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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
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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

L3 @ Ao sy Ao oL

23U b Lell Jo ope ol G

P - - £ A - . /;"’

D Oesen oo L 2

- e . % g s 2

LA) ‘}.A\; Qf.;'\J‘j ) /~)).9./..\'_4‘-"

P So. o _sorE @ 5

B} o P v
P

Lo 8T

Lo B a3 2o v g
siS 196 L Bl Sie a4

() 032
:ru“ w‘;“‘y‘}@dﬁﬁibd
NI SAIEA AR KA A [

1505 \jju el w\i‘ 1yal 1303
L) 25 O} 156 agates J\\,u

22



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

55



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

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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