now and
devote their energies to nothing else, and those with a wider vision and more far-
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reaching concerns, who are conscious of God and who seek happiness in this life
without forfeiting their share of life to come.

Ibn “Abbas reported that this verse was revealed with reference to those Arabs
who, on pilgrimage day, would pray for rain, or a good harvest, or a successful
breeding season, but ask nothing of the rewards of the hereafter. Of course, its
message is timeless and applies much more generally. Such people, who remain
preoccupied with this worldly life even as they pray to God, are to be found in all
human societies and generations. God, in His infinite wisdom, may well grant them
some or all of what they wish for, but their share in the life to come will amount to
nothing.

But those who say, “Our Lord, grant us what is good in this world and in the life to
come and protect us from the torment of the fire,” are assured their full share of happiness
and reward. They are polite enough not to specify the type of reward they seek, but
will be content with whatever God grants them. His generosity is neither withheld
nor delayed. The temperate and reasonable tone of their prayer assures them success
and a generous response from God Almighty.

These divine statements clearly point to the direction man ought to take in seeking
help and success. By wholeheartedly submitting oneself to God and accepting His
judgement without doubt or hesitation, one’s good fortune is guaranteed both in this
life and in the life to come. Only those who devote all their love and energy to life in
this world will forfeit their reward in the Hereafter.

Islam does not require believers to abandon worldly pursuits altogether. Man has
a vital role to play on this Earth. But in taking charge of the world’s affairs, man must
be guided by God in order to see life in its wider dimension. Islam aims to free man
from the shackles of material living, and help him rise above its limits and
restrictions. Man is encouraged to apply his energies and abilities as the master of the
world rather than its slave, and to transcend its trivial ephemera.

The passage on pilgrimage rituals closes with more exhortations to praise God and
be conscious of His power: “Give glory to God during certain appointed days. Those who
hasten their departure after two days incur no sin, and those who stay longer incur no sin,
provided that they are truly God-fearing. Have fear of God and know well that you shall all be
gathered before Him.” (Verse 203)

These special days are widely believed to be the day of “Arafat (the ninth day of
Dhu'l-Hijjah), the day of sacrifice (the tenth day), and the following three days. Ibn
“Abbas suggests that the “appointed days’ are the eleventh to the thirteenth. “Ikrimah,
however, interprets the verse as referring to the glorification of God following the
regular daily prayers on the three days following the tenth of Dhu’l-Hijjah.

In the fadith quoted earlier, *Abd al-Rahman ibn Mu'ammar al-Daylami quotes

247



Al-Bagarah (The Cow) | THE SACRED MONTHS, FIGHTING AND PILGRIMAGE

the Prophet as saying: “The days of Mina are three; those who depart after only two
days incur no sin, nor do those who stay longer.” Indeed, the days from the ninth to
the thirteenth of Dhul-Hijjah are all equally suitable for devotional prayers and
glorification of God, regardless of whether one includes the first or the last two days.
The common prerequisite is that one should “truly fear God”.

The passage ends on a significant note, reminding the believers of the Day of
Judgement, to which reference is made in some of the verses on pilgrimage, thus
arousing in their hearts a healthy fear of God. “Have fear of God and know well that you
shall all be gathered before Him.” (Verse 203)

The preceding verses demonstrate clearly how Islam transformed the pagan Arab
customs of the pilgrimage into a rich and meaningful Islamic ritual, ridding it of all
idolatrous, sectarian and exclusive practices. It turned it from a narrow Arab
tradition into a truly universal one: a typical Islamic form of worship dedicated to the
praise and service of God Almighty. This is yet another example of how Islam can
overcome and transcend all differences and distinctions that divide mankind.
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The Nature of Islamic

Society

There is a kind of man who pleases you
greatly in the present life by what he says,
and he cites God as witness to what is in
his heart, whereas he is the most hostile of
adyersaries. (204)

Yet, no sooner does he turn his back than
he strives to spread corruption in the world,
destroying crops and progeny. God does not
love corruption. (205)

When it is said to him, ‘Have fear of
God', his false pride drives him into sin.
Therefore, hell will be his allotted portion,
and how vile a resting place. (200)

But there is also a kind of man who would
sell  himself,
pleasure. God is most Compassionate to
His servants. (207)

willingly seeking  God'’s

Believers, submit all of you to God and do
not follow Satan’s footsteps. He is indeed
your open foe. (208)
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If you should stumble after all evidence of
the truth has come to you, then know that
God is Almighty, Wise. (209)

Are they waiting for God to reveal Himself
to them in the shadows of clouds, together
with the angels? The case will have been
settled then. To God shall all things return.
(210)

Ask the Children of Israel how many a
veritable sign We have given them. He who
alters the grace of God after it has been
bestowed on him [should know that] God

zs severe in retribution. (211)

The life of this world has been made
alluring to the unbelievers; hence, they scoff
at those who believe; but those that fear
God shall be above them in rank on the
Day of Resurrection.  God  grants
sustenance to whom He wills beyond all

reckoning. (212)

Al mankind were once one  single
community. Then God sent forth Prophets
to give them good tidings and to warn them,
and with them He sent down the Book,
setting forth the truth, to judge between
people over all on which they differed. Yet
none other than those who had been given
the Book started, out of injustice to one
another, to dispute it after clear evidence of
the truth had come to them. God, by His
will, guided the believers to the truth
concerning which they had differed. God
guides whom He will to the straight path.
(213)
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Do you reckon that you will enter paradise = aicd e
while you have not suffered like those = g

[believers] who passed away before youn? ) e
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Overview

Within the body of Qur’anic directives and legislative statements, which
cumulatively constitute the all-embracing divine code of living, one often comes
across elements of a complete theory of personal and social education and
enlightenment, based on a full and deep understanding of human nature in its
totality. This theory introduces us to different types of human beings with such
lucidity and in such detail that almost bring them to life before our eyes. It would be
natural to point to real individuals we know from personal experience and say,
“These are the very people the Qur’an talks about!”

In this passage the Qur’an presents us with two distinct types of human
personalities. One is the ostentatious and smooth-talking but malevolent person,
outwardly charming but self-centred and usually concealing evil intentions. If called
on to fear God and heed His message such a person will not respond, but will
arrogantly persist in his misdeeds and wanton intrigues, mischief-making and
oppression.

The other type is the sincere and genuine believer whose life is totally devoted to
seeking the pleasure of God Almighty. This type of person is sanguine, benevolent
and entirely selfless.

The passage then continues with an earnest call to the believers to submit
themselves completely to God, unconditionally and without any doubt or hesitation.
Muslims are urged to submit themselves to God, emphasizing the vast reality of the
essence of faith in God and the divine code of living based on it. There are further
reproofs of the Israelites for their betrayal of God’s cause. The passage also highlights
the fundamental flaws in the unbelievers’ outlook on life and their derision of those
who believe in God, stressing that “those that fear God shall be above them in rank on the
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Day of Resurrection”.

This is followed by a brief reference to the differences that have beset mankind,
and the criteria human beings ought to use in judging or settling those differences.
The role of the Qur’an, as the ultimate word of God’s universal truth, in that regard
is then explained. The passage goes on to elaborate the demands of upholding that
truth, and the difficulty in delivering the message that God has entrusted to
believers. This serves as a warning and an incentive for the Muslims to live up to the
demands and standards of their new global mission, fully confident in God’s
unfailing support.

Thus, even as the Qur’an deals with religious and legislative aspects of Islamic life,
it provides an overall view of the Divine method in guiding, educating and
preparing Muslims for the role of custodians of God’s universal message.

Two Different Types of People

There is a kind of man who pleases you greatly in the present life by what he says, and
he cites God as witness to what is in his heart, whereas he is the most hostile of
adversaries. Yet, no sooner does he turn his back than he strives to spread corruption
in the world, destroying crops and progeny. God does not love corruption. When it is
said to him, Have fear of God, his false pride drives him into sin. Therefore, hell will be
his allotted portion, and how vile a resting place. But there is also a kind of man who
would willingly sell himself seeking God’s pleasure. God is most Compassionate to
His servants. (Verses 204-207)

This fascinating insight into human nature is in itself sufficient proof that the
inimitable style in which it is presented cannot be human. The precision, clarity and
depth we find here cannot be matched by any human expression.

The words are like the strokes of a master painter’s brush, delivered with
outstanding vigour and confidence. No sooner are the strokes laid down than the
true personality emerges, distinctive and lifelike. We can easily recognize the type
that we may exclaim, “Yes, we know the very person the Qur’an is talking about!” It
is a process no less creative than the physical creation of man.

The passage introduces a person who portrays himself as the epitome of goodness,
sincerity, dedication, love, innocence, and undoubted willingness to spread
goodness, compassion, happiness, and purity of heart all around him. “There is a kind
of man who pleases you greatly in the present life by what he says.” (Verse 204) Such
people enchant you with their turn of phrase; their tone of sincerity and claims of
integrity and righteousness can easily mislead; and, for good measure, they would
cite God as witness to what is in their hearts.
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In reality, however, such people are “the most hostile of adversaries”. Their hearts are
filled with malice and hatred, with no room for love, compassion or tolerance. Such
two-faced people are capable of the most vicious lies; they are treacherous and totally
dishonest. When put to the test, their true personality is revealed: evil, spiteful, and
malevolent.

“Yet, no sooner does he turn his back than he strives to spread corruption in the world,
destroying crops and progeny. God does not love corruption.” (Verse 205) As they go about
their daily work, these people do nothing but spread evil and plunder the material
and human resources of society. Their actions are a true and accurate reflection of the
grudges they harbour and the evil contained inside them. But God is fully aware of
the corruption these hypocrites spread in society and throughout the world, and
utterly condemns them.

As we read on, more features of this type of people are revealed: “When it is said to
him, "Have fear of God,” his false pride drives him into sin. Therefore, hell will be his allotted
portion, and how vile a resting place.” (Verse 206) Intent on pursuing their vile deeds,
these people become resistant to advice and reform; if anything, they grow more
obstinate and arrogant. They begin to take pride in spreading evil and corruption,
with no remorse, sense of guilt or fear of God. The portrait is thus complete. The
example is clear, true to life, and instantly recognizable, at any time and in every
society.

This snobbery, contention and lack of shame are met with a most swift and
appropriate punishment: “Hell will be his allotted portion, and how vile a resting place.”
(Verse 206) That would be more than sufficient retribution. For hell is the most
terrible of all punishments: it is a fire fuelled by men and stones; it consumes
everything thrown into it. With unmistakable irony, the verse describes hell as their
“resting place”:

By way of contrast, the siirah presents the other type of human being: “But there is
also a kind of man who would willingly sell himself, seeking God’s pleasure. God is most
Compassionate to His servants.” (Verse 207) These people are willing to dedicate their
souls and bodies to God Almighty, for nothing in return other than His pleasure. It is
a deal they conclude without a moment’s hesitation, desiring nothing else but divine
blessing and approval.

The Arabic expression used here may be interpreted differently to give the same
message. The Arabic term denoting ‘sell” is also used to mean ‘buy’. Thus such
people buy themselves by giving up all the pleasures of this world, dedicating
themselves purely to God. They are ready and willing to sacrifice all worldly success
and pleasure so that they may be accepted by God and admitted into the divine fold.

In his commentary on the Qur’an, Ibn Kathir cites several reports suggesting that
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this verse was revealed with reference to one of the Prophet’s Companions, Suhayb
ibn Sinan, who was of Byzantine origin. He had accepted Islam when the Prophet
was still in Makkah, but when the migration to Madinah took place and he wanted to
join the Muslims, the Arab unbelievers prevented him from taking his belongings
and his money with him. He decided to give it all up in return for the right to leave
Makkah.

He was met at the outskirts of Madinah by a group of Muslims, including “Umar
ibn al-Khattab, who greeted him with the words: “Well done! You have struck a
profitable bargain!”

He returned the compliment, saying, “And may God make your trade always
profitable. What might be the cause of your felicitations?”

They gave him the good news that a verse of the Qur’an, a great honour, was
revealed in tribute to his deal with the Arabs of Makkah.

It is also reported that the Prophet Muhammad had commented, “Suhayb has
struck a profitable deal.”

Whether the verse was revealed with reference to this particular incident, or it was
simply applicable to it, it certainly covers a range far beyond a single person or event.
It portrays a type of person to be found again and again in human societies.

We have two contrasting portraits. One is that of the hypocrite, silver-tongued
who is essentially brutal, ill-mannered, contentious, and corrupt. The other is that of
the true believer whose whole life is dedicated to the service of God, and who has
conquered the temptations of life.

These two living portraits, which reveal some extraordinary aspects of the
Qur’anic style, are for us to study and marvel at. We cannot but stand in awe of
God’s inimitable power of creation, as we learn how not to be taken in by soft-spoken
words or false pretences. We are directed to look deeper into the essence of things,
rather than be deceived by outward appearances. The verses also draw our attention
to the values and criteria, based on faith in God, which should be used to judge
people.

The True Meaning of Islam

Against this background, the sirah addresses the Muslim community, the
believers, with a very special and unique instruction:

Believers, submit all of you to God and do not follow Satan’s footsteps. He is indeed
your open foe. If you should stumble after all evidence of the truth has come to you,
then know that God is Almighty, Wise. (Verses 208-209)
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The call is addressed to the true adherents of Islam, whose faith sets them apart
and links them directly to God. The invitation entails, first of all, total submission to
God Almighty in all matters, simple or grave. Believers must surrender to God their
intentions, actions, desires, and their whole destiny, and accept His judgement
without hesitation, and with total trust and self-assurance. They will submit in full
certainty and confidence that God will lead them to happiness and self-fulfilment, in
both this life and the life to come.

The fact that the call was made at that particular stage of the development of the
Muslim community suggests that there were Muslims who fell short of the required
degree of obedience and submission to God, in their public as well as their private
life. This in itself is not unusual, and could explain the need for such a call to be
made from time to time, in order to create the required discipline in the community
and enable it to function as a coherent, self-assured, and forward-looking body.

Heeding this call takes the Muslim into a realm of peace and security. The world
of Islamic faith radiates tranquillity, harmony, reassurance and clarity of vision. A
believing Muslim lives in total peace with himself, with his conscience and his mind,
with other people and with his whole environment. He lives in peace with all the
world and everything in it. He enjoys peace on earth and peace in heaven.

This peace emanates, first and foremost, from a clear, simple and compelling
understanding of the essence and nature of the Divine Being. There is but one God,
to whom every Muslim believer turns for guidance. Freed from paganism and
idolatry, a Muslim believer happily and honestly devotes his loyalty and energy to
God alone, to whom there is but one straight path.

He is mighty, omnipotent, supreme. Turning to Him for help and guidance is
turning to the ultimate power that controls all existence.

Having thus sought His succour, the believer is totally secure and confident,
having no cause or reason to fear anyone or anything else. Submission to the all-
powerful and supreme God is a sufficient guarantee of perpetual sustenance, which
spares the believer the need to seek livelihood and support anywhere else.

God is also just and wise, unlike pagan and man-made deities. His might and
omnipotence are a safeguard against injustice, inequity and bias. To seek His
protection is to seek dependable justice, care and security.

He is also merciful and compassionate, generous and benevolent, forgiving and
responsive to those who repent and seek His protection. Under God’s protection a
believer feels total peace, security, understanding and sympathy.

Islam reveals to Muslims that every attribute of God Almighty inspires an
overwhelming feeling of added intimacy and renewed tranquillity, bringing about an
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unshakeable sense of protection, compassion, self-esteem, stability and peace.

A Dbeliever’s heart is filled with peace as a result of the clear and robust
understanding of the nature of the relationship between God and man, between
Creator and creation and between man and the world around him. God has created
the world and everything in it according to a sound scheme and for a definite
purpose. The creation of man is a deliberate and carefully considered act, and he
does not stand alone; all the natural prerequisites for his existence and wellbeing are
present in nature and the world around him, and available for his benefit. As God’s
representative on earth, man is given honour by God and enjoys a privileged
position in the divine order of things. In discharging his mission, he receives God’s
unstinted support and the support of the world around, with which, through
submitting to the will of God Almighty, he shares a harmony of bonding. Man is
invited to partake in a cosmic festival of divine creation, to reflect on its marvels, to
interact and become intimate with everything and every being in this vast, rich and
dynamic universe.

The faith that teaches its followers to reflect on the tiniest plants, and promises to
reward them for watering them and looking after them and helping them grow and
flourish, is a beautiful and noble one. It fills man’s heart with peace and releases him
to embrace the whole cosmos and everything in it, promoting peace, mercy, love,
compassion, and security all around him.

Belief in the hereafter plays a fundamental role in radiating peace throughout a
believer’s surroundings, and prevents anxiety, resentment and despair. It makes it
clear that the final reckoning and the real and just reward are reserved for another
time, when full justice shall be guaranteed. One need not regret the good deeds and
the sacrifices and the struggles that may go unrewarded in this life, nor should one
lose hope that justice will be done when in this brief journey of life one encounters
hatred, wrongdoing or oppression. God harbours no grudges against anyone, and
His justice shall be done.

Belief in the hereafter saves believers from following the frenetic rat-race of
mankind, in which values and sanctity are brazenly trampled upon and violated.
This belief gives real promise of abundance, magnanimity and recompense for all
victims, and can turn that contentious and selfish race into a peaceful and fair
contest, assuaging the frenzied feeling that this transient life is man’s only chance to
have, hold and enjoy.

The conviction that the ultimate purpose of human existence is to worship and
serve God can elevate man’s conscience and consciousness, his activity and
performance, to wider and more glorious horizons. It purifies and develops his
methods and techniques; all his pursuits and activities and his whole vocation as
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God’s vicegerent on earth become means of worship of, and devotion to, God and
the establishment of His order. Man will thus shun treachery, deceit, law breaking,
arrogance, oppression, and all such foul and vile behaviour. He will avoid haste and
recklessness, shortcuts and aimless wandering; the sincerity of his intentions and his
diligence are the best guarantee of success. Man will be free of fear and anxiety
throughout his life, because he is aware that at every step he is asserting his own role
and serving God Almighty. Every action he takes will bring him closer to God.

A believer’s feeling that he is moving according to God’s order, in obedience to,
and in fulfilment of, His will, and the security, peace and tranquillity such a feeling
generates, fill his heart and soul with inner peace. Even during armed combat against
his and God’s enemies, he continues to feel and enjoy such peace because he is
conscious that he is fighting in the cause of God and to establish His order, not for
worldly or personal gain, privilege or ambition.

The believer’s feeling that he is living in harmony with God’s order and the laws
of nature, and acting in unison with all other creatures and forces around him, brings
a state of peace and tranquillity. His existence is reinforced by the world around him,
and together they move in harmony and union, without conflict or contradiction,
guided by God’s light and devoted to Him.

The obligations prescribed by Islam are in full harmony with human nature and
aim to keep that nature on the right path. They are well within man’s capabilities and
take full account of his aptitudes and disposition. They leave no human talent or
ability untapped, enhancing and promoting them, and fulfilling man’s physical and
spiritual needs. In discharging these obligations, man faces no hardship or distress,
but seeks God’s pleasure with confidence and peace of mind.

The society which Islam creates existed once in its purest and best form. Islam
then continued to give different examples of it in varying degrees of purity, in
various parts of the world. It is a society established on the principles of love,
compassion, unity, solidarity and care. Whatever its degree of purity, it remains the
best and most shining social experiment the world has known.

It is a society brought together by the single bond of religious faith, which is
greater than any bond of race, origin, colour or language. Muslims are described in
the Qur’an as the community of “brothers,” (49: 10) and by the Prophet Muhammad
as ‘one bodys; if any part suffers any pain all other parts share in its complaint, feeling
sleepless and feverish.” [Related by Ahmad and Muslim]

It is a society with a strong code of social morality based on Qur’anic teachings
and exhortations, some of which are outlined in the statements:

When a greeting is offered you, answer it with an even better greeting, or [at least]
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with its like. (4:86)

Never turn your face away in disdain to others, and do not walk haughtily on the
ground, for God does not like the arrogant and vain glorious. (31:18)

Repel [evil] with something that is better. Thus, a person with whom you had enmity
may become as though he has always been close to you and a true friend. (41: 34)

Believers! No men shall deride other men: it may well be that those [whom they
deride] are better than themselves. And no women [shall deride other] women: it may
well be that those [whom they deride] are better than themselves. And neither shall
you defame yourselves, nor insult one another by [opprobrious] epithets. Ill- seeming
is a name connoting wickedness [to be used of one] after he has believed. Those who do
not repent are indeed wrongdoers... Do not spy on one another, nor backbite one
another. Would any of you like to eat the flesh of his dead brother? Surely you would
loathe it. And remain God-fearing. God is certainly the One who accepts repentance,
and He is Merciful. (49:11-12)

It is a society protected by solid guarantees enshrined in the Qur’an: “Believers! If
any evildoer comes to you with a piece of news, make sure of it first, lest you should wrong
others unwittingly and then regret your action.” (49: 6) “Believers! Avoid suspicion as much
as possible, for, some such suspicion is a sin. And do not spy on one another.” (49: 12)
‘Believers, shun most suspicions, for in some cases suspicion is injustice, and do not spy on
one another” (49: 12) “Believers, do not enter houses other than your own unless you have
obtained their residents’ permission and greeted them.” (24: 27) The Prophet Muhammad
clearly states: “All that belongs to a Muslim is inviolable and forbidden to any other
Muslim: his blood, personal honour and property.” [Related by Malik, al-Bukhari

and Muslim]

It is a clean and virtuous society, where promiscuity and loose sexual conduct are
stringently outlawed, and where lewd and indecent behaviour is given no room to
thrive. It is well protected against all forms of over-indulgence, and against
unrestricted exploitation and manipulation of people’s sensual and sexual desires
common in many non-Muslim societies, past and present. The principles of this
social morality are derived from a host of Qur’anic directives, a few of which may be
cited below.

Those who delight in spreading immoral slander against the believers shall face
grievous punishment in this life and in the life to come. God knows, whereas you do
not know. (24: 19)

As for the adulteress and the adulterer: flog each of them with a hundred lashes, and
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let no compassion for them hold you from [carrying out] this law of God, if you truly
believe in God and the Last Day; and let their punishment be witnessed by a group of
believers. (24: 2)

As for those who accuse chaste women (of adultery] and are unable to produce four
witnesses: flog them with eighty lashes. Do not accept their testimony ever after, for
they are transgressors. (24: 4)

Tell the believing men to lower their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity: this will
be most conducive to their purity. God is aware of all they do. And tell the believing
women to lower their gaze and be mindful of their chastity and not to display their
charms in public beyond what may decently be apparent thereof Hence, let them draw
their head-covering over their bosoms. And let them not display their charms except to
their husbands, or their fathers, or their husbands’ fathers, or their sons, or their
husbands’ sons, or their brothers, or their brothers’ sons, or their sisters’ sons, or their
womenfolk, or those whom they rightfully possess, or such male attendants as are
beyond all sexual desire, or children who are yet unaware of women'’s nakedness. And
let them not walk in such a way as to draw attention to their hidden charms. Believers,
turn all of you to God in repentance, so that you may be successful. (24: 30-31)

The Qur’an addresses the Prophet’s wives, the purest women ever to grace this
earth, living in the purest house at the purest place in the purest time, saying: “IWives
of the Prophet, you are not like any other women, provided you maintain your fear of God. Do
not be over- soft in your speech, lest any whose heart is diseased should be moved to desire
[you], and always speak in a kindly way. Abide quietly in your homes, and do not flaunt your
charms as women used to flaunt them in the old days of pagan ignorance. Attend reqularly to
your prayers, pay zakat [the purifying alms], and obey God and His Messenger. Women of
the Prophet’s household, God wishes only to remove from you all that might be loathsome,
and to totally purify you.” (33: 32-33)

A Caring and Peaceful Society

In such a society husbands and wives grow to trust each other, and people feel
that their families and their honour are safe and respected. All society is free from
stress and anxiety. There are no salacious or lurid temptations that might lead people
to violate the moral codes and norms of society. It is a tranquil and peaceful society.

A Muslim society gives every able-bodied member the opportunity to work and
earn a decent living. The infirm and invalid are cared for and helped to lead a
dignified life. It provides for those who seek to marry and start a family. It is a
society where the residents of a locality are collectively responsible for the death of
any one of them through hunger. Some Muslim jurists would charge them with
negligence and require them to pay indemnity for manslaughter to his family.
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Under the laws of Islam, all basic rights and freedoms are protected and
guaranteed; no one may be condemned on suspicion alone. According to Islamic law,
illegal entry into homes or private property, invasion of privacy, homicide, theft, or
robbery of any kind are strictly forbidden and are punishable crimes.

A Muslim society is built on mutual consultation and cooperation among its
members, on equality and rigorous justice, where everyone feels that their rights are
subject only to God’s law and not to the fancy or prejudice or interests of any
individual or group.

It is, further, the only human society in which people are not subjected to the rule
of other people. The whole society, the rulers as well as the ruled, are subordinate to
God and His laws, and comply willingly and confidently with His will and order. All
stand equal before God, the just Lord of all creation.

These are some aspects of the peace the sirah invites the believers to enter into in
submitting themselves completely to God. The significance of such peace can only be
appreciated when one considers the extent of confusion and mental stress plaguing
non- Muslim societies as well as societies that have cast Islam and its teachings aside.
Despite all the material comfort and progress these societies may achieve, their life
remains aimless, confused and miserable.

In a highly developed country like Sweden, for example, people enjoy a high per
capita income, free health care and sickness benefit, free education and an array of
state grants and easy loans for students. Newly married couples receive financial
assistance to help them set up homes. Indeed, in Sweden there are numerous other
manifestations of true material affluence. But where is it all leading to in a country
where the majority have abandoned their faith in God? It is a society with incurable
ills, living under the threat of a rapidly declining birth rate, rampant promiscuity, a
high divorce rate (one in six marriages ends in divorce!),! alcohol and drug addiction,
widespread psychological and mental disease and disturbed behaviour, and a rising
rate of suicide. The same can be said about the United States or Russia.

Such wretchedness can only be the result of lack of belief in God, without which
souls are deprived of happiness, security and peace of mind.

As God calls upon the believers to submit themselves to Him alone, He warns
them against following “Satan’s footsteps; he is indeed your open foe.” (Verse 208) There
is no third way; it is either God’s Guidance or Satan’s confusion; either the way of
Islam or the way of ignorance and foolishness. A Muslim has to be very clear on this
point and permit no doubt or hesitation.

1 The author wrote this in the early 1960s, when such divorce rate was considered very high. Now it is
much higher throughout Europe. Other social ills are also at higher peaks. — Editor’s note.
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In life there can be no compromises or half measures; the choice is between right
and wrong, guidance and confusion, order and chaos, Islam and unbelief, the way of
God and the way of Satan. God invites believers to peace and obedience and warns
them against following Satan, in an effort to arouse their emotions and inspire their
conscience and to make them conscious of Satan’s avowed enmity to believers. It is a
hostility of which the believing heart is ever aware.

The siurah goes on to point to the consequences of taking that warning lightly,
saying: “If you should stumble after all evidence of the truth has come to you, then know that
God is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 209)

The reminder carries awesome power. Those who disregard God’s advice,
challenge His power and question the wisdom of His guidance, expose themselves to
condemnation and destruction.

At this point the surah adopts a different approach to emphasize its previous
warnings and speaks in the third person, saying: “Are they waiting for God to reveal
Himself to them in the shadows of clouds, together with the angels? The case will have been
settled then. To God shall all things return.” (Verse 210)

It condemns those who waver and are reluctant to submit and come into the fold
of God’s peace. It questions their motives and the reasons that hold them back, and
asks whether they will remain fixed in their obstinacy until such time as God,
flanked by angels, should appear to them in person. In other words, are they waiting
for the fearful Day of Judgement to arrive? That day will indeed come, and the surah
moves at once to that momentous day to tell us that everything has been settled.
Time has come to a stop. The opportunity to believe and repent has gone for ever. No
one could be saved now, as all stand facing their Lord to whom “shall all things
return”.

This is an illustration of the unique and effective style of the Qur’an, which brings
to life the scenes it describes, and makes the reader or listener feel, see and hear what
is going on as if it were happening now.

How much longer will they dither when the chance to come into the fold of God’s
peace is calling, and the final judgement is so close? God’s invitation is a promise of
peace and happiness both in this life and the life to come.

A Question Put to the Israelites

The siirah then addresses the Prophet Muhammad, ordering him to inquire of the
Israelites, described earlier in the siirah as dithering and hesitant in their response to
God’s call: how many signs they chose to disregard and how they abused the
privileges God had bestowed upon them and how much they distorted His Message:
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“Ask the Children of Israel how many a veritable sign We have given them. He who alters the
grace of God after it has been bestowed on him [should know that] God is severe in
retribution.” (Verse 211)

Referring back to the experience of the Israelites at this juncture is a timely
warning to Muslims not to follow their example. Muslims are urged not to hesitate in
responding to God’s call, or show any reluctance or stubbornness, or insist on
miracles as proof of its authenticity. By avoiding these pitfalls, Muslims will be sure
to avoid the Israelites’ fate. The instruction to “ask the Children of Israel” is not meant
literally, of course, but purely to introduce the next point: the profusion of evidence
presented to them, either at their request or directly given by God, and their
persistent refusal to accept and believe in God, or submit themselves to Him.

Having drawn attention to the Israelites” example, the surah makes a general
reference to the ‘grace” of faith and peace, and warns: “He who alters the grace of God
after it has been bestowed on him [should know that] God is severe in retribution.” (Verse
211)

Whenever a society turns away from God’s grace and denies His favour, it is beset
by tension and strife, as manifested all over the world today in the inordinate spread
of stress and depression, social and military conflict, alcohol and drug abuse, and the
emergence of extreme and bizarre alternatives to religious faith.

The strange trends in fashion, the arts, entertainment and general social
behaviour, which appear almost every day in modern society, as well as the
changing social norms relating to marriage and the family, to sexual relations and
attitudes, are all indications of social alienation, insecurity, discontent and a lack of
direction in life. Modern life seems almost like a demented attempt to escape, where
individuals and groups tend to break away from the norm and reject everything, but
have no idea what they are looking for. That is the outcome of renouncing God'’s
teachings, and ignoring His call to enter the fold of faith.

The surah then contrasts believers and unbelievers, and the difference in their
outlook: “The life of this world has been made alluring to the unbelievers; hence, they scoff at
those who believe; but those that fear God shall be above them in rank on the Day of
Resurrection. God grants sustenance to whom He wills beyond all reckoning.” (Verse 212)

This life, with its transient concerns and ephemeral interests and enjoyments, is all
that the unbelievers know and aspire to. They are unable to see beyond the here-and-
now; they know of no greater values or aspirations other than those of life on this
earth. Consequently, their scope is limited, their vision is blurred, and they are
deprived of the higher understanding and greater reward experienced by believers.

A believer in God may look with disdain at material and worldly things, but that
is not due to a negative or pessimistic view of life. It is because a believer seeks more
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from life than mere material or sensual enjoyment. A believer aims to establish God’s
order in society and lead his community towards a better and more fulfilled way of
life.

Believers are altruistic in their approach to life; they have high hopes for
humanity, and they care for the progress and well-being of others. They look beyond
their selfish egotistic needs and desires and make tremendous personal sacrifices for
the sake of their beliefs and ideals. From the point of view of a person who only
thinks of this life’s concerns and worldly affairs, that might seem strange or even
ludicrous. Hence it may evoke scorn and derision from unbelievers.

But what justification could there be for such a reaction? The unbelievers’ opinion
is erroneous and utterly false. It is the view of unbelief and ignorance. The true
measure is that of God who confirms that “those that fear God shall be above them in
rank on the Day of Resurrection”. (Verse 212) Believers should uphold their faith and
disregard the mockery and scorn of the unbelievers. They have God’s word that they
shall occupy a higher position than those unbelievers on the Day of Resurrection,
and that shall be the real test and the final judgement.

What God has in store for believers is far better and far more favourable. They
shall be rewarded in abundance, according to God’s wish and wisdom, either here in
this life or in the life to come, for “God grants sustenance to whom He wills beyond all
reckoning.”

God is the gracious giver who gives directly, generously and with no restriction.
In His infinite wisdom, He may give to those who do not believe much of the
comforts and allurements of this world. What He grants them is not based on any
merit they may have. He also gives to the believers whatever He chooses to grant
them both in this life and in the life to come. He is the sole benefactor and His choice
is right, wise and most durable.

The two types of human being — believers who take their guidance and advice
from God, and others for whom this life is the be-all and end-all, can be found in
every age and every generation. The former rise above the trivialities of life to fulfil
their humanity and become masters of their world and their destiny, while the latter
shall ever be attached to, and enslaved by, the prurient and lewd aspects of life.

Believers will always look from their elevated position on unbelievers, no matter
how affluent or influential these may be. Unbelievers, who think they are more
fortunate and privileged, may well be contemptuous of the faithful, but it is they
who deserve pity and commiseration.

A Single Community and Divergent Views
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The stirah continues to elaborate on the differences among human beings in their
beliefs, outlook, values and standards, concluding with a statement identifying the
ultimate judgement and criteria to pronounce on those differences.

All mankind were once one single community. Then God sent forth Prophets to give
them good tidings and to warn them, and with them He sent down the Book, setting
forth the truth, to judge between people over all on which they differed. Yet none other
than those who had been given the Book started, out of injustice to one another, to
dispute it after clear evidence of the truth had come to them. God, by His will, guided
the believers to the truth concerning which they had differed. God guides whom He
will to the straight path. (Verse 213)

That is it in a nutshelll Humanity emerged as a single community, living
according to the same code and upholding similar beliefs. This may be taken as
reference to the very first nucleus of human beings to live on earth, consisting of
Adam, Eve and their offspring, before they multiplied and adopted various beliefs
and ways of life. What the Qur’an asserts here, however, is that mankind shares the
same origin and that we are members of the same human family. Such was the will
of God, to instil the family principle in human life and establish it as the cornerstone
of the human community. Time was when that early group remained close-knit and
uniform in its outlook and understanding, but it was later to grow, multiply and
scatter in various directions; their way of life evolved in different ways, and so did
their mental and cultural abilities and norms. New trends, fresh ideas and advanced
social and cultural forms emerged which, as God knew, would be useful and
advantageous to human society.

With progress and diversity came differences, disagreements and divisions. New
beliefs, traditions and ideologies appeared and were accepted in various degrees by
various communities. It was then that God, in His infinite wisdom, decided to send
forth Prophets to convey the promise of success and to warn against deviation. With
the Prophets, God “sent down the Book, setting forth the truth, to judge between people
over all on which they differed.” (Verse 213)

Here is a profound truth: it is in the nature of human beings to differ and disagree.
Such a propensity is fundamental to the human disposition, and essential for the
fulfilment of man’s role as God’s vicegerent on earth. This task calls for a divergence
of functions, aptitudes and talents that are compatible and complementary to one
another and come together in harmony, according to God’s universal scheme and
wisdom. Different needs require different abilities.

Differences of ability and function lead to differences in perception, outlook,
interests, approach and method. These differences and variations, however, are
harmonized and regulated within the wide, all-embracing framework of the divine

264



Al-Bagarah (The Cow) | THE NATURE OF ISLAMIC SOCIETY

order of faith where abilities, faculties and resources are given the best chance to
grow and develop for the good of the individual and the community, as well as for
the benefit of humanity at large.

However, it is essential that there should be a proper and valid by which
differences and divisions may be judged and evaluated. Such a point of reference is
alluded to in the siurah when it says that God: “sent down the Book, setting forth the
truth, to judge between people over all on which they differed”. (Verse 213)

It is worth pausing here to consider the statement that the Book is “setting forth the
truth”. This is an affirmation that the Book, the revelation from God to mankind, has
come with the definitive and absolute truth. It is the ultimate, pre-eminent and sole
arbiter and judge of all human thought and behaviour. Without this authority society
would be at a loss, life would descend into chaos, confusion and strife, and mankind
would know no peace or happiness.

This is vital in determining the source of human values, thought and
understanding, and for defining the laws that govern human relations. The source is
God, and God alone, who has sent down revelations, the Book, to establish the truth
and maintain harmony, justice and peace in the world.

The Book is, in essence, one and the same, whose message all Messengers had
delivered. Its teachings convey a faith based on belief in one God and the same set of
laws and values for all mankind. As time goes on, changes occur according to
peoples” needs from generation to generation, and from one stage of development to
another, culminating in the ultimate version of God’s message represented by the
Islamic faith. Under the caring eye of God Almighty and the vibrant and dynamic
laws and teachings of divine revelation, Islam took the scope of human experience to
new horizons, enabling man to reach new heights of progress and achievement
within the all-embracing framework of values provided by the faith.

What the Qur’an states here is the definitive Islamic view of the origin and
development of religion and religious ideology in the world. Briefly stated, this says
that every Prophet came with teachings based on the fundamental principle of God’s
absolute oneness. Inevitably, after some time, deviations and myths crept in, causing
people to depart from the original authentic traditions and teachings, thereby
precipitating the need for a new Prophet and a new set of teachings to revive and
restore the preceding one, taking into account the mental, cultural and material
developments and changes society had undergone and the new conditions
prevailing. This is a far more estimable theory of the history of religion than others
advanced by secular thinkers, and unwittingly adopted by some Muslim students of
religion.

The united kinship of religious faith is congruous with the role and function of the
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Book God has revealed to mankind at every phase through all the Prophets and
messengers, throughout human history.

The fact is that it was necessary for a definite and firm standard to exist as a
reference point for all mankind. It was likewise necessary that this standard should
come from a source above the human mind and independent from it. It had to come
from an impartial source, not encumbered or swayed by human prejudices or
shortcomings.

Such a responsibility requires an infinite and comprehensive knowledge of past,
present and future events, not restricted by the limitations of time and space. It also
requires perfection, total self- sufficiency, and freedom from all the needs, instincts,
ambitions, desires and fears that constrain and control human beings. It can then be
given only by God who is influenced neither by personal purpose, prejudice or
desire, nor by weakness or shortcoming.

Man’s role is one of facing change and coping with new circumstances and needs
that arise as a result of it, and of adapting to them within the prevailing conditions.
The divine criteria act as a reference point and a guide, directing mankind to what is
best and most advantageous. Thus life proceeds along proper lines, and people are

confident that their fate and destiny are in the hands of an impartial, fair and caring
God.

The Book was not revealed in order to eliminate or restrict the differences and
variety in human talent, ability or inclination, but it is there as an arbiter and a
reference point whenever disputes and controversies arise.

This argument gives rise to another fundamental aspect of the Islamic view of
human history. Islam considers the Book revealed by God as a criterion and an
arbiter for mankind, a foundation for human life on which it can rise or fall. Society
will progress and improve as long as it adheres to the teachings of God’s Book, and it
will falter and deviate when it neglects them, even if this was the choice of the
majority in society. Right and wrong are not to be decided by human individuals or
through a ballot box. The Islamic view is that the norms, traditions, systems, and
laws people may adopt and accept as a way of life for human society at any
particular time in history have no merit or consistency if they are at variance or in
contradiction with God’s Book. The whole philosophy on which such a way of life is
based would be discredited, no matter how durable it might prove in practice.

This argument is important in protecting the foundations of religious thought
against human interference. In Muslim society, for example, serious deviations have
occurred at certain stages of its history, and such deviation continued to move
further away. But it would be a travesty of the truth to argue that these darker
chapters are in any way representative of the true image or spirit of Muslim life.
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Islam, as a religion and a way of life, will remain unsullied by that inauspicious
history, which must be discredited and renounced. For genuine Islamic life to be
resumed and a distinctive Muslim society to be rebuilt, deviant practices that might
have occurred at certain periods of Muslim history have to be cast aside. Reference
should be made again directly to the Book that God has revealed, containing the
whole truth as arbiter and guide for all mankind.

The surah goes on to explain why people allowed their whims and prejudices to
cause them to neglect God’s Book and turn away from the truth and the guidance it
had brought them: “Yet none other than those who had been given the Book started, out of
injustice to one another, to dispute it after clear evidence of the truth had come to them.”
(Verse 213) Jealousy, greed, caprice and self-aggrandizement were some of the
motives behind the divisions, disagreements and conflict that have beset mankind
throughout history.

No two people could disagree over the veracity and authenticity of God’s
revelations unless one or both of them are adversely motivated. True believers are in
tull agreement: “God, by His will, guided the believers to the truth concerning which they
had differed. God guides whom He will to the straight path.” (Verse 213)

God guides believers to the true and straight path outlined by His revelations, for
their sincerity and devotion and for their genuine desire to seek the truth and live by
the truth. God, in His infinite wisdom, bestows such grace and privilege on those
who earn it with their passion and enthusiasm for the truth. Those are they who shall
be liberated to enjoy peace and happiness and the favour of God Almighty. They are
the ones who submit themselves totally to God, and they are the ones who are
granted the highest position by God. This is true even though people who are
ignorant of God’s standards may think them to lead a deprived sort of life in this
world. It is true even though they may be derided or scoffed at by foolish
unbelievers.

When Will God’s Help Arrive?

As it comes to a close, this highly instructive passage addresses the fearful
adversity the believers encountered as a result of their disagreement and
confrontation with the Arab unbelievers on the one hand, and with the followers of
earlier religions, such as the Jews, on the other. The surah reassures the believers that
what they faced was part of the experience and education they needed to qualify for
God’s reward in paradise. Believers must defend their faith and, in doing so, have to
face up to numerous challenges and much hardship. They will experience triumphs
as well as setbacks. If they persevere and stand firm and hold on to their beliefs and
convictions, they will earn God’s succour and trust. They will deserve to be the
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custodians of God’s message in this world. Their reward will be in paradise in the
life to come. It is a fitting reward for their courage in defeating their own selfishness
and greed, resisting all manner of temptation, and refusing to surrender their life and
destiny to any other power or authority except that of God Almighty.

Do you reckon that you will enter paradise while you have not suffered like those
[believers] who passed away before you? Affliction and adversity befell them, and so
terribly shaken were they that the messenger and the believers with him would
exclaim, "‘When will God’s help come?” Surely, God'’s help is close at hand. (Verse
214)

With these poignant and profound words, and in this direct manner, God
addresses the founding community of Islam, drawing their attention to the
experiences of their fellow believers before them who were entrusted with the same
task of establishing the divine code of living on earth. Nevertheless, the message in
these words is timeless. It is directed to all human groups to whom God assigns that
honourable task.

It is an awesome experience that drives God’s own Messenger and those who have
accepted the faith close to despair and makes there cry out with frustration: “ ‘When
will God’s help come?” “It is a picture of great trepidation and unimaginable
apprehension that cause a believer’s faith to be tested so severely and shaken in such
a profound manner. However, with determination and steadfastness, God’s help is
sure to arrive, for “Surely, God’s help is close at hand.”

God’s support that ensures victory is reserved for those who earn it: those who
persevere and stand firm to the end in the face of all adversity and misfortune, never
wavering but always certain that God’s help is on its way. No matter how severe the
ordeal may become, true believers will always look to God, and to God alone, for
salvation and support. By displaying such faith and trust in God, believers are
deservedly rewarded by being admitted into paradise.

The dynamic of social and religious struggle reinforces the human spirit and
encourages man to rise above his own ego and so emerge purer and stronger, ready
to uphold the faith with greater energy and vigour. Thus, believers become a shining
role model even for their most ardent adversaries, some of whom are liable to be
impressed and join ranks with the believers, as witnessed throughout human history.

But even if this were not the case, something else much greater and much more
admirable happens: advocates of God’s order are liberated from subordination to
any worldly power or temptation. Life and its comforts become of no real
consequence, and man assumes control of his world, which can only mean a triumph
for humanity and the human spirit as a whole.
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The ingredients of success are faith, hard work, sacrifice, and perseverance. With
those, victory is guaranteed and the road to greater, everlasting rewards, to eternal
bliss, is direct and clear.
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13

Worse Than Murder

They ask you what they should spend [in
charity]. Say, ‘Anything good you spend of
your wealth should go to parents and the
near of kin, to orphans and the needy, and
to travellers in need. God is well aware of
whatever good yon do.’ (215)

Fighting is ordained for you, even though it
is hateful to you. But it may well be that
you hate a thing while it is good for you,
and it may well be that you love a thing
while it is bad for you. God knows,
whereas you do not know. (216)

They ask youn abont fighting in the sacred
month. Say, Fighting in it is a grave
offence, but to turn people away from God’s
path, to disbelieve in Him and in the
Sacred Mosque, and to expel its people
from it — [all this] is far more grave in
God’s sight.” Religions persecution is worse
than killing. They shall not cease to fight
you until they force you to renounce your
faith, if they can. But whoever of you
renounces his faith and dies an unbelever,
his works shall come to nothing in this
world and in the world to come. Such
people are destined for hell, wherein they
shall abide. (217)
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Overview

The most notable feature of the next passage is that it deals with specific religious
rulings. These come in the form of answers to questions, reflecting a degree of
alertness in the Muslim community, and an eagerness to know and understand the
requirements and obligations of their new faith. It shows a desire on their part to live
up to the demands of Islam in every aspect of everyday life. This is indeed the mark
of a true Muslim: to learn Islamic rulings with respect to every detail, no matter how
trivial. No action is taken before establishing the position of Islam on it: if sanctioned
and approved, it becomes part of a Muslim’s way of life; otherwise, it is shunned and
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avoided. This sensitivity is second nature to every true Muslim.

Questions were raised as a result of hostile propaganda spread by some Arabian
Jews, hypocrites, and unbelievers among the Arabs. Muslims would then put those
questions to the Prophet Muhammad, either to seek clarification or to dispel doubts
stirred by that poisonous propaganda. Revelation would often be received by the
Prophet giving comprehensive and final answers. This process informs and educates
the Muslims about their religion and pre-empts any hostile schemes or designs being
contemplated against them.

This illustrates the dynamics of the battles the Qur'an was fighting to enlighten
individual Muslims and to reinforce the Muslim community in combating outside
threats.

This passage covers questions relating to charity: what and how much should be
given and to whom. There are questions on fighting during the sacred months,
drinking and gambling, and the treatment of orphans. We will discuss the reasons
that gave rise to these questions as we discuss the relevant verses.

Balancing Kindness and Personal Preferences

They ask you what they should spend [in charity]. Say, Anything good you spend of
your wealth should go to parents and the near of kin, to orphans and the needy, and to
travellers in need. God is well aware of whatever good you do. (Verse 215)

The subject of charity had already been dealt with in several Qur’anic passages
that preceded the revelation of the present verse. The circumstances that witnessed
the birth of Islam made voluntary financial contributions by Muslims absolutely
essential in order for the community to emerge and consolidate its position,
considering the great difficulties and threat of war it was facing. It was also essential
as an expression of solidarity and cohesion within the community, and to eliminate
inequality and reinforce loyalty and self-sufficiency. All these are indispensable
qualities for building up a true and practical sense of community among the
Muslims.

At this point we are told that some Muslims asked “what they should spend [in
charily].” (Verse 215) The question is about the type of money Muslims may give in
charity. The reply speaks of the nature of charitable spending and defines the most
important beneficiaries. The phraseology of the answer, “Say, ‘Anything good you
spend of your wealth,”” indicates, first of all, that whatever is given in charity is good
for the donor, the recipient and the community as a whole. It is good in itself and it is
done for good reasons. It also implies that people should give from the best of what
they have and share it with others. As well as benefitting the needy, this would
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purify the donor’s heart and soul and give charity and altruism real meaning.

However, giving from the best of what one has is not a condition of generosity, as
the Qur'an urges elsewhere that people should give from neither the best nor the
worst, but from the average, of what they have. In its inimitable style, the Qur’an in
the present passage is aiming to persuade people to rise to a higher level of
excellence and generosity by giving what is closer and dearer to their hearts.

As to whom charity should be directed, the verse explains: “to parents and the near
of kin, to orphans and the needy, and to travellers in need” The verse gives a list of
categories of people brought together through ties of family, kinship, compassion,
and an integral strong framework of human social welfare, nurtured and promoted
by religious faith.

This relationship was further defined by the Prophet who was reported to have
said: “Start by being charitable to yourself. If you have something left, then to your
immediate family. When you have something left after having looked after your
family, then give to your relatives. If you have more, then to all others.” [Related by
Muslim]

This example reveals the Islamic highly effective and common sense approach in
guiding human individuals. It begins from man’s natural aptitudes and inclinations
and takes him gradually and gently upwards to where it wants him to be. As he
progresses and improves his human condition, he would not find himself over-
strained or being forcibly dragged to fulfil his duties, or find that his natural needs
and talents are being suppressed or thwarted. While his eyes and aspirations are cast
as high as possible, and his heart and soul reach out towards God Almighty, man’s
feet would be set firmly on the ground.

God knows that human beings tend to be selfish, and so He directs them to see to
their own needs before those of others. God allows man to enjoy the good things of
life, in moderation, and only when man has looked properly after himself does God
direct him to be charitable towards others. The Prophet Muhammad is quoted as
saying: “The most noble charity is that made once one’s own needs are fulfilled; the
upper (giving) hand is better than the lower (receiving) hand. Start with your
dependants.” [Related by Muslim] Jabir ibn “Abdullah, a Companion of the Prophet,
reports: “A man once offered a lump of gold, the size of an egg, to the Prophet saying
that he is giving it for charity and that it was all he had, but the Prophet turned away
from him. The man came to the Prophet again from the right, then from the left, then
from the back, saying the same thing. Every time the Prophet turned away from him.
At last the Prophet took the lump of gold and threw it at him. Had it hit him, he
would have been hurt. The Prophet then said, ‘A person would come with all he
possesses and say he wants to give it away to charity. He then goes to beg from
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others. The best charity is that made when one’s own needs have been fulfilled.”
[Related by Aba Dawud]

God also knows that human beings favour their immediate family and relatives,
their parents and children, and so He urges them to give willingly to these relatives,
thereby satisfying a natural human tendency, which is both legitimate and sensible,
while benefitting a section of the community. For, unless these relatives are helped
they would continue to be a burden on the rest of society, and it is far more dignified
for them to be cared for by members of their own family. This is bound to bring
people closer together and spread love and harmony within immediate and extended
families, the vital nucleus of the larger human society.

Beyond that, man is required to show generosity towards a whole range of other
human groups such as young orphans and those members of society who are
helpless but are too sensitive to ask for help. Another group are those stranded
travellers or immigrants, some of whom may be well-off but for reasons beyond their
control are unable to have access to their money. The first Muslim community in
Madinah had a sizeable section of such people, most of whom were migrants from
Makkah who had left all their belongings behind.

All these are members of the Muslim community and Islam urges the well-off to
act charitably towards them. It encourages people’s natural kindness and good-will
to purify the hearts and souls of the donors, who give generously and willingly, and
to ensure the welfare of those in need, thereby achieving greater cohesion and
solidarity among the community in a smooth, fair and equitable manner.

The verse goes on to link such commendable charity with God Almighty, saying:
“God is well aware of whatever good you do.” (Verse 215) God is aware of the deed as
well as of the intention behind it. Thus, it will not go to waste. He has taken note of it
and, being just, He will give a suitable reward for it.

This educational approach directs man’s heart and soul towards God Almighty
with ease and deliberation. It picks man up from wherever he is and takes him to far
wider horizons of civility and humanity which he would never reach without God’s
guidance and grace.

What Things We May Love

The next verse deals with the duty of taking up arms for a legitimate cause:
“Fighting is ordained for you, even though it is hateful to you. But it may well be that you
hate a thing while it is good for you, and it may well be that you love a thing while it is bad
for you. God knows, whereas you do not know.” (Verse 216)

To take up arms in support of a cause blessed by God is a demanding duty, but is
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nevertheless necessary because it serves the good of Muslim individuals and
communities as well as that of mankind as a whole. It also underpins what is good
and right.

As with all the obligations it prescribes, Islam takes into account the limits of
human nature. In the case of war, it does not only acknowledge the efforts and the
sacrifices it demands, but also man’s instinctive reluctance to prosecute it. Islam does
not deny, contradict or suppress human nature, but always seeks an appropriate
approach to deal with the issues it proposes. It clearly allows for the fact that certain
obligations in this life are demanding, unappealing or even detestable, but at the
same time it indicates that there is a greater cause to be served by fulfilling them,
which might not be readily obvious to the human mind, finite as it is. It opens up
new avenues of hope and achievement. For, no one can tell for certain whether there
is not some unforeseen good beyond an impending evil. Only God, the omniscient,
knows the future outcome of present actions, and man cannot even pretend to have
that privilege.

This comforting thought revives man’s hopes and optimism, drawing him closer
to God with more self-confidence and reassurance.

By this effective educational approach, Islam nurtures in man a deeper sense of
loyalty and readiness to sacrifice and to scale greater heights of excellence and
achievement. It allows him to face his responsibilities with courage and enthusiasm,
safe in the knowledge that God’s blessings and support are not far behind. This
motivates him to persevere in the face of adversity, because a pleasant and
tavourable outcome might be waiting for him. It also restrains man’s cravings so that
he is not carried away by his pleasures and desires, which could end in pain and
SOITOW.

It is a remarkably simple, but profound, approach that is in harmony with human
nature and honest in addressing it. It is undeniable that man, weak and short-sighted
as he is, would reject something which is in fact good for him, or covet something
which is in fact evil and harmful. The fact is that God alone has knowledge of
everything; people are often ignorant or hampered by prejudice and their own
shortcomings.

This opens up a whole new world, hitherto unknown, and brings to light new
factors of cause and effect, into which man’s fears, hopes and behaviour blend
smoothly, under God’s benevolent and omniscient presence. By accepting the fact
that whatever God ordains is always for the best, man enters a world of total
serenity, security and faith. It is the world of peace which God has recommended to
the believers even as He calls upon them to take up arms and fight, because real
peace is that of the soul and the conscience that on experiences in. the heat of battle.
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The implications of this Qur’anic principle are not limited to fighting, which is
only one example of a necessary evil that may ultimately result in something good,
but extend to all aspects of a believer’s life. The Muslims who left Madinah, on the
eve of the Battle of Badr in 624 CE, to intercept the Quraysh trade caravan travelling
from Syria to Makkah, were hoping that they would take it over without having to
tight. However, God willed it that the caravan would escape and the Muslims find
themselves facing the Quraysh army which was intent on subduing them. The
outcome was a resounding victory for Islam and the Muslims which was infinitely
better than the trade caravan and its valuable commodities. What the Muslims aimed
for was much inferior to what God had in store for them. God knows and people do
not.

In an episode involving the Prophet Moses, the Qur’an tells us how, as he
embarked on a journey accompanied by his boy servant, the boy unwittingly left
their provisions of fish behind and it found its way back into the sea. The narrative
goes on, saying: “And after they had marched on for some distance, Moses said to his
servant: ‘Bring us our mid-day meal; we are indeed worn out by this our journey’ Said [the
servant]: Do you recall when we betook ourselves to that rock for rest. There I forgot the fish
— and none but Satan made me thus forget to mention it! — and it took its way into the sea.
How strange! [Moses] said: “That is [the place] we are seeking!” So they turned back,
retracing their footsteps, and found one of Our servants, on whom We had bestowed Our
mercy and whom We had endowed with knowledge of Our own.” (18: 62-65) What seemed
an oversight by the servant turned out to be a fortunate turn of events that brought
Moses into contact with the learned man, which was the very purpose of the journey.

We could all recall instances, from personal experience, in which we dreaded
certain situations that had turned out to be of great benefit, as well as others which
looked appealing and lucrative but ended in disaster. Often, people bitterly regret
missing out on certain things, but as time goes by they realize that God had spared
them certain adverse consequences; while others undergo intense suffering that
could drive them to the edge of despair, but would eventually bring opportunities of
incredible happiness and prosperity.

Man simply cannot pretend to know where his good lies, but God knows for
certain, a fact that man must accept and act upon by submitting himself to God
alone. This is what the Qur’an teaches, and this is the approach it adopts to convince
people to submit to the will and judgement of God Almighty.

Fighting in the Sacred Months

They ask you about fighting in the sacred month. Say, ‘Fighting in it is a grave
offence, but to turn people away from God’s path, to disbelieve in Him and in the
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Sacred Mosque, and to expel its people from it — [all this] is far more grave in God'’s
sight.” Religious persecution is worse than killing. They shall not cease to fight you
until they force you to renounce your faith, if they can. But whoever of you renounces
his faith and dies an unbeliever, his works shall come to nothing in this world and in
the world to come. Such people are destined for hell, wherein they shall abide. (Verse
217)

Several reports indicate that these verses were revealed in connection with an
expedition of eight Muslims from the Muhajirun [i.e. those who migrated with the
Prophet to Madinah], led by ‘Abdullah ibn Jahsh, dispatched by the Prophet
Muhammad prior to the great Battle of Badr, with sealed instructions and ordered
not to open them before the company had travelled for two nights. When opened, the
instructions read as follows: “When you have read this letter of mine proceed until
you reach the Nakhlah valley, between Makkah and Ta’if. Once there, monitor the
movements of the Quraysh and gather news of their activities. Do not force any of
your men to go with you.”

On reading those instructions, *Abdullah ibn ]aﬁsh, the group commander, said,
“To hear is to obey.” He informed his Companions, giving them the choice to join
him or return to Madinah. They all agreed to go ahead. They took a route through
the Hijaz, but on the way the camel mounted by Sad ibn Abi Waqqas and ‘Utbah ibn
Ghazwan went missing and they stayed behind to look for it. The other six went on
and, as they reached the valley, a small trade caravan belonging to the Quraysh,
passed by. Four people, including *Amr ibn al-Hadrami, were travelling with it. The
task force attacked it, killing “Amr ibn al-Hadrami and apprehending two of the
other three men, while the fourth escaped. They did this thinking it was the last day
of Jumada II, whereas in fact it was the first day of Rajab, one of the months
recognized as sacred by the Arabs, when no fighting may take place, and whose
sanctity was endorsed by Islam.

When the expedition returned to Madinah, the Prophet said to them, “I never
ordered you to fight during the sacred month,” and refused to accept the caravan or
the two prisoners. Members of the expedition were reproached by their fellow
Muslims and they were in despair, while the Quraysh accused the Prophet and his
followers of violating a sacred month by killing one man, abducting two others, and
seizing the caravan. Some Jews in Madinah saw the incident as an omen of
impending war between the Muslims and the Quraysh.

The atmosphere became charged with intrigue and propaganda. The Muslims
were depicted as self-serving renegades who would not hesitate to violate age-old
sanctities. It was at that point that the revelations were received confirming the
sanctity of the sacred months and condemning all acts of killing during them, but
putting the whole episode involving the expedition in the right perspective.
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It was the unbelievers who had declared war against the Muslims, rather than the
other way round. They obstructed the spread of Islam, and spared no effort in
turning people away from it, resorting to oppression and persecution. They refused
to believe in God or respect the Sacred Mosque. Over a period of thirteen long years,
they repeatedly violated the sanctity of Makkah by their relentless and violent
opposition to Islam and by persecuting Muslim converts whom they had eventually
driven out of their homes and families.

These vile and shameless acts the pagan Arabs had perpetrated against Islam and
the Muslims were far more grievous violations of the sanctity of the Sacred Mosque
and the sacred months. They persecuted people in order to force them to renounce
their faith. That is a much more grievous crime. The smoke screen had fallen down,
and the pagan Arabs could no longer hide behind a wall of false piety, putting the
Muslims on the defensive and accusing them of the very aggressions they themselves
had committed.

Islam is a practical and realistic way of life which is not based on rigid idealistic
dogma. It takes life as it is and deals with the realities of problems and situations as
and when they arise, and provides practical, effective and realistic solutions.

In this instance, the idolater Arabs were the aggressors, who were seen to treat
sanctities of religion and tradition with utter contempt.

They stood in active opposition to Islam, using all forms of intimidation and
enticement to disconcert the Muslims, break up their ranks, drive them out of their
homes and bar them from their land. At the same time, they falsely claimed the
higher moral ground, protesting in the name of religion and accusing Muhammad
and his followers of breaching the sanctity of the sacred months.

How should Islam deal with such people? Should it recommend a utopian
approach? It could not possibly advise its followers to stand idle while their
opponents were using every available means to stifle them. Islam aims to stamp out
oppression and evil, and curtail the powers of aggression and injustice, to allow the
good and righteous to prevail and prevent religious sanctities being used as a shield
for the perpetration of tyranny and corruption.

Islam assiduously respects those who honour religious sanctities, but it would not
allow such sanctities to be used as a pretext for the persecution or suppression of the
believers, or to deprive them of their legitimate rights. It further affirms that such
acts should not go unpunished.

By the same token, Islam forbids backbiting, slander and injustice, for instance, but
makes it clear that this does not apply in cases of people who are known for their
corruption or bad reputation, or who commit an injustice. To protect such behaviour
is liable to be misconstrued as weakness, and could only encourage further
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corruption and injustice.

Nevertheless, Islam maintains its own high moral principles and does not
recommend resort to the same obscene methods used by its detractors. It simply
directs the Muslims to stand up to those who offend against them, and reserves for
them the right to appropriately and publicly punish them. It is only when justice is
established and wrongdoing is contained that sanctities can be protected and
preserved.

Islam is utterly unequivocal on this point. It makes no excuses, nor allows anyone
to take advantage of its lenient and tolerant attitude. The Qur’an, in this instance,
provides the Muslim community with the solid ground on which to stand in its fight
against evil and corruption. It gives Muslims clear and definite principles to allow
them to forge ahead with their mission with certainty, self-assurance and total peace
of conscience.

The Ultimate Aim of Islam’s Enemies

The verse then goes on to state, in no uncertain terms, how determined the
unbelievers are in pursuing their goal of destroying the Muslims’ faith, saying: “They
shall not cease to fight you until they force you to renounce your faith, if they can.” (Verse
217)

This objective is common to all enemies of Islam everywhere, to whom its very
existence and success seem to be a source of deep resentment and consternation.
They are profoundly alarmed by Islam’s inherent strength and resilience. The clarity
of its ideas and the rigour of its principles seem to evoke their displeasure and
hostility because Islam represents a bedrock of resistance against falsehood, tyranny
and corruption. This morbid attitude towards Islam lies behind most of the hostile
and bigoted policies and designs directed against Muslim groups and communities
in many parts of the world.

The methods and means of achieving this unholy goal may vary from one case to
another, but the aim remains constant: to force Muslims to abandon their faith. This
campaign never abates or relaxes. Fresh impetus is added at every stage, and greater
resources are deployed whenever deemed necessary.

Hence, the Qur’an urges caution and persistence, warning of dire consequences if
Muslims give in to pressure or relinquish their position. It says: “But whoever of you
renounces his faith and dies an unbeliever, his works shall come to nothing in this world and
in the world to come. Such people are destined for hell, wherein they shall abide.” (Verse 217)

The Arabic term, ﬁabi,tat, used to describe the futility of the works of those who
renounce their faith, conjures up an image very familiar to the Arabs. It is what
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happens to a camel that grazes in polluted pastures and ends up with an inflated
belly, and dies. The impact of this metaphor could not have been lost on them.

It is almost inconceivable for someone who has truly experienced the faith of Islam
to renounce it completely, unless that person has been irredeemably corrupted.
Renouncing the faith of Islam, no matter how severe a pressure one is subjected to,
can only result in total loss, both in this world as well as in the world to come. This is
not to say that it is not justifiable under extreme duress, when one could feign
desertion of one’s faith to save oneself from danger or death, while one continues to
believe in one’s heart and conscience. Deliberate and conscious apostasy, on the other
hand, is a gross and loathsome offence.

The warning given in this verse remains true for the rest of time. Muslims are
exhorted never to desert their faith, no matter what difficulties they have to put up
with. When they are in difficulty, they should persevere, endure and look to God for
help and salvation. No matter what hardships they undergo, Muslims are
guaranteed one of two ends: victory or martyrdom.

Above all, there is God’s grace and mercy, reserved for those who struggle for His
cause. No one with true faith can ever despair of God’s mercy: “Those who have
believed and those who have forsaken their homeland and striven hard for God’s cause are
indeed the ones who may look forward to God’s mercy. God is much-Forgiving, Merciful.”
(Verse 218)

As long as a believer continues to trust in God’s grace, he shall never be
disappointed. Those early Muslims from Makkah, who had given up everything for
their faith, lived up to their belief, strove hard, and received the appropriate rewards.
They deservedly won God’s forgiveness and mercy, pointing the way to those who
would come after them.

The Qur’anic Method of Education

The siirah goes on to give the Islamic rulings on drinking and gambling, two of the
most popular indulgences among the Arabs at the time, who had little else of
importance to occupy their minds or their time:

They ask you about intoxicants and games of chance. Say, ‘In both there is great evil
although they have some benefits for people, but their evil is far greater than their
benefit. (Verse 219)

Prior to the revelation of this verse, drinking and gambling were tolerated but
never condoned. We do not have a single statement in the Qur’an which may be
construed as making them permissible. God, however, carefully charted the way He

280



Al-Bagarah (The Cow) | WORSE THAN MURDER

wanted the newly born Muslim community to take, marking it step by step, so that it
would he able to fulfil the role He has assigned to it. The time had to come when
such wasteful pastimes would be condemned and rooted out of the Muslim
community whose role in the life and history of mankind demanded the dedication
and full conscious participation of everyone in that community. Unlike godless
societies, past, present and future, a Muslim community has no room for escapism or
excessive diversions. The Qur’dnic approach in banning these practices was
measured and deliberate.

This statement was’ the first step towards a universal ban on drinking and
gambling in Muslim society. While good and evil could often intermingle and be
confused with one another, making it impossible in the human world for things to be
purely good or purely evil, the main criteria for whether something could be
permissible or prohibited is the preponderance of good or evil associated with it.
This statement is a good example of the judicious Qur’anic approach discernible in
many Islamic legal and practical rulings and teachings.

We often find that in matters of faith or abstract belief, Islam gives specific and
definite pronouncements, but when it comes to matters of tradition or complex social
practices, it takes a more pragmatic and measured approach, preparing the ground
for smoother adoption and implementation.

On the question of God’s oneness, for example, Islam gave its final ruling right at
the outset, without any hesitation or room for compromise. That is an essential
question of faith. Unless th