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Transliteration Key

A word about the system used throughout this book may spare the reader some
puzzlement. Long vowels are written with a macron rather than a doubled
letter, so that the reader will find salih and not salaah, and Ibrahim and not
Ibraahiim. Diphthongs are written aw and ay, so that the fast of Ramadan is
sawm and a teacher of the sacred sciences is a Shaykh. The letter ‘ayn is marked
with © and the hamza with ’, and the reader who cannot yet hear the difference
between them is asked to be patient, for the difference is real and the ear learns it

in time.

The ta’ marbitab is dropped when a word stands alone and rendered -2 when
the word is joined to another, so that we write Stra, Fatiha and Fatima on their
own, and Sarat al-Fatiha when the two are bound together. A handful of words
have lived amongst us in English long enough to have earned their own spelling,
and these are left as they are, so the reader will find Ummah and Sunnah rather
than Umma and Sunna, and Makkah and Madinah rather than Makka and
Madina. Arabic words which have not yet been adopted into the English
dictionary are set in italics, and wherever the sense can be carried by an English

word without loss, the English is given first and the Arabic follows it.

Letter Roman Approximate sound

>

a catch in the throat, as in the Cockney bo e for bottle

s
& th as in think, never as in this
h a strong breath from the middle of the throat
kh as in the Scottish Joch
dh as in this

N



s an emphatic s, pronounced with the tongue lowered

d an emphatic 4

t an emphatic ¢

an emphatic dh

avoiced constriction of the throat, with no English parallel

gh as in the French » of Paris

G v G

q a k sounded far back against the uvula

o1
~
]
~
—

the three long vowels

/
< /s

The definite article is written a/- before names and titles as they occur in the
running text, whatever the following letter, so that the reader will find al-Baqara,
al-Rahmin and al-Shaytin rather than ar-Rabmdan and ash-Shaytan. The
tongue assimilates these when the words are actually recited, and the reader who
has learnt his Arabic will hear himself doing it without being told, but a name
set on a page is written as it is spelt and not as it is sounded, and this book keeps
to the written form throughout. There is no inconsistency in this, only the

difference between a name written and a word spoken.



The Author's Introduction

\

1 -1 °
”“ . > - P
7
All praise belongs to Allah 3z, who taught the Qur'an, who created man and
taught him clear expression, and who has left His Book amongst us as a mercy
and a light and a healing for what lies in the breasts. Peace and blessings upon
our master Muhammad %, who received it and lived it and delivered it whole,

and upon his family and his Companions and all who follow them in excellence

until the Day of Recompense.

This book began as a set of notes, and it began without any intention of
becoming a book at all. Since 2023 it has been my privilege to sit with a small
gathering on a Thursday night and to read the Qur'an with them from its
opening to its close, twenty minutes at a sitting, a few iyahs at a time, without
hurry and without any ambition beyond understanding what is in front of us.
The gathering asked, as gatherings do, for the notes to be written out, and the
notes grew, and in time it seemed less troublesome to set them in order than to
keep apologising for their disorder. What the reader holds is the first fruit of that

ordering, covering the opening eighty-two ayahs of Sarat al-Bagara.

I should say plainly at the outset what this book is not. It is not a work of
original scholarship, and it does not pretend to be. Everything of worth in these
pages has been drawn from the tafsir literature, from Imam Ibn Kathir W 4 3
and Imam al-Qurtubi W 4 -y and Imam al-Rizi ) 4 -, amongst the earlier au-
thorities, and from Mufti Muhammad Shaff & 4 -y in his Ma‘arif al-Quran,
Mawlana Ashraf ‘Ali Thanawi & a~  in his Bayan al-Qur'an, Mawlana Idris
Kandhlawi il 4~ -y, Mawlana ‘Ashiq [lht &l e - in his Anwar al-Bayan, and
Imim Muhammad al-Tahir Ibn ‘Ashar o 4~ -, amongst those nearer to our

own time. Where the reader finds something useful, it belongs to them. Where



the reader finds an error, it belongs to me, and I ask that it be pointed out so

that it may be corrected in a later printing.

Nor is this a book for the specialist. It is written for the ordinary worshipper, for
the man or woman who stands in the rows at Fajr and hears these ayahs recited
and wishes, quietly and without much fuss, to know what is being said. There is
a great deal in the tafsir tradition which is properly the business of the seminary,
the fine points of grammar and the disputes over rare readings and the long
chains of transmission, and I have left almost all of it aside, not because it is
unimportant, but because it is not what this reader needs first. What this reader
needs first is the meaning, and after the meaning, the lesson, and after the lesson,
the encouragement to go and act upon it. If a point of scholarship serves those
three things, I have included it. If it does not, I have let it pass, and I have left it

for abler hands than mine.

A word about the arrangement. Every ayah discussed appears in full, in the
Arabic of the ‘Uthmani text, with its translation beneath it, and the
commentary follows. I have resisted the temptation to summarise an ayah in
prose and move on, because the reader who does that for eighty-two ayahs has
read a book about the Qur'an rather than the Qur'an itself, and that is precisely
the habit this series was begun to break. The Book comes first and the
commentary serves it, and where my words and the Book seem to say different

things, the reader should abandon my words without hesitation.

Starat al-Baqara is a long sara, the longest of them all, and the reader who sets
out to cross it in a single sitting will grow tired and put it down, and that is the
whole tragedy of our relationship with this sara in miniature. It is meant to be
lived in rather than crossed. The Messenger of Allih %€ told us that it is the
pinnacle of the Qur'an and that the house in which it is recited is a house the
Shaytan flees, and there is no shortcut to that blessing other than the slow and
unglamorous business of reading it, a little at a time, again and again, until it

begins to read us back.

I ask the reader for two things. The first is a du@, for me and for my teachers

and for my parents and for the gathering out of which these notes grew, for we



are all of us in more need of it than we know. The second is correction, offered
gently, for I have no doubt at all that there are mistakes in these pages, and the

one who shows me my mistake has done me a kindness and not an injury.

This is a small effort of mine, and it is offered with the full knowledge that it
falls very far short of its subject. May Allah# accept it, and overlook what is
wrong in it, and make it of benefit to somebody, somewhere, long after I am no

longer able to benefit from anything but the du@ of the believers. Amin.



The Qur'an and Its Tafsir

Before we open the sira, it is worth a few pages to settle in the reader's mind
what it is that we are opening, because a great deal of the confusion that
surrounds the Qur'an amongst us comes from a quiet uncertainty about its
nature, and that uncertainty, left unattended, works its way into everything that

follows.

The Qur'an is the speech of Allih3&, revealed in Arabic to Muhammad £%
through the angel Jibril r)U\ 4Jc over some twenty-three years, recited in
worship, transmitted by an unbroken chain of memorisation from the first
generation to this one, and preserved in its wording without alteration by the
promise of the One who sent it down. Every part of that sentence carries weight.
It is speech before it is meaning, which is why a translation, however careful, is
never the Qur'an but only a report of what the Qur'an says. It came down in
Arabic, which is why the meanings of its words are settled by the usage of the
Arabs and not by whatever a later reader would like them to mean. It came
down over twenty-three years and not in a single night, and so it answers real
situations as they arose, which is why the circumstances of revelation, the asbab
al-nuzil, so often unlock an ayah that seems opaque on the page. And it is
recited, which is to say that it was never intended to be a book that sits on a shelf

and is consulted, but a recitation that lives on the tongue and in the breast.

The reader will notice that the saras are not arranged in the order they were
revealed, and this troubles some people until they think about it. The order in
which the siras stand in the mushaf is not an accident of collection and it is not
the judgement of a committee. It is the order the Messenger%% himself indic-
ated under the direction of revelation, and it is a second arrangement laid over
the first, so that the Book has a history in the order of its coming down and a
shape in the order of its standing. The Fatiha is a prayer for guidance, and al-
Baqara opens by saying that here is the guidance you asked for, and no one who

reads them in that order can think it a coincidence.
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What Tafsir Is, and What It Is Not

The word zafsir comes from a root that means to uncover something, to draw
back what is covering a thing so that it may be seen, and the image is a careful
one, because it tells us at once what the work is and where its limits lie. The
mufassir does not put meaning into the Qur'an. He draws back what stands
between the reader and a meaning that was already there, whether that veil is the
reader’s ignorance of an Arabic word, or of a historical circumstance, or of a
Sunnah that explains an instruction the ayah leaves general. When the veil is
drawn and the meaning is seen, the mufassir's work is finished, and if he
continues talking past that point he has stopped serving the Book and started

performing.

This is why the ‘ulama” have always been so severe about the difference between
tafsir and zafsir bi'l-ra’y al-madbmiim, which is to say, commentary by mere
opinion. The Messenger %€ warned that whoever speaks about the Qur'an from
his own opinion should take his seat in the Fire, and the warning is not aimed at
the sincere student who reaches for a meaning and gets it wrong. It is aimed at
the man who has decided in advance what he wishes the Qur'an to say, and who
then goes to the text to fetch it, and there is a great deal of that about in our age,
on all sides, from those who wish the Book to be harsher than it is and from

those who wish it to be softer.

The Tools of the Mufassir

The scholars have set out an order of resort, and the reader who understands it
will be able to judge for himself, when he hears two people arguing about an
ayah, which of them is doing the work properly. The Qur'an is explained first by
the Qur'an, because what is left general in one place is very often made specific
in another, and the Book is its own best commentary. Where the Qur'an does
not explain itself, we turn to the Sunnah, because the Messengerﬁé was sent
precisely so that he might make clear to the people what was sent down to them,

and the ayah which commands us to establish the salah tells us nothing about
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how many units to pray or when, and every last detail of it comes to us from
him. Where the Sunnah is silent, we turn to the understanding of the Compan-
ions - &) &? who were present when the words came down and who knew
the Arabic natively and who saw the occasions with their own eyes, and after
them to the great scholars of the generations that followed. And only after all of
that is exhausted does a scholar reach for his own reasoning, and he does so with

a trembling hand, and he says Allahu a‘lam when he has finished.

The reader will find in the pages that follow that the ‘ulama sometimes disagree,
and that I have often reported two or three explanations of a single word
without choosing between them. This is not indecision and it is not a failure of
nerve. A great deal of what the Qur'an says is deliberately capacious, and the
tradition has always understood that where Allah#z could have narrowed a
word and did not, the breadth is itself part of the meaning, and to force it shut

in the name of tidiness is to take something away from the Book rather than to

add to it.

How to Read This Book

The reader will get the most from these pages by reading them slowly and in
small portions, and by reading the Arabic aloud before reading anything I have
written about it, even if he does not understand a word of it, because the Qur'an
was a sound before it was ever a text and the ear is a door that the eye cannot
open. After the Arabic, the translation, and after the translation, the
commentary, and then, if he is able, the Arabic once more, and he will find the

second time that it is not the same as the first.

Above all, the reader should come to this Book expecting to be addressed. It is
very easy, when reading about the hypocrites of Madinah or the Children of
Isr2il in the wilderness, to settle comfortably into the position of a spectator
watching other people be criticised, and this is precisely the disposition the sara
is designed to dismantle. The Companlonsrf& A 3L who were the best of
this Ummah, did not read these ayahs that way. Sayyiduna ‘Umar <= & <)

12



asked Hudhayfa 4= & o2, whether his own name was on the register of the
hypocrites, and if the fear of hypocrisy was appropriate to ‘Umar, the reader may

draw his own conclusion about whether it is appropriate to him.
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The Istiadha and the Basmala

Allah#& has commanded that we should seek His protection before we begin to
recite, and He has told us why, saying, So when you recite the Qur'an, seck refuge
with Allab from the accursed Shaytan. The command is placed before the recita-
tion and not after it, and this is worth pausing over, because it tells us that the
moment of greatest danger is not when we are heedless but precisely when we
are turning towards Allah#&, and the enemy who has been content to leave us

alone all day grows attentive the moment we open the mushaf.

fa-)\ GU:..:J‘ uﬂ aUJL; .:);T

1 seek refuge with Allab from the accursed Shaytan.

The word a‘%dhu is the speech of somebody who has run out of his own
resources and has taken shelter behind another, as a child runs behind his father,
and there is a confession folded into it, that we cannot manage this enemy
ourselves. The Shaytan is called a/-rajim, the driven-away, the pelted, and the
description is a comfort as much as a warning, because it reminds us at the very
moment we are afraid of him that he has already been expelled and that his

whole strategy rests on our forgetting it.

/ (<] uv
In the name QfAHéZh, the All-Merciful, the Ever-Merciful.

Then, having sought refuge, we begin in His name. The Basmala stands at the

head of every siira but one, and it is the first thing the child learns and the last

14



thing the dying man says, and it has been observed by the ‘ulama’ that the two
names chosen here are both names of mercy and that no name of might or
vengeance appears amongst them. We are about to read a Book that contains a
great deal about the Fire, and Allah 3% has us open it by naming Himself twice
as merciful, and the reader who keeps that in view will not misread what fol-

lows.

The scholars have differed as to whether the Basmala is an ayah of every siira or a
separator placed between them, and Imam Aba Hanifa ) e -y held that it is an
independent ayah revealed for the purpose of separation and blessing, which is
why in the Hanaff school it is recited quietly and is not counted amongst the
ayahs of the sara that follows. The reader who prays behind an imam reciting it
aloud should know that he is not witnessing an error but a difference of long
standing amongst people who all took the matter with great seriousness, and
this is the first of many places in this book where he will be asked to hold two

views at once without losing his temper about either.
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Strat al-Bagara

The Cow
Madani - 286 ayahs - The second siira of the Qur'an

The longest siira of the Book, and the first revealed at Madinah

An Introduction to the Stira

Sarat al-Baqara is a Madani sara, which is to say that it came down after the
Hijra, and the ‘ulamZ’ tell us that it was the first sara revealed at Madinah,
though it continued to come down over a long stretch of years, so that the last
of it was amongst the last revelation of all. A single ayah within it is held to be
Makkan in the techmcal sense that it was revealed after the conquest, the ayah

s S Zor

4&)\ LL\ 4.3 uyo-J Loy \}m\), which came down on the Day of Id at Mina

during the Farewell Pilgrimage, and which is by common report the last ayah of
the Qur'an to be revealed. There is something fitting in that, that the longest
sira should open the Madani period and close the revelation, so that it stands

like a pair of gates on either side of the whole community's life.

Being a Madani sara, it carries what Madani saras carry. The Makkan revelation
was largely occupied with the foundations, with the oneness of Allah#&, with
the Resurrection, with the truth of the Messenger%, and it addressed a perse-
cuted minority. The Madani revelation addresses a community that has a
mosque and a treasury and neighbours and enemies and a court, and so it is
occupied with law, with the ordering of society, with marriage and divorce and
debt and warfare and inheritance, and it is occupied with the two groups that
only appear once there is something worth infiltrating, which is to say the
hypocrites within and the People of the Book without. All of this is in al-Baqara,

and the reader who wonders why a stra should move from the disconnected
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letters to the story of a cow to the laws of divorce is asking a question that
answers itself once he sees that this is not an essay but the constitution of a

living community.

The stra also does something no other sira does at this length, which is to set
out the relationship between the three communities that trace themselves to
Ibrahim (-M\ e . It speaks at length to the Children of Isr2il, it addresses the
Christians, it recovers Ibrahim ('M‘ 4Je himself from both of them and returns
him to the pure monotheism he actually practised, and it establishes this
Ummah as the middle nation with its own gibla and its own Book and its own
Messenger%. Much of what a Muslim needs to understand about the two
faiths nearest to his own is settled in this s@ira, and settled without rancour, and
the reader who takes his understanding of the matter from the newspapers

rather than from these ayahs will find himself very badly served.

As for the name, the sara is called al-Baqara, the Cow, after the incident of the
cow which the Children of Isr2il were commanded to sacrifice, and which the
reader will find at ayahs sixty-seven to seventy-three of this volume. It is worth
noticing that the sara is not named after the Throne Verse, which is its most
exalted passage, nor after the two closing ayahs, which are its greatest gift, but
after an episode in which a people were given a simple instruction and made it
impossible for themselves by asking questions they had not been invited to ask.

There is a lesson in the naming, and we shall come to it in its place.

The Virtues of the Stra

The Messenger of Allah £ has told us of the great virtue of this sara taken as a
whole, and of particular passages within it, such as the Throne Verse and the
two ayahs that close it, and it will do the reader good to have these narrations in
front of him before he begins, because a man reads differently when he knows

what he is holding.
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The reader should notice how much is packed into that last clause. The sara is a

blessing
offered,

not reading it. And it is called a hasra, which is not simply sadness but the
particular grief of a man who realises too late what was within his reach the

whole time, and it is the word the Qur'an uses for the regret of the Day of

s
- er 2o P Soo

145 3] mls‘?Y it wldl ey St «b S 1,5 5

L€l oGl L;;L; S8 O3 20 Gl ay
u’ ul:.u- Q\; J\la u" objs L«/K ;\ cLLp ;\ uL.aL?
N Qf;} £ B 36 52011555 oL

. 3
-

Recite the Quran, for it will come on the Day of Resurrection as an
intercessor for those who kept its company. Recite the two radiant ones, al-
Bagara and Al Tmran, for they will come on the Day of Resurrection as
though they were two clouds, or two shades, or two flocks of birds in ranks,
pleading on bebalf of the one who kept them. Recite al-Bagara, for taking
hold of it is a blessing and abandoning it is a cause of regret, and the

workers of magic cannot withstand it.!

when taken and a regret when left, and there is no third possibility

no neutral ground where a man neither reads it nor loses anything by

Judgement.

1. Muslim, on the authority of Abu Umama al-Babili & a\M\ QS’J MuGwiya &8 4.\)\ Lsﬂ) re-

s 08 B }/e/

s z oo - S o - oG & P
Do el cal o o Sin ) GE S eZ

Do not make your houses into graves. The Shaytan flees from a house in

which Sitrat al-Bagara is recited.”

marked that be bad been informed that al-batala means the workers of magic.
2. Muslim.
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A house in which the Qur'an is not recited is a grave, and the Messenger% does
not say that it is like a grave, he says that it is one, and the reader who has been in
a home where nobody has opened the mushaf in a year will know exactly what is
meant by it. And there is a further narration, reported by Ibn Hibban and al-
Haikim on the authority of Sahl b. Sad <= & 2., that everything has a sum-
mit and that the summit of the Qur'an is Sﬁrat“aI—Baqara, and that the Shaytan

does not enter for three nights a house in which it has been recited at night.

Perhaps the most instructive of these narrations, for our purposes, is one that
Imam al-Tirmidhi reports on the authority of Aba Hurayra ¢ A w2, The
Messenger of Allah g was despatching a company of men, and he teﬂsted each
of them on what he had memorised of the Qur'an, and when he came to the
youngest amongst them and asked him what he had, the young man said that he
had such and such, and Sarat al-Baqara. The Messenger*i‘;é&f said, You have Surat
al-Bagara? He said, Yes. He said, Then go, for you are their commander. One of
the noblemen amongst them said that nothing had kept him from learning
Sarat al-Baqara except the fear that he would not be able to stand with it in the
night prayer, and the Messenger®£ said that they should learn the Qur'an and
recite it, for the likeness of the Qur'an for the one who learns it and recites it and
stands with it is a bag stuffed with musk whose fragrance fills the air all around,
and the likeness of the one who learns it and then sleeps with it inside him is a

bag of musk tied shut.?

A boy was made commander over older and better-born men because of what
he carried in his chest, and the whole hierarchy of that little army was rearranged
around Sarat al-Baqara in a single sentence, and if we wonder why our own
gatherings are arranged around wealth and lineage and the ability to speak well,

this narration has already answered us.

3. Al-Tirmidhi, who graded it hasan. The final image deserves the reader’s attention: the musk is present
in both bags, and the difference between the two men is not what they possess but whether anybody else

can smell it.
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The Disconnected Letters

Ch )
Alif. Lam. Mim.

al-Baqara 2:1

These are the hurif al-mugatta‘at, the disconnected letters, which open twenty-
nine saras of the Qur'an and about which more ink has been spilt than about
almost anything else in the Book. The reader should be told at once that a body
of the ‘ulama’ has held that the right course here is silence, that these letters are
amongst the secrets between Allah3& and His Messengeri, that we were not
given their meaning, and that a man who was not given a thing should not
pretend to it. That position is a respectable one and it is held by serious people,

and if the reader adopts it he will be in good company.

Others have spoken, and their explanations are worth setting out, not because
any one of them is certain but because each of them teaches something true even
if it does not settle the question. It has been said that the meaning is hidden
from man deliberately, so that we are rewarded for reciting what we do not
understand, which is itself a discipline, because it strips the recitation of every
motive except obedience. It has been said that they are a code between Allah 3%
and His Messenger%@, a private word in a public letter. It has been said that
some of them are names of the Prophet%, as with Ta Ha, and that some are
names of Allih#z, and it is reported of Sayyiduna ‘Abdullah b.
Mas‘ad <o 4l 2, and Sayyiduna ‘Ali«e & 2 that they would call upon
Allah ¥ using tilem, saying Ya Ha Mim ‘Ayn Sin Qaf, as one might say, O Re-
vealer of such and such. It has been said that they are an oath, Allah & swearing
by the letters of the language in which He chose to speak. And it has been said
that they are abbreviations, so that Alif stands for 4/a° Allab, His instruments,

and Lam for Lafzubu, His word, and Mim for Mulkuhu, His dominion, or, on
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another reading, Allah and Jibril and Muhammad £, the sender and the carrier

and the receiver of the revelation named in the very first breath of the sara.

Imim al-Razidil a~ -, offers an explanation which seems to me to serve the
ordinary worshipper best of all. These letters, he says, show man at the outset
that there is knowledge which belongs to Allah 3z alone, and they do so before a
single item of guidance has been given, so that the reader is humbled before he
begins. There is a precise parallel with the Fatiha, where we ask Allah3& to guide
us before we are given anything, and here we are shown that we do not even
know what three letters mean before we are told that this is a Book without
doubt. A man who opens the Qur'an certain of his own understanding will get
very little out of it, and Allah3& has arranged that the very first thing he meets

should take that certainty away from him.

And there is one further point, which the saras themselves press upon us. The
disconnected letters are very often followed immediately by a mention of the
Book and a challenge to those who deny it, as they are here, and the
arrangement is not accidental. These are your letters, the ones you know, the
ones out of which your poets built the odes you hang on the Kaba, and the
Qur'an is made of nothing else. Now produce something like it. The challenge

is all the more devastating for being made in the alphabet of the challenged.

As for reward, the Messengerﬁé told us that whoever reads a letter of the Book
of Allah¥z has a good deed for it, and that the good deed is multiplied by ten,
and that he does not say Alif Lim Mim is a letter, but that Alif is a letter and
Lam is a letter and Mim is a letter. Hadrat Shaykh ) a~ -y took this to mean

that the recitation of this single ayah carries the weight of ninety, and the reader

may consider what that means for a sira of two hundred and eighty-six.
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The Book Without Doubt
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That is the Book, in which there is no doubt, a guidance for those possessed of taqua.

al-Baqara 2:2

The first word to detain us is dbalika, that, which in Arabic is the demonstrat-
ive of distance, and the reader is entitled to ask why a Book that is in our hands
should be pointed at as though it were far away. The ‘ulam’ have oftered several
answers, all of them illuminating. It has been said that the distance is one of
rank and not of place, that the Book is elevated and high and beyond us, and
that dhalika points upwards rather than away. It has been said that the reference
is to the saras already revealed at Makkah, so that the meaning is, those
revelations you have already received. It has been said that dbalika here carries
the sense of hadha, this, and that the Qur'an is being placed directly in front of
the reader. And it has been said, most beautifully, that it points back to the
Fatiha, where we asked to be shown the straight path, and that Allah 32 answers,

that path you wanted, here it is.

The truth is that all of these can stand together, and the combination is exactly
right. The Book is close enough to touch and elevated beyond our reach at the
same time, and every reader who has ever held a mushaf and felt both of those

things at once will recognise the description.

Then, la rayba fih, in which there is no doubt. The construction is absolute and
admits of no exception, and it is worth being plain about the consequence,
which is that for a person to manufacture doubt about the Qur'an is kxfr, and
this is not a small matter dressed up in strong language. But the ayah is doing
something more interesting than issuing a threat, and Mufti Muhammad

)
Shafi‘al 4=, draws it out in his tafsir. When a man reads a text and does not

understand it, there are only two possibilities. Either the text is weak, or the
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reader is. Allih3% has closed off the first possibility in four words, and the
reader is left, whether he likes it or not, with the second. The man who says the
Qur'an does not make sense has told us something about himself, and he has

told it more loudly than he intended.
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Those who believe in the unseen, and establish the salah, and spend out of what We
have provided for them.

al-Baqara 2:3

Before we come to the qualities, a word about the muttagin for whom the guid-
ance is meant. Taqwd comes from waqa, yaqt, wigayatan, which means to pro-
tect and to prevent, and the word carries in its root the picture of a man putting
something between himself and a danger. The word means protection. Terror
does not come into it, and neither does piety in the sense of a pleasant religious

feeling.

Mawlana Idris Kandhlaws & 4 -, sets out its grades. The first is to accept Islam
itself, and the Qur'an uses the word in exactly this sense when it speaks of
Allah#& binding the believers to the word of taqwa. The second is to protect
oneself from the major sins and from persistence in the minor ones. And the
third is to avoid everything that displeases Allah#& or distracts from Him, and
this is what is meant by the command to fear Him as He deserves to be feared.

The poet has said it more memorably than any prose can:
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Leave the sins, the small of them and the great, for that is taqwa. Be like a

man walking on thorny ground, watching every step he takes. And never

belittle a small thing, for the mountains are made of pebbles.

Now, the ayah before us tells us that the guidance in this Book is for such
people, and Mufti Shafi &) 4 - in Ma‘arif al-Qur'an distinguishes three levels
of guidance to make sense of it. There is the guidance given to all of creation,
the guidance of nature itself, which is what is meant when Allah 3 says that He
gave each thing its form and then guided it, and the tree and the bee and the
migrating bird all have it. There is the guidance offered to every rational being
through revelation, which is put in front of all mankind and which the
disbelievers reject. And there is the guidance given personally, the tawfig, the ac-
tual enabling to act, and this last is only for those who have already begun to
protect themselves. Mawlina Idris Kandhlawi dil 4~ , states the principle
plainly: you will receive guidance in proportion to your taqwa. The man who
complains that he reads the Qur'an and feels nothing has usually not been

shortchanged on the Book. He has been shortchanged on the preparation.

\
And Mawlina Idris Kandhlawi ! 4a~, notices something else, which once seen
cannot be unseen. Sarat al-Fatiha is the servant praising his Lord. Sarat al-
Baqara opens with the Lord praising His servants. The whole relationship is

there in the joint between the two saras.

As to the qualities themselves, the first is iman bi'l-ghayb, belief in the unseen,
and it is placed first because everything else rests on it. There is no great
achievement in believing in what stands in front of you, and belief only
becomes belief when its object is hidden. This is why the faith of a man who
accepts Islam after the sun has risen from the west will not be accepted, and why

the faith of Firawn, declared as the water closed over him, was not accepted.
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Once the unseen is seen, there is nothing left to believe in, only something to

acknowledge, and acknowledgement is not what was asked of us.

The reader should also understand that im4n is more than knowledge. A man
may know a thing and not believe it, and the disbelievers of Makkah knew
perfectly well who the Messenger% was. Iman is unwavering conviction, and it
is only iman when it is entire, so that a man cannot select from it, keeping what
suits his temperament and setting aside what does not. Iman is the standard,
fixed, and it is the conviction built upon it that rises and falls with a man's
experience, and it is his Islam, the outward practice, that grows and shrinks in
step with it. The distinction between the two is worth holding onto: iman is the
inward conviction, between a man and his Lord alone, and Islam is the public
showing of it, and a man's Islam is generally an accurate report of his iman.
Which is why it will not do for a man to say that he has a good heart and leave it
there. He has told us about half of the job and said nothing at all about the
other half.

The second and third qualities are worship and generosity, and Allah#z has
ordered them as He has ordered them for a reason, mentioning the inward

before the outward and the greater before the lesser.

Yugimin al-salah, and He does not say that they pray. He says that they
establish it, that they set it upright, and the difference is the whole of 7hsan in
worship. To establish the salh is to give it its due, its sunnahs and its optional
prayers and its manners, rather than merely discharging it. And the reader will
find, if he looks, that Allah#& tends to use the plain verb salld, yusalli precisely
when He is speaking of those whose prayer is defective. Of the people of the Fire
He reports their confession that they were not amongst those who prayed. Of
the man who turned away He says that he neither affirmed nor prayed. And He

says, woe to those who pray. The verb of praying appears where the establishing
has failed.

Then, wa mimma razagnabum yunfigin, and of what We have provided them
they spend. Two words carry the weight here. The first is razagnabum, We have

provided them, which is a quiet demolition of the whole architecture of our
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pride, because a man who has understood that the wealth was given to him has
nothing left to boast of when he gives some of it away. And the second is mzm-
ma, from what, a portion and not the whole, and Allih#& has not asked us for
everything. The ‘ulama have compared the zakah to the seed within the fruit: we
eat the fruit and are asked only to surrender the seed, and the seed, once given, is
sown and becomes a tree and returns to us as more fruit than we began with. It

is the worst bargain in the world to keep the seed.
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And who believe in what has been sent down to you, and what was sent down before

you, and who are certain of the Hereafter.

al-Baqara 2:4

The ayah names two more qualities, and both of them repay careful reading.

The first is belief in this revelation and in what came before it, and the reader
should notice the phrase min qablik, before you, and the silence that follows it.
There is no mention of believing in anything sent down after him %€, and the
silence is not an oversight. This is amongst the proofs of kbatm al-nubuwwa,
the finality of prophethood, drawn not from a single explicit statement but
from the shape of the sentence itself, and it is all the more powerful for that.
The believers are defined by belief in what came before and what came with

him, and the door is simply not there for anything to come after.

The Messenger% was explicit where the yah is structural. He said that there is
no prophet after him. He gave the parable of a palace built beautifully but for
the space of a single brick, and said that he was that brick and the seal of the
prophets. He told Sayyiduna ‘Alias b 2, that he was to him as
Hariin (‘M‘ 4Je was to Mﬁsir)U\ 4, exce};t that there is no prophet after

him, and the exception was added precisely so that the comparison could not be
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misused, and it has been misused anyway. And he warned that thirty liars would
come after him, each claiming to be a prophet, and each of them a liar. The
reader will understand why this matters in an age which has produced the

Qadiyanis and will produce others.

There is a further practical note in min gablik for those who come to Islam
from another faith, and the Companionsﬂ& &) 2, of that description un-
derstood it well. To believe in what came before is not to keep what came
before. The old faith is given up and the new one accepted, and the belief in the
former scripture is a belief in its origin, not an ongoing allegiance to what has

become of it.

The second quality is wa bi'l-akhirati hum yiqinin, and of the Hereafter they
are certain. This is a critical article of faith, and it is the article which does the
most work in ordinary life, because it is the belief that keeps a man on the
straight path when nobody is watching, and it is the only thing that will ever
make him the same in private as he is in public. The Hereafter is called in the
Qur'an Dar al-Hayawan, the Abode of Life, and Dar al-Qarar, the Abode of
Settlement, and both names are a comment on this world by contrast. And it is
a comfort as much as a warning, for the man who has been wronged and has
seen his wronger prosper and die comfortably in his bed has nowhere to put
that grievance except the Day of Judgement, and Allah3& has undertaken that

justice will be done.

The reader who wishes to see what a person looks like when this belief is absent
should read Sarat al-Ma‘an, where a man's contempt for the orphan and his
indifference to feeding the poor and the hollowness of his prayer are all traced
back, in the opening ayah, to his denying the Recompense. Everything else in

that siira is a symptom.

A Word on Yaqin

Notice that Allah#z does not say that they believe in the Hereafter, He says that

they are certain of it, and yagin is stronger than iman, being conviction with no
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trace of doubt in it at all. The ‘ulama’ have described three degrees of it, and the

illustration they use is a fire.

The first degree is %m al-yagin, the certainty that comes from knowledge.
Smoke rises in the distance, and we know from that smoke that there is a fire,
and our certainty is real but it is inferred. The second is @yn al-yagin, the cer-
tainty that comes from seeing. We walk to the place where the smoke rises and
we see the flames with our own eyes. And the third is hagq al-yagin, the cer-
tainty of direct experience, when we put our hand into the fire and know its

burning quality in a way that neither the inference nor the sight could give us.

A man may come to certainty about the Hereafter by many roads, through
revelation, through the seeing of the heart, through reasoning, through a true
dream, through study, and every one of these, however powerful, remains
certainty of the first degree, the certainty of knowledge. The second and third
degrees are not available to us in this world at all, and this is precisely the point,
and it is why the yah joins yagin in the Hereafter to iman in the unseen a line
carlier. We are being asked for the highest certainty about the one thing we are
furthest from seeing, and that, and nothing less than that, is what Allah3&

means when He praises the people of taqwa.

Lo
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Those are upon a guidance from their Lord, and those are the successful.

— 0

al-Baqara 2:5

Having named the five qualities, Allih8#& now names the reward, and the ayah
is built out of two clauses which Mawlana Idris Kandhlawi &l 4~ - reads as the

two halves of a man's account. The first, that they are upon guidance from their
Lord, is his portion in this world. The second, that they are the successful, is his

portion in the next. Guidance now, and fa/ah then.
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The word huda is worth a moment. It comes from the same family as hadiyya, a
gift, and the ayah insists that this guidance is m:n 7abbibim, from their Lord, so
that even after a man has believed and prayed and spent and been certain, the
guidance remains a gift and not a wage. We need His mercy for the knowledge,
and for the enabling, and for the acceptance, and for the consistency, and a man
who thinks he has arrived by his own effort has misread the ayah at the very

moment he was congratulating himself on it.

Falah is the end point, the destination of the whole religion, and the reader
hears it called out over the rooftops five times a day in the adban, bayya ‘ala’l-
falah, come to success. It is not an accident that the call to success is a call to the

salah. The muezzin has been telling us the shortest route for fourteen centuries.

One point of style deserves notice. The word #la’tka, those, is repeated, where
the Arabic could easily have carried on with a pronoun, and the rhetoricians call
this al-ighar fi magam al-idmar, making a thing explicit in a place where it
might have been left implicit. It is done for emphasis, to point at these people
and hold them up, and the Qur'an uses the device elsewhere to the same end, as
when it says of the Sleepers of the Cave that they were young men who believed in
their Lord, naming them rather than referring to them. Here the effect is to say:

these ones, precisely these, and nobody else.

Those Who Have Disbelieved

Before the ayah itself, the reader will be helped by seeing the shape of the passage
he has entered, because the opening twenty ayahs of this sara are arranged with

a symmetry that the ‘ulama’ have long noticed.

The first five ayahs are about the people of taqwi. The next fifteen are about
everybody else, and those fifteen divide again, the first two being about those
who disbelieve openly and the remaining thirteen being about those who were
secretly hostile. And the proportions are themselves a lesson, for Allah# has
given nearly seven times as much space to the enemy within as to the enemy

without.
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The connection to the Fitiha is exact and it is not a coincidence. In the Fatiha
we asked to be placed on the path of those whom Allih3¥& has favoured, and
here at the head of al-Baqara are the people of that path, described in five ayahs,
their belief and their practice and their reward. Then we asked to be kept from
the path of those who have earned anger and those who have gone astray, and
here are the fifteen dyahs that describe them. The prayer is in the first sara and
the answer is in the second, and the reader who moves from one to the other

without noticing has walked past the hinge of the whole Book.
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As for those who have disbelieved, it is all one to them whether you warn them or do
not warn them, they will not believe.

al-Baqara 2:6

The verb is in the past tense, kafari, those who have disbelieved, and this is the
first thing to notice, because it tells us that a particular set of people is meant
and not disbelievers as such. These are the men of Makkah who had made their
minds up and settled into it, ‘Utba and Shayba and Aba Jahl and Aba Lahab
and their like, and the ayah is a statement of Allah's¥& knowledge about them
and not a decree issued against the human race. The reader who takes this ayah
as licence to write off his neighbour has taken a report about the dead and used

it on the living.

How does a man arrive at such a state? The Messenger%% described the mech-
anism: with every sin a black spot is placed upon the heart, and when the spots
multiply the heart is covered over. There comes a point at which so many black
dots have accumulated that a man is no longer able to feel the next one, and this
is the deadliest condition a person can be in, because the alarm which was

supposed to warn him has been the first thing to break.
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The word kufr itself means to cover and to conceal, and the Arabs would call
the farmer a kaifir because he covers the seed with earth, and they would call the
night kdfir because it covers everything. From that root comes both of its
religious senses. Ingratitude is covering up one's knowledge of a blessing, and
disbelief is covering up belief, denying what one has in fact recognised. In both

cases something is present and something is being pulled over the top of it.

And indhbar, warning, is the other word here, and it is not the word for a threat.
To warn, in this sense, is what a parent does, and it proceeds from love and
concern for the one warned, and this is the whole manner of da ‘wa in a single
word. A man who warns his neighbour out of contempt has not warned him at

all, whatever he has said.

Finally, there is a mercy in this dyah directed at the Messenger%@ himself, and
through him at everybody who has ever tried to guide somebody and failed. He
was carrying a weight over these people that Allih 3z elsewhere describes as very
nearly killing him, and here he is told that it is all one whether he warns them or
not, which is to say, this is not on you, and your reward is for the effort and not

for the outcome. The effort is the worship. The outcome was never ours.
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Allah bas set a seal upon their bearts and upon their hearing, and over their eyes is

a covering, and for them is a tremendous punishment.

al-Baqara 2:7

The sixth ayah told us that they will not believe, and this one tells us why. They
cannot reach the guidance, because the faculties by which a man reaches it have

been closed, and the closing is the fulfilment of a choice they themselves made.
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Notice which faculty is named first. Allah 8z, describing the believers a few
ayahs ago, began with belief, which is an act of the heart, because the greater
part of what a man does begins there, and if the heart is corrupt the limbs
cannot follow. The Messenger% said that in the body there is a morsel of flesh
which, if it is sound, the whole body is sound, and if it is corrupt the whole
body is corrupt, and that it is the heart. So the seal is placed at the source. The
heart is sealed off from good things, from gratitude and from shame and from
every quality that would have made a man reachable, and the man notices
nothing, because the organ that would have noticed is the one that has been

shut.

The seal is on the heart and on the hearing, and only a covering is placed over
the eyes, and Mufti Shafi & e -, and others have drawn out the precision of it.
The heart and the ears are exposed from every direction, and so they require a
seal, something that closes and secures. The eyes look in one direction only, and
so a covering laid over them is sufficient to render them useless. And there is
something bitter in the fate of the eyes here, because these people saw the Mes-
senger%gg with those eyes, they watched him for forty years and called him the

Trustworthy, and they still did not believe.

Now the reader will want to ask the question that every honest reader asks at
this point. Is it fair that Allih#& should seal a man's heart and then punish him
for not believing? The Qur'an has anticipated the question and answered it in
several places, and the answer is that the sealing is a consequence and not an
initiative. Allah 8 says, No indeed, rather the rust has covered their bearts because
of what they used to earn, and the phrase because of what they used to earn settles
the matter, for nobody applies rust to iron, and iron does it to itself when it is
left out in the weather. And in Sarat al-Jathiya the sequence is set out in order:
Have you seen the one who has taken his desire as bis god, and Allab bas sent him
astray upon knowledge, and has sealed his hearing and bis beart. The man takes
his desire as his god first. The sealing comes afterwards, and it comes upon know-
ledge, which is to say, upon Allah's ¥z knowledge of what that man is and what
he has chosen. He asked for the door to be shut, at length and with persistence,

and it was shut, and that is the whole of it.
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Allah 32 says elsewhere, And We shall turn their hearts and their sights away,
Just as they did not believe in it the first time, and the clause just as they did not
believe the first time is the hinge of the ayah. The turning away is measured out

to match the refusal. It is not arbitrary and it is not first.

The Hypocrites
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And amongst the people are those who say, we believe in Allah and in the Last Day,

whilst they are not believers.

al-Baqara 2:8

We come now to the thirteen ayahs on the hypocrites, and the reader should
prepare himself, because this is the longest sustained description of any group in
the opening of the siira and Allah#& does not spend thirteen ayahs on a small

matter.

The word nifaq literally denotes a tunnel with an opening at either end, and the
Arabs used it of the burrow of the jerboa, which digs two holes so that when a
predator comes down one it slips out of the other. That is the picture. The
hypocrite enters from one side and leaves from another, and he has arranged his

life so that there is always a second exit.

The munafiq receives the worst punishment of all, al-dark al-asfal min al-nar,
the lowest depth of the Fire, beneath the disbelievers, and the reader should sit
with that for a moment because it is not what he expects. The open disbeliever
declares himself and can be dealt with. The hypocrite is a secret enemy, and an
undeclared enemy is the most dangerous kind there is. He is dishonest, and so

his malice is free to work without limit. He is inside the community, and so his
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access is total. And the historical record bears the dyah out with painful
exactness, for the harms that have come to the Muslims from within have always
been greater and more lasting than those that came from outside the faith.
Derision, trickery, lying, showing off: these are found more amongst the
hypocrites than amongst the unbelievers, and this is why the Qur'an has
described them at such length and warned the believers against acquiring their

attributes through careless association with them.

In the time of the Messenger% they were a specific body of people. He knew
who they were, by revelation, and yet he could not move against them, because
they had said the words and prayed the prayers and the door of judgement was
closed to him by their own declaration. In our time, a little attention to the
qualities the Qur'an describes here will call to mind the committees of evil and
the underground gangs and the secret circles which have been setting fire to the
world for centuries, and the reader will find that the description has aged very

well.

Two things drive such people. The first is that their commitment to a cause lasts
exactly as long as the cause benefits them, and they go wherever the wind blows.
The second is jealousy, and enmity, and the love of wealth and position, and

there is nothing more to them than that.

The Hypocrites of Madinah

A little history will make the whole passage clear. Madinah before the Hijra was
governed by two great tribes, the Aws and the Khazraj, each running its own
hierarchy, and after long years of feuding they had at last agreed upon a single
chief for the city, ‘Abdullah b. Ubayy, the head of the Khazraj. The crown was,
by some reports, already being prepared.

Then the Messenger%% arrived, and the city gave itself to him, and ‘Abdullah b.
Ubayy lost the position he had spent his life acquiring, in an afternoon, to a
man from Makkah. He was not a fool, and he understood that he could not
fight for it in the open, and so he did the intelligent thing, which was to step

inside the Muslim ranks and try to climb from within. He needed a line to the
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Prophet%@ without losing his standing amongst his own people, and he
brought with him a good number of his tribe who had lost what he had lost and
wanted what he wanted, and they assumed, as such men always assume, that this
was a short-term arrangement for a short-term problem, and that the whole
business would blow over and they would have their city back. It did not blow
over. And having committed themselves, they spent the rest of their lives doing
whatever damage they could from the inside. Allah3 describes their condition
in Sarat al-Munafiqan and in a dozen other places, and it is one of the mercies
of the Qur'an that it preserved their strategy for us so that we would recognise it

when it was tried again.

Do Hypocrites Exist Amongst Us Today?

This question is asked in every gathering and deserves a careful answer, because a

great deal of harm has been done by people who answer it too quickly.

There are only two ways of establishing that a particular person is a hypocrite in
the sense the Qur'an means here. The first is revelation, which told the Messen-
gerf*t% exactly who they were, and revelation has ended. The second is that a
man exposes himself through open action, as with somebody who spies on the
Muslims and displays plain 4z whilst hiding amongst them, and the moment
he does that we are no longer dealing with hypocrisy at all but with disbelief in

the open, which has its own rulings.

Which means that the door is shut. No living person amongst us has the
standing to look at another Muslim and pronounce him a hypocrite in the sense
of these ayahs, and the reader who has been in the habit of doing so should
understand that he has been claiming for himself a faculty which ended with
prophethood. The ayahs are here to be turned inward and not outward, and

every generation which turned them outward has torn itself apart.
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They seek to deceive Allah and those who believe, and they deceive none but
themselves, and they do not perceive it.

al-Baqara 2:9

The closing words are the most frightening in the ayah. Wa ma yash‘urin, and
they do not perceive it. There are hypocrites who do not know their own
disease, and this tells us that the category is not confined to the conscious
infiltrator. There are those who are deliberately spying on the Muslims and
know exactly what they are, and there are others who sit amongst us, and pray
with us, and do not know what is in them. The second sort are the reason

Sayyiduna ‘Umar 4 & 2 asked about himself.

Consider what they are attempting. They cannot harm Allah#&, because He

knows all things and deception requires a gap in the knowledge of the deceived,
and there is no such gap. They cannot ultimately harm the believers, because the
believers have the Qur'an and the Sunnah, and a community which holds to
those two has a defence which no strategy can breach. So the deception,
launched at two targets it cannot reach, travels the whole way round and lands

on the man who threw it.

Notice also that Allah 8 says they seek to deceive Allih and those who believe,
and the ‘ulama’ have understood the mention of Allih#& here to include His
Messenger%, on the principle the Qur'an states elsewhere, that whoever obeys
the Messenger has obeyed Allah. Hadrat Thanawi & a~ -y draws a broader les-

son from the pairing: this ayah is proof that whenever a person sets out to
interfere with the people of Allah 3%, he has taken on Allih 3 Himself, and the

Hadith Qudsi in which He declares war on whoever shows enmity to a friend of

His says the same thing in plainer words.

36



The verb yukhadi%n is of the pattern mufi‘ala, which in Arabic implies an
exchange between two parties, and this opens onto something the next ayahs
will develop. Allah#& mocks them back. He gives them hope, and lets them feel
that they are part of something, and grants them istidraj, the slow rope of

prosperity in this world, and then the Hereafter arrives and their hands are
empty.

A distinction is needed here which will save the reader a great deal of anxiety.
Hypocrisy is of two kinds. Nifag i‘tigadi is hypocrisy of belief, in the heart,
disbelief concealed behind a declaration of faith, and this is what these ayahs
describe, and this is what puts a man in the lowest depth of the Fire. Nifag
amali is hypocrisy of action, the gap between what a man knows and what he
does, and this does not expel a man from Islam, but it is a disease and it was the
disease the Companions (& & & feared for themselves. When
Hanzala «& &) P came weeping and said that Hanzala had become a hypo-
crite, because the state he was in when sitting with the Messenger% left him
when he went home to his family, he was speaking of this second kind, and the
Messengerﬁ% did not tell him that his fear was foolish. He told him that if they
remained always in that state the angels would shake their hands in the streets,

but that it is an hour and an hour.
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In their bearts is a disease, so Allah bas increased them in disease, and for them is a

painful punishment because of the lies they used to tell.
al-Baqara 2:10

Why do they deceive? Because they are ill. And Allah 3 leaves the illness un-

named, marad, a disease, without the definite article and without specification,
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and the vagueness is exact, because the sicknesses of the heart are very often

undiagnosed and the man carrying one usually cannot name it either.

The word marad is used when a part of the body is not performing its function,
and we need not be physicians to recognise the condition. If the eye cannot see,
it has a marad. If the tongue cannot speak or cannot taste, it has a marad. And
if the heart cannot recognise Allah 3, then the heart, whatever else it is doing,

has a marad, because recognising Him is the function it was issued for.

To be rid of an illness a man needs three things, and he needs them in order. He
must recognise that he is ill. He must know what the remedy is. And he must
actually take the medicine. Every one of the three is a place where the process
can stop, and the hypocrite fails at the first, which is why he never reaches the

other two.

There is a modern illustration which the reader will not need explained. In the
recent epidemic, one of the symptoms was that the sense of taste was lost, and it
did not then matter in the slightest what food was placed in front of the patient,
because the fault was not in the food. So it is here. You may expose such a
person to the very best of what we have, to the finest recitation and the most
learned company and the most beautiful example, and it will register as nothing,

because their hearts are so rusted that there is no way back through the senses.

And why should the disease increase? Because revelation itself, and the sight of
prophethood succeeding, feeds the jealousy that was the disease in the first place.
Every victory of the Muslims made ‘Abdullah b. Ubayy sicker. The medicine,

taken by a man in that condition, works as a poison.

The Punishment for Lying

The punishment is a/im, painful, and it is permanent, and Allah#& attaches it
to a cause: bimd kani yakdhibiin, because of the lies they used to tell. The con-
struction k4ns with the present tense denotes a settled habit, something they
did continuously, and the permanence of the punishment answers the

permanence of the lying. The reader should note how seriously the Qur'an takes
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lying here. Of all the crimes of the hypocrites, this is the one Allah 8% names as

the ground of the sentence.

Imam Ibn Ashir & 4 - observes that the hypocrites' inward diseases are all
proved out of their own recorded words in these ayahs, and he lists them, and
the list is worth having in front of the reader, because it is a diagnosis assembled
entirely from the patient's own speech. There is lying, from bima kani yak-
dbibin. There is ghabiwa, dullness and unawareness, from wa ma yash‘urin.
There is ujb, self-conceit, from their sneer, shall we believe as the fools believe?
There is ghurir, delusion, from their claim, we are only putting things right.
There is jahl, ignorance, from but they do not know. And there is safab, foolish-
ness, from the divine retort, truly it is they who are the fools. Six diseases, and

every one of them convicted out of the mouth of the man who had it.

35, B ot 2% 20 O R R VN .o
o2 G 6 o)V G Toawss ¥ 4 13 151,
PR B -

And when it is said to them, do not spread corruption in the land, they say, we are
only putting things right.
al-Baqara 2:11

Truly it is they who are the corrupters, but tbey do not perceive it.
al-Baqara 2:12

Here is another of their evils, and it is the worst yet, because it is the point at
which the instrument of judgement has itself been broken. They are so
thoroughly deceived by their own hypocrisy that they have lost sight of good

and evil altogether and the two have run together into a blur. Sickness looks to
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them like health, and health like sickness, and a man in that condition cannot be
argued with, because every argument must be weighed on the scales, and it is the

scales that are broken.

What did their corruption actually look like? They would share their doubts
about the religion and about the Messenger's% message and pass it off as
thinking for oneself. They would encourage the enemies of Madinah. They
would carry the Prophet’s% secrets out and the enemy's rumours in, and take
tales from both camps to the other, and consider themselves, throughout, to be
men working to improve matters. The posture is always the same: you are one
party, and they are another party, and we are neither, we stand in the middle and
we are the reasonable ones. The reader has met this man. He is in every

community and he is always, by his own account, the only adult in the room.

And this fitna has a modern form which the ‘ulama’ have had to address, the
movement to unite the faiths under the banner of Ibréhimrw\ 4, the -
tihad-i-millat as our elders called it, in which the differences that Allih#z
placed between belief and disbelief are dissolved in the name of harmony. It is

presented as reconciliation. It is what this ayah calls fasad.

Corruption is the greatest fizna precisely because it works on the joints of a
community rather than on its members, and a community with discord in it can
be destroyed by an enemy a tenth of its size. And Allzh¥& ends by saying that
they do not perceive it, which the ‘ulama’ call compound ignorance, jahl
murakkab, where a man does not know that he does not know, and there is no
remedy for it while it lasts, because a man will not seek what he believes he

already has.
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And when it is said to them, believe as the people have believed, they say, shall we
believe as the fools have believed? Truly it is they who are the fools, but they do not

know.

al-Baqara 2:13

Something very great has happened in this dyah and the reader should not pass it
without stopping. Allih#& has been asked, in effect, what the standard of
acceptable belief is, and He does not answer with a definition or a creed. He
answers by pointing at a group of men and saying, believe as zhey have believed.

The iman of the Companions e m 2 is the measure.

Why should this be? Because they believed without hesitation, at a time when
belief cost everything and promised nothing. Because they sacrificed, and what
they gave up was their homes and their families and their trade and in many
cases their lives. And because their yagin was of a strength that has not been
seen since. Allah#& did not find a better standard available to Him, and He

looked over all of creation before He chose them.

And notice further that Allah 3 defends them. Somebody sneered at the Com-
panions v & &) and the sneer was answered from above the seven heavens,
and the answer was to turn the word straight back: truly it is they who are the
fools. The reader may work out for himself what this implies about the practice,
in some quarters, of speaking ill of them. If Allah#z took it upon Himself to
answer a hypocrite of Madinah for one contemptuous remark, it is not clear

what protection a man in our time imagines he has.

The pattern recurs in Sarat al-Munifiqan, where these same people said, do not
spend on those who are with the Messenger of Allah until they disperse, and, when

we return to Madinah, the mightier will surely drive out the weaker. It is the
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same instinct: starve them, isolate them, and above all establish that they are the
lesser sort of people. And Allah 3 answered that too, in the same sara, saying
that might belongs to Allah#& and to His Messenger£% and to the believers,

but the hypocrites do not know.

The closing words of our ayah, but they do not know, together with the but they
do not perceive of the previous one, are doing careful work. The Qur'an is telling
us that only through knowledge and a sound view of things can a man tell truth
from falsehood and the way of faith from the way of hypocrisy. This is why the
Book asks so often, do they not reason?, and do they not reflect?, and will they not
take heed? The appeal of Islam is pitched at knowledge and sound reasoning and
wisdom, and it expects that anyone with an intellect in working order and the
willingness to use it will accept it. Ignorance, falsehood, blind imitation and
captivity to prejudice are the native soil of superstition and disbelief and

hypocrisy, and they are named as such here.
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And when they meet those who believe, they say, we believe. But when they are alone

\;\;

with their devils, they say, we are with you, we were only mocking.

al-Baqara 2:14

Allah mocks them, and prolongx tbem in their transgression, wﬂndermg blindly.

al-Baqara 2:15

They are like chameleons, and worse than chameleons, because the chameleon

changes colour to survive and does not despise the branch it is sitting on.
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The most telling thing in the fourteenth ayah is the difference in weight between
the two statements. Before the believers, they manage only amannda, we believe,
a bare word. Behind closed doors, with their own people, it is innd ma‘akum,
with the emphatic particle, t7uly we are with you, and the reader can hear the
relief in it. A man's real allegiance is audible in which of his sentences carries the

emphasis.

And there is a general principle in this which is worth carrying about. Real
believers do not need to keep announcing that they are believers, because it
shows. The effort to convince is itself the evidence, and the harder a man works
to persuade a gathering of his faith, the more the gathering is entitled to wonder

why the faith is not doing the work by itself.

Then Allah3& says that He mocks them, and the reader should not soften this.
Allah# took their hypocrisy personally, and He is avenging the believers
directly, and the form the vengeance takes is that nothing happens. They
mocked, and no punishment came, and they grew comfortable, and this
comfort is the punishment. Do they think that in the wealth and children with
which We prolong them, We are hastening to them good things? No, but they do

not percetve.

The image the ‘ulama use is of an animal caught in a trap but not killed, so that
the death it is going to die is postponed and the postponement is not a mercy, or
of a dog on a long leash which runs joyfully to the end of its rope and is choked
by the very speed it built up. Wa yamuddubum, and He prolongs them, is the
rope paying out. And as for the Hereafter, Ibn ‘Abbas lese A 2 said that a
door of the Garden will be opened for them and they will run towards it and it
will be shut in their faces, and the believers inside will look on and laugh, as
these people once laughed at them, and Allah#& says in Sirat al-Mutaffifin that

on that Day it is those who believed who will be laughing at the disbelievers.
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Those are the ones who have purchased error at the price of guidance, so their trade

has brought no profit, and they were not guided.
al-Baqara 2:16

The metaphor is commercial and the Arabs of Makkah and Madinah
understood commerce, and Allih3& chose His audience's own vocabulary in

which to tell them they were fools.

The picture is exact. They had guidance in their hands, in the sense that it was
offered and available and within reach, and they let it go and took error in
exchange. They were not robbed. They traded. And the word Zshrarawu tells us
they went looking for the deal.

So their trade brought no profit, and the phrase is drier and more devastating
than any threat, because it addresses these men in the language of their own

competence. They thought themselves shrewd, and they made a loss.

And then the closing words, wa ma kanit mubtadin, and they were not guided,
which raise a question. If they sold guidance, they must have had it. The ‘ulama’
answer that they were never truly guided at all, that guidance had never entered
their hearts, that what they possessed was proximity to guidance and not
guidance itself. They stood next to it for years, in the mosque, in the rows,
behind the Messenger% himself, and it never got in. And that is a more
sobering thought than anything else in this passage, because there is no shortage,

amongst us, of men who have stood in those rows for forty years.
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The Two Parables

Before the parables themselves, the reader should have in front of him the
division the Qur'an is about to draw, because two parables are coming and they

are not describing the same men.

There is a kind of hypocrite who is thoroughly evil, who has made an active
choice to disbelieve, and who is like a man who stood in darkness, found a light,
and then deliberately walked back into the dark. And there is another kind, the
unfortunate sort, hesitant, half-tempted to believe, drawn towards it again and
again, but never taking the step, because taking it would cost him something his
desires are not willing to pay. The first is described by the parable of the fire. The
second by the parable of the rainstorm. Ibn Kathir & 4 -, sets this out plainly,

and the reader who holds the distinction will find the next four ayahs open eas-

ily.

58 A b zl;i“ti\;\j/l;;;iém&f‘;;ﬁ

@ /)‘ P s S >
@d)ﬁywdr{‘}}ﬁe‘}:
Their likeness is that of one who kindled a fire, and when it lit up what was around
him, Allah took away their light and left them in darknesses, unable to see.
al-Baqara 2:17

Who kindled the fire? The ‘ulama’ offer two readings and both are worth
having. On the first, the one who kindles is the Messenger%, who lit a fire to
give light and warmth to a people sitting in the cold, and the word the Qur'an
chooses, ada’at, from diya’, is significant, because d7ya’is a light that carries heat
with it, as Allah3& says, He it is who made the sun a radiance and the moon a
light, giving the sun diya’and the moon nz#r. The fire the Messenger% kindled

warmed as well as lit. a people who had been freezing for generations.
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On the second reading, the one who kindles is the group of hypocrites
themselves, referred to in the singular because their intention was single and
identical, and because iman, had they taken it, would have been the thing that
made them one. There is a quiet judgement in the grammar: they are a crowd,
and Allah 8 speaks of them as one man, because there was never anything

individual about any of them.

Then the light is taken. Notice that Allah#& says He took away their light, and
He does not say that He put out the fire. The Qur'an is described as #zr, and
the light was meant for them, it was lit precisely so that they could see by it, and
it was taken from them and not from the world. And notice what is left behind.
When a fire is taken away, what remains is not simply an absence. What remains
is the smoke, and the smell, and the ash, and the scorched ground, and a man
who has been near a fire and lost it is in a worse condition than a man who never

approached one, because he has all the residue and none of the light.

And they are left 7 gulumat, in darknesses, in the plural. The Qur'an is exact
about this throughout: light is always singular and darkness is always plural,
because there is one truth and the ways of missing it are without number. The

plural here is every evil trait at once, and no light by which to see any of them.
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The likeness of myself and of the people is that of a man who kindled a fire,

and when it lit up what was around him, the moths and these creatures that

P - &
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fall into fire began to fall into it, and be set about pulling them out, but they
overcame him and plunged in. So I am taking hold of you by your waists to
keep you back from the Fire, and you are plunging into it.*
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The reader should sit with that image rather than admire it. The Messengerﬁfz
is not standing at a distance calling out warnings. He has his hands on our belts,
physically, and he is being overpowered, and the thing overpowering him is our
own eagerness to get into the fire. And no malice drives a moth into a flame. It is

drawn there by the very light that was meant to guide it.
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Deaf, dumb, blind, so they will not return.
al-Baqara 2:18

Three words and a verdict. Deaf, so they cannot hear the truth. Dumb, so they
cannot speak it. Blind, so they cannot see it. And the grammar is worth
noticing, because these are plural adjectives applied without qualification to the
whole group, which means that it is not that some are deaf and others blind, but
that all of them have all three at once. Every route in is closed and every route

out is closed, and so they will not return.

Allah¥& says of a similar people, And We bhad granted them bearing and sight
and hearts, but their bearing and their sight and their hearts availed them
nothing at all, since they went on rejecting the signs of Allah, and they were
encompassed by that which they used to mock. The faculties were issued. They
were simply never used for the purpose they were issued for, and an instrument

that is never used for its purpose eventually cannot be.

Imim al-Razidll 4 - reports from al-Suddi a reading of the whole parable

which draws it together, and Ibn Kathir & e  relates it approvingly. Allah3&

P

4. Al-Bukbari 6483 and Muslim 2284, with slight variation in the wording. A second narration bas: éﬁﬂ
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va JQ}\ Jb) J,.{ é 9, my likeness and yours is that of a man who lit a fire and the insects

and moths began to fall into it, and he tries to drive them away. I am taking hold of you by your waists and
you are escaping from my bands. Muslim 2285.
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has likened these people, in their purchase of error at the price of guidance and
their passing from sight into blindness, to a man who kindled a fire, and when it
lit up what was around him he benefited from it and saw what was to his right
and his left and grew comfortable in it, and then, whilst he was in that state, his
fire went out, and he was left in a deep darkness, seeing nothing and finding no
way. And on top of that he is deaf and cannot hear, and dumb and cannot
speak, and blind, so that even if there were light he would not see it. And so he
does not return to what he was before. And al-Rizi & 42~ -y adds that the com-
parison is exact for a further reason: by their initial declaration of faith they
acquired a light, and by their subsequent hypocrisy they destroyed it, and so
they fell into a bewilderment greater than any other, for there is no

bewilderment greater than bewilderment in religion.
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Or like a rainstorm from the sky, in which are darknesses and thunder and
lightning. They put their fingers in their ears against the thundercaps, in dread of
death. And Allah encompasses the disbelievers.

al-Baqara 2:19

Now the second sort, and the parable changes entirely, because these men are no
longer the confirmed enemies of the first parable. Their guilt is weak belief and a
confused notion of the religion. They are here for the good times and not the

hard ones.

The rain is the revelation, which is life, and Allah#& likens His guidance to rain
throughout the Qur'an. But rain arrives with weather. There is darkness and

thunder and lightning, which are the trials and the commands and the warnings
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that come with faith, and these men want the water without the storm, and

there is no such arrangement available.

So they put their fingers in their ears, and the ‘ulama” have read this in two ways
which are not really two. It may be simple terror. Or it may be that they are
trying to shut out what they do not wish to hear, as though not hearing the
thunder would stop the lightning, and the gesture is that of a man closing his
eyes at the dentist. Either way it is futile, and the ayah closes by saying so, for
Allah 8 encompasses the disbelievers, and there is nowhere outside Him to put

one's fingers in one's ears.
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The lightning all but snatches away their sight. Whenever it gives them light they

walk in it, and when it darkens over them they stand still. Had Allah willed, He

would have taken away their bearing and their sight. Truly Allah bas power over
all things.

al-Baqara 2:20

Here is the whole of the second kind of hypocrite, and it is the whole of a great
many of us as well. When there is light, they walk. When it goes dark, they stop.

Their religion is a function of the weather.

And there is one word here which should not be passed over. Mashaw, they
walked. They did not run. Even in the light, when everything was going their
way and the path was plain in front of them, they managed a walk. And
Allah 3 does not ask us to walk. He tells us to race one another to forgiveness,
and to hasten, and to compete, and the man who strolls through the brief

moment of light he has been given has misjudged how long the light lasts.
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The Qur'an says of this man elsewhere, And amongst the people is he who wor-
ships Allab upon an edge. If good befalls bim, he is content with it, and if a trial
befalls bim, be turns about on his face, and be bas lost this world and the next, and
it is the same portrait in different words: a man standing on the rim, ready to fall

whichever way the ground tilts.

Ibn Kathir &) 4~ -, carries the parable forward to the Day of Judgement, and it is
worth following him, because he shows that the image describes this life and
previews the next. On that Day people will be given light according to their
faith. Amongst them will be one given light enough to see for a great distance,
and another less, and another more. And amongst them will be one whose light
goes out and then returns, so that he walks a while upon the bridge and then
stops, walking and halting exactly as this dyah describes. And amongst them will
be those whose light is extinguished entirely, and these are the pure hypocrites of
whom Allah ¥ says, On the Day when the hypocrite men and hypocrite women
will say to those who believed, wait for us, let us borrow from your light, it will be
said, go back bebind you and seek a light. Whilst of the believers He says, On the
Day you will see the believing men and believing women, their light running
before them and on their right, glad tidings for you this Day, gardens beneath
which rivers flow, and, On the Day Allah will not disgrace the Prophet and those
who believed with bim, their light running before them and on their right, they
will say, our Lord, perfect for us our light and forgive us, truly You have power over
all things.

The man who walks and stops in this world will walk and stop on the bridge.

Nothing new is issued there. What we are given on that Day is what we brought.

The Four Kinds of Men

With the parables complete, Ibn Kathir & e -y draws the whole opening of the
sara together, and his summary is the best map of these twenty ayahs that exists.
Once this is established, he says, people fall into categories. There are the pure
believers, who are those described by the four ayahs at the opening of al-Baqara.
There are the pure disbelievers, described by the two ayahs after them. And

there are the hypocrites, and they are of two sorts: the unalloyed, for whom the
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parable of the fire was struck, and the wavering, for whom flashes of faith appear
at times and then die away, and they are the people of the parable of the water,

and their condition is lighter than that of the ones before them.

Four kinds, and the reader has now met all of them, and the only remaining
question is the one the sara has been building towards for twenty ayahs, which

is which of them he is. He is about to be addressed directly.

The Call to Worship
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O mankind, worship your Lord, who created you and those before you, so that you
may attain taquwa.

al-Baqara 2:21

Something changes here and the reader should feel it. For twenty ayahs Allah 35
has been speaking in the third person, about them, those who believe, those
who disbelieve, those who say. Now He turns and addresses us in the second

person, and the whole temperature of the sara alters. It is the first command in

the Qur'an.

The address is ya ayyuha'l-nds, O mankind, and the choice is deliberate.
Allah¥& has just spent twenty ayahs dividing humanity into believers and
disbelievers and hypocrites, and now He gathers all three back together and
speaks to them at once. The word n4s is related by the ‘ulam?’ to nisyan, forget-
ting, and to the root of zxs, and the connection is not idle. We are, as a species,
the ones who forget, and this is why the Qur'an repeats itself, and why we are
commanded to five prayers rather than one, and why the reminder never stops

coming. We know. We fail to remember.
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Then, rabbakum, your Lord, and this single word is the justification for the
entire command. Why should we worship, and why should we have taqwa?
Because He is the Master, and the word Rabb means far more than lord in the
English sense. It carries the whole business of nurturing a thing from nothing to

its completion, of owning it and sustaining it and bringing it to its perfection.

And somebody might say that any person can perform tarbiya, that a father
raises a child and a teacher brings a student to maturity, so what is special in the
claim. Allih3& answers before the objection is finished: alladhi kbalagakum,
the One who created you. That is what a Rabb does that no father does. Your
father nurtured what was already there. He did not bring it out of nothing.

Then, wa lladhina min qablikum, and those before you, and this clause is doing
two things at once. The first is that one of the great temptations holding these
people back was the path of their forefathers, the whole weight of ancestry
saying that this is not how we do things, and Allah 3z disarms it without nam-
ing it: He created you, and He created them, and if their practice were an
argument then their Creator is a better one. The second, as the ‘ulama’ have
noted, is that the phrase looks forward as much as back, for Allah#z speaks of
those before you and never of those after you, and here again, as in the fourth

ayah, the silence carries the doctrine.

Finally, la‘allakum tattaqiin, so that you may attain taqwa, and Mawlana Idris
Kandhlawi &l a~ -, points out the neat circle that has just been closed. The
second dyah told us that this Book is guidance for the people of taqwa, and the
reader was entitled to ask how a man is supposed to acquire taqwa in the first
place if the guidance is reserved for those who already have it. Here is the
answer, nineteen ayahs later: worship. That is the door. Tagwa is not a
temperament you are born with or a feeling that descends on you. It is the
residue of worship, and the man who wants the guidance of the second ayah is

told in the twenty-first exactly where to go and get the qualification.
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He who made the earth a bed for you and the sky a canopy, and sent down water
from the sky and brought forth thereby fruits as provision for you. So do not set up
rivals to Allah whilst you know.
al-Baqara 2:22

The previous ayah gave the first reason to believe, which is Allah 3% Himself and
what He is. This one gives the second, which is what He has done for us, and

the argument moves from His nature to our debt.

Look at what is claimed. The earth is a fzrdsh, a bed, a thing spread out.
Mawlina Ashraf ‘Ali Thanawi dil a= -y in Bayan al-Qur'an makes the necessary
observation that this does not mean the earth is flat, and that the word is chosen
for the desert-dweller to understand what is in front of him, which is the
horizon and the ground he sleeps on. The Qur'an describes the world as it is

experienced, and a bed is a bed whether or not the planet is a sphere.

And consider what a mercy is folded into that one word. The earth is firm
enough to bear us and soft enough to be walked on and dug and ploughed, and

the margin between those two is narrow, and we did not set it.

Then the water, and Mawlana ‘Ashiq Tiht il an~ -y in Anwar al-Bayan draws
out the thing we have all seen and never noticed: from one water come hundreds
of different fruits and crops, each with its own colour and flavour and season,
drawn out of the same rain falling on the same ground. If the water were the
cause, the fruits would be identical. They are not identical, and so the water can

only ever be the means, and something is choosing.
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And notice that Allih#& does not say that He gave us what we need to survive.
He says rizqan lakum, provision for you, and provision here is fruit, which
nobody needs. He could have given us the bare minimum, a single edible thing
sufficient to keep a body alive. He gave us the world and its fruits and the
capacity to enjoy them, and the reader who has ever eaten a mango has been

given an argument.

All of these blessings cannot be the work of man, for the simple and
unanswerable reason that they were here before he was. And the reader who
wishes to see the argument pressed to its sharpest point should look at Sarat al-
Wiagia, where Allah#z asks about the seed a man emits, whether he creates it or
Allah 3% is the Creator, and about the seed he sows in the ground, whether he
makes it grow or Allah 35 does, and about the water he drinks and the fire he

kindles, and there is not one of these that a man can claim.

Then the conclusion: fz la tajali lillahi andadan wa antum ta‘lamin, do not
set up rivals to Allah whilst you know. The final clause is the sting. He charges

them with knowing better, which is graver than ignorance.

And a nidd, a rival, is a wider thing than a stone idol, and Ibn Kathir ja\ )
preserves an incident which shows how carefully the Messenger#€ policed the
border. A man said to him, whatever Allah wills and you will, and he said, have
you made me a rival to Allah? One conjunction. That is all it took. And if and
you will was too much when spoken to the Messenger% himself, the reader

may consider the phrases in ordinary circulation amongst us.
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The Challenge of the Qur'an
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And if you are in doubt about what We have sent down upon Our slave, then
produce a sitra of the like of it, and call your witnesses besides Allab, if you are
truthful.
al-Baqara 2:23

Allah 35 has just offered proofs of His power drawn from the created world, the
kind that nobody can replicate and nobody can claim a share in. Now He ofters
a proof of another kind, drawn from His speech, and the logic is continuous: no
one can claim to have made the earth, and no one can claim to have made this
either. A messenger proves his truth by a miracle, and here is the miracle, in the

reader's hands.

Mufti Shafi‘ dil 4~  points out the structure. Allih#z gave two ayahs to the
proof of His own godhood, and now gives two ayahs to the proof of His Mes-
senger's%‘% truthfulness, and the sara is arranged in matched pairs. Imam Ibn
Ashar bl 4~ , supplies the occasion: Allah#z had told the disbelievers to
worship Him and to attribute no partners to Him, and their reply was, had the
All-Merciful willed, we would not have worshipped them, which is to say, our
idolatry is His doing, and He must be content with it or He would have stopped
us. This ayah is the response. If you doubt what has come down, the door is
open, and the test is a literary one rather than a theological one, and you may

bring whomever you like.

Take the words one by one. Iz kuntum fi rayb, it you are in doubt. Al-Raghib
al-Isfahani &) &, in his Mufradat defines rayb as a doubt, a suspicion, a hesita-

tion without any basis to it, and this is not the honest uncertainty of a man who
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has looked and cannot decide. Intelligent people do not entertain baseless
doubt. Mawlana Idris Kindhlawi4l 4=, adds that the indefinite form here is

for tabqir, belittlement, a tiny doubt, a feeble thing.

Imam Ibn ‘Ashdr 4! a~ -, notes that the word is 7z rather than idha, and both
can be rendered if, but 77 carries a suggestion of unlikelihood, so that Allah3& is
questioning the doubt as He mentions it: are you actually in doubt, or are you
merely too proud to say what you know? This stira will later state flatly that the
People of the Book recognised the Messenger% as they recognise their own

sons. They knew. Doubt was the costume, not the condition.

The reader who wants proof that this was so need only look at what the leaders
of Makkah did in private. Sayyiduna ‘Umar <= b 2, said, before he accepted
Islam, that he went out one night meaning to” trouble the Messenger of
Allah 8%, and found that he had reached the mosque before him, and so he
stood behind him, and the Messenger&£ began Sirat al-Hiqqa. And ‘U-
mar <& 4 2, said, I began to marvel at the composition of the Qur'an, and I
said to myseif, by Allah, this man is a poet, as the Quraysh say. And he recited,
truly it is the speech of a noble Messenger, and it is not the speech of a poet, little do
you believe. And 1 said, a soothsayer. And he recited, nor is it the speech of a
soothsayer, little do you take beed, a revelation from the Lord of the Worlds, and if
he bad invented against Us some sayings, We would have seized him by the right
hand, then We would have cut from him the aorta, and not one of you could have

prevented it, to the end of the sara. And Islam fell into my heart in every place.’

And there is the celebrated account which Muhammad b. Ishaq relates from al-
Zuhri, and which Ibn Kathir & 4 -, records. Aba Jahl, Aba Sufyan b. Harb,
and al-Akhnas b. Shariq each came, one night, to listen to the Messenger% re-
citing the Qur'an in his house, and each was unaware that the others had come.

They listened until the morning, and then left, and met one another on the

\
S. Reported by Ahmad. The reader should notice the mechanism: ‘Umar 42& anl (e? produced two

hypotheses, and both of them were answered before he could say them aloud, and it was not the
argument that broke him but the fact that the argument arrived unprompted.
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road, and each asked the others what had brought them there, and they told
each other, and they vowed not to do it again, lest the young men of the

Quraysh should hear of it and imitate them.

The second night, each of them came back, each thinking that the other two
would honour the vow. In the morning they met on the road again, and
reproached one another, and vowed again. The third night, they came again.

And in the morning they vowed again.

Then, during the day, al-Akhnas took his staff and went to Aba Sufyan in his
house and said, tell me, Abta Hanzala, what is your opinion of what you heard
from Muhammad? And Aba Sufyan said, by Allah, Aba Thalaba, I heard
things I recognise and know the meaning of, and I heard things whose meaning
and intent I do not know. And al-Akhnas said, and I, by the One you swore by,

am the same.

Then he left him and went to Aba Jahl and said, Aba al-Hakam, what is your
opinion of what you heard from Muhammad? And Abu Jahl said this, and the
reader should attend to it, because it is the most honest sentence any enemy of
Islam has ever spoken: We competed with the Bant ‘Abd Manif for honour.
They fed the pilgrims, so we fed them. They gave, so we gave. Until, when we
were neck and neck with them like two horses in a race, they said, there is a
prophet amongst us, to whom revelation comes from the heavens. And how are
we ever to compete with that? By Allah, we will never believe in him, and we

will never accept what he says.

There is not one word about doubt in it. He knew. And Ali Unal makes the
remark that closes the case: if these intelligent men had been able to argue with
the Qur'an in words, they would never have chosen to put their property and
their lives at risk instead. But as al-Jahiz observed in his Nagm al-Qur'an, since
they could not argue with it in words, they were compelled to argue with their

swords.

Return now to the ayah. Nazzalni, We sent down, and Imam Ibn
‘Ashiirail as~, observes that the form denotes sending down bit by bit,

gradually, which was itself one of the things the disbelievers objected to and one
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of the things that most infuriated them, and Allah#& chooses the very word for

the thing they complained about.

‘Ala ‘abdind, upon Our slave, and there are two beautiful readings here.
Mawlan Idris Kandhlawi &) 4~ -, notes the possessive: Our slave, an honouring,
and the preposition %/, upon, which conveys the high place from which the
Qur'an descended and how it came down over him and enveloped him. Imam
Ibn Ashir 4l 4~ , sees a further subtlety: the ayah is glancing back at the
opening of this very ruki‘, where mankind was told to worship their Lord, as if
to say, this slave of Mine is what a worshipper looks like, he has fulfilled the brief

I gave to you.

And this opens onto something the reader should carry with him for the rest of
the Book. Allih#z has made us His slaves, and this is the greatest honour
available to a created thing, not the price of it. Whenever Allah 8 speaks of the
Messengerﬁé at his highest station, nearest to Him, He calls him %bd. He de-
scribes him as Messenger and Prophet, He calls him the Enwrapped and the
Cloaked, but when He speaks of the Night Journey, at the opening of the
fifteenth Juz’, He says, Glory be to Him who took His slave by night. And when
the Messenger®% had come so close that even ]ibril¢w\ 4Je could come no
further, Allah ¥z says, so He revealed to His slave what He revealed. And here,
where He speaks of revelation itself, He calls him a slave. The nearer he is
brought, the more insistently the word is used, and the reader may draw the

conclusion.

Then, b7 saratin, a stra, and Muftl Shafi‘ju\ 4>, notes that it is indefinite,
which means any sara at all, including the shortest, three lines of it. The
challenge has been reduced to almost nothing and it has still never been met.
And the word szra is itself worth a remark: the Arabs never used it in this sense.
It came in with the Qur'an, and it carries the sense of something walled and

fortified and protected, as a city has a wall.
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The Qur'an Amongst the Arabs

To feel the force of this challenge, the reader must understand who it was
addressed to. When the Qur'an was revealed, eloquence and oratory and poetry
were held amongst the Arabs in the way that we hold wealth, and a tribe's
standing rose and fell on the quality of its poets, and the finest odes were hung
on the Kaba itself. This was not a people who valued literature. This was a
people for whom literature was the currency of honour. And it was to these
people, first, that the challenge was issued, and then to the whole of humankind
until the Last Day.

And the reader should see how the challenge was graded, for all of these ayahs
are Makkan except the last:
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Say, if mankind and the jinn gathered together to produce the like of this
Qur'an, they could not produce its like, even if they backed one another up.®
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Or do they say, he bas invented it? Say, then bring ten suras like it,

invented, and call upon whomever you can besides Allab, if you are truth-

ful”

Ten, then one, and then in our ayah, at Madinah, years later, with the whole
Book in front of them and the community established and the enemy at leisure

to prepare, one siira, and bring anyone you like to help you. The challenge did

6. Al-Isra’ 17:88. The whole Qur'an, and every creature with a tongue, and the verdict is delivered in ad-
vance.
7. Hud 11:13. Then, in Yinus 10:38, the demand falls to a single sira.



not soften over twenty-three years because the case was weakening. It softened

because the case was closing.

The Wondrous Qur'an

Every prophet was given a miracle suited to his people, and every one of those
miracles was an event, tied to a place and a moment, witnessed by those present,
and finished with the death of the prophet who bore it. The staff of
Mﬁsivw\ 4dc is not available for inspection. The Qur'an is the only miracle
that did not end, and it is the reason why the final Messengerﬁ‘% needed no oth-
er, and why we, fourteen centuries later, are not at any disadvantage compared

to those who saw the moon split.

What makes it so? The means of its revelation, first of all, coming to an
unlettered man amongst a largely illiterate people, a man with no plausible route
to the matters the Qur'an speaks of. Then the absence of any discrepancy across
twenty-three years of revelation delivered in fragments under every conceivable
pressure, when the most careful author, writing at leisure and able to revise,
contradicts himself within a single volume. Then its prophecies, which have
stood the test of time, that the defeated Romans would defeat the victorious
Persians, that Aba Lahab would die upon disbelief, which was a standing
invitation to refute the Qur'an by a single insincere sentence, and which he
never took. Then the stories of the past, told to a desert Arab who could not
have known them, and affirmed by the Jews and Christians who possessed the
books. Then its acceptance across every language and nation. Then the fact that
a man may recite it again and again for a lifetime and not tire of it, which is true
of no other book ever written. Then the miracle of its memorisation, that it lives
complete in the chests of children in every country on earth. Then its power
over the emotions, that it left men dumbfounded when they heard it and leaves
them so now. And then its preservation in its original form, without a single

revision, when every other scripture has a history of editions.

M
Mufti Shafi # 4=, mentions in his tafsir that whole books have been written

on this subject alone, and the reader who wishes to go further will find the

shelves waiting for him.
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And if you do not, and you will never do it, then guard yourselves against the Fire
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whose fuel is people and stones, prepared for the disbelievers.
al-Baqara 2:24

Read the second clause again, because it is one of the most audacious sentences
in any book in the world. Wa lan tafali, and you will never do it. Not, and you
have not done it. Not, and you probably will not. You never will, for as long as

the world lasts.

Abii al-Su‘ad 41l 4~ -, notes that this is a promise to those who disbelieve, and
that the promise is itself a proof of the Qur'an's authenticity. Consider the
position it creates. The Qur'an will remain until the Day of Judgement, and so
will this challenge, and so will this claim, standing in the open, in the possession
of its enemies, for fourteen hundred years, requiring only one counter-example
ever to collapse. Only a man absolutely certain of what he is saying makes a

claim like that, and only One who knows the future can make it and be right.

And so the conclusion follows: if the very best of you cannot produce anything
like it, then concede. The magicians of Firawn were the finest practitioners of
their art in the world, and when they saw the miracle of Masa (.uu\ aJe at close
quarters, they knew, because they alone were qualified to know, and they went
into sajda on the spot in front of the king who was about to crucify them. The
expert’s surrender is the most valuable testimony there is, and the experts here

have not surrendered but they have not produced anything either.

Then the Fire. Its fuel is people and stones, and the ‘ulama” have understood the
stones to be the very idols they carved and worshipped, and the Qur'an says else-
where, truly you and what you worship besides Allah are fuel for Hell. There is a
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terrible justice in it: the thing you bowed to burns beside you, and it cannot help

you, and it never could.

And there is a lesson in the fuel that has nothing to do with idols. Stones do not
burn. That is what stones are for, and it is why we build fireplaces out of them.
A fire that consumes stone is not a fire of the kind we have any experience of,
and the Messengcr% told us that this fire is seventy times the fire of this world.
And notice that the people are the fuel itself. They are what makes it burn, each

one feeding the punishment of the others.

Two careful notes to close. The Fire is # ddat li'l-kafirin, prepared for the dis-
believers, and prepared is not the same as reserved, and it remains possible for
Muslims to enter it for a time, just as the Garden is prepared for the believers
without being closed to those who arrive by mercy. And as for eternity in it,
Allah3& is not being disproportionate: the man in question gave his entire life
to disbelief, one hundred per cent of what he had, and had he been given a
thousand years he would have given those too, and the punishment answers the

whole of an intention rather than the span of a life.
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Glad Tidings of the Garden
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And give glad tidings to those who believe and do righteous deeds, that theirs are
gardens beneath which rivers flow. Whenever they are provided with a fruit from
them, they will say, this is what we were provided with before, and they will be given
it in likeness. And therein they shall have purified spouses, and therein they shall
abide forever.

al-Baqara 2:25

Notice the placement. Allah¥& has just spoken of a fire fuelled by men and
stones, and He does not leave us there. This is His method throughout the
Book, that He never speaks of the Fire at length without opening a door of hope
beside it, and the reader who finds the Qur'an frightening has usually stopped

reading one yah too early.

And notice who is told to deliver the good news. Bashshir, give glad tidings,
addressed to the Messenger%, and it is the first command given to him in the
Qur'an in the order of the mushaf. Allah#z could have announced it Himself.
He delegates it to His Messenger%, and the delegation is another proof of his

standing, placed immediately after two yahs establishing his truth.

Then the condition: those who believe and do righteous deeds. Faith alone is
named first because it is the foundation, but the deeds are not decoration. The

‘ulam? put it neatly: iman gets you into the Garden, and the deeds furnish it.
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And the deeds intended are the sincere, the correct, and the continuous, for a

deed lacking any one of those three is not what is meant here.

Now look at what is described, and notice that every item is something we
already want. Gardens, in a desert. Rivers, to a people who measured wealth in
wells. Fruit, and shade, and a spouse, and permanence. Allah#& is not describ-
ing the Garden as it is, which is beyond describing. He is naming the things we
happen to desire, and using them as a lure, and He says so plainly elsewhere
when He tells us that no soul knows what has been hidden for them of comfort

for the eyes.

The rivers are specified in Stira Muhammad: rivers of water that does not spoil,
and rivers of milk whose taste does not change, and rivers of wine delicious to
the drinkers, and rivers of purified honey. And the verb here is ruzigi, they are
provided, in the passive, they are served, and Sarat al-Dahr sets out the three
ascending levels of it: that they will drink, and that they will be given to drink,
and that their Lord will give them to drink, and the last of those is not about the
drink at all.

Then the puzzling clause. Whenever they are provided with a fruit, they say, this
is what we were provided with before. It reads at first like a complaint, the same
food again, and it is the opposite. It is the exclamation of a man delighted, do
you remember, we had this before, and then he tastes it and it is nothing like it,
for Allah ¥z says wa uti bibi mutashabiban, they are given it in likeness, alike
only in appearance. The recognition is the setup and the taste is the surprise,
every single time, forever. Mawlana Ashraf ‘Ali Thanawi dil 4~ - in Bayan al-
Qur'an notes that some of the Sufis have read the fruit here as a figure for acts of
worship, which are enjoyed in this world and served back to the worshipper in

the next.

Purified Spouses
A good house, good food, and a good spouse. Allah#z describes the compan-

ions of the Garden in Sarat al-Rahman, pure within and without.
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The reader will have heard the question raised, sometimes in earnest and
sometimes as an attack: why are men promised so many beautiful women, and
what is promised to the women themselves? The answer begins with the word.
Azwaij means counterparts, spouses, and it is not gendered, and it serves the
woman exactly as it serves the man. The Qur'an is not, in this dyah, promising

women to men. Itis promising spouses to people.

And behind the word is the method. Allih3& is tempting each person with
what tempts that person, and it is a plain fact about men that they are strongly
drawn to women, and so that is the lure held out. It is a lure, and not an
inventory. And Allah#& closes the question Himself when He says, and therein
you shall have whatever your souls desive. Whatever. There is nothing left to be

aggrieved about.

Then, mutabbara, purified, and the purification is not only of the body.
Allah#& will purify them of every evil trait, of everything that turns a person off
their spouse over years, the resentments and the accumulated small cruelties and
the boredom. It is as though you were married today, before any of it had begun,

and it is that state that lasts forever.

And see how the promises answer the actual costs these people were paying. You
left your home for this? I will give you a house. You were driven into poverty?
Every food you can think of. You restrained yourself? Then this. Each glad

tiding is aimed precisely at a wound.

And, kbalidin, abiding, which removes the last thing that spoils every joy in this
world, which is that we know it will end. There is no losing them to another and
no losing them to time, and a man who has buried someone he loved will

understand that this single word is worth more than the rivers.

Mawlana Idris Kandhlawi &) 4 5, and Sayyid Ahmad Uthmani &l a~ -y like-
wise, observe that by this point in the sara the three questions a human being
must have answered have all been answered: Mabda’, where did I come from?
Ma‘ash, how am I to live? Ma%d, where am I going? The opening ayahs gave
the Book and the belief, the twenty-first and twenty-second gave the Lord and
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the world He furnished, and the twenty-fourth and twenty-fifth give the two
destinations. Everything after this is detail.

The Parable of the Gnat
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Truly Allah is not ashamed to strike a parable of a gnat, or of what is above it. As
for those who believe, they know it is the truth from their Lord. But as for those who
disbelieve, they say, what did Allah intend by this as a parable? He sends many
astray by it and guides many by it, and He sends none astray by it except the trans-
gressors.

al-Baqara 2:26

Much of what has come has been about the Qur'an, as a guide and as a miracle,

and here is another angle on it, and it arises out of a sneer.

The Arabic idiom is darb al-mathal, to strike a parable, and the verb is worth
keeping, because a parable in the Qur'an is struck, the way a blow lands, and

never merely offered. The example hits you.

Fa ma fawqgaha, or what is above it, and the ‘ulamZ read this two ways which
are both true. Above it in smallness, meaning even beyond a gnat, even smaller.
Or above it in size, meaning anything from a gnat upwards. And the Qur'an has
indeed struck a parable smaller still: O mankind, a parable is struck, so listen to it.

Truly those you call upon besides Allah will never create a fly, even if they gathered
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together for it. And if the fly should snatch something from them, they could not
retrieve it from it. Feeble is the seeker and the sought. The gods of the world, all of

them together, against one fly, and the fly wins.

Now, what is happening in this ayah? The disbelievers, having failed to meet a
challenge that had been lowered to a single stra, needed something to say, and
what they found to say was that a serious book would not talk about insects.
This is what an advocate does when he has lost on the facts. He objects to the
manner. The Qur'an records the objection and answers it, and the answer is

worth having, because the same objection is still being made.

The first part of the answer is the word yastabyi, ashamed. Shame attaches to a
defect, and there is no defect in a gnat. It is only a lowly thing to us, and it is
lowly to us because it inconveniences us, which is a very poor standard by which

to rank creation.

The second part goes deeper. What human beings call small is not always small,
and what they call great is not always great, and it is often precisely the other
way round. In many respects the smaller a thing is, the greater the artistry it
displays. In terms of the art involved there is no difference at all between the
solar system on the one hand and the eye of a gnat or the belly of a flea on the
other, and it might fairly be argued that the artistry of the second is the greater,
since these are the working organs of a living creature, and the solar system is not
alive. A man who is impressed by the sun and bored by a gnat has told us only

that he is impressed by size, which is the aesthetic of a child.

Then, yudillu bibi kathiran wa yahdi bibi kathiran, He sends many astray by it
and guides many by it, and the reader may ask how a single parable does two
opposite things. It does them because the parable is a mirror and not a lamp.
The same words meet a believer, who knows it is the truth from his Lord, and
meet a disbeliever, who finds in it a reason to sneer, and the difference is not in
the words. The pronoun &:bz, by it, may refer to the Qur'an or to the striking of
parables in particular, and either way the outcome depends on what the reader

brought with him.
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And Allah 3z closes the door on any injustice: wa ma yudillu bibi illa l-fisigin,
He sends none astray by it except the transgressors. It is not arbitrary. It falls on

those who had already put themselves outside.

There is one more lesson here which the ordinary worshipper should take to
heart. Allih3& has made this Book easy. He says so four times in a single siira.
He speaks in gnats and flies and spiders and seeds and rain, because He is
addressing everybody, and the Qur'an is not a technical dissertation or a manual
of theology, and it was never meant to require an intermediary. The men who
complained that it was beneath them were, without noticing, complaining that

it was accessible to people they despised.

The Fasiqan
Fasaga means to go outside a boundary that has been set, to break out, and the
Arabs used it of a date coming out of its skin. From there it comes to mean to

transgress, and in usage it carries the sense of sinning persistently and without

repentance, and it is this last that the Qur'an generally intends.

The word is used across a range in the Book, and the reader should know the
range so that he does not misapply it. It is used of the hypocrites: truly the
hypocrites, they are the transgressors. It is used of Muslims with bad practices:
wretched is the name of transgression after faith, which of course presupposes the
faith. And it is used of bad people generally: O you who believe, if a transgressor
comes to you with news, verify it. So it covers the sinning Muslim and the

disbeliever both, and its force in any place is set by its context.
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Those who break the covenant of Allah after its binding, and sever what Allah has

commanded to be joined, and spread corruption in the earth. Those are the losers.

al-Baqara 2:27
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Now the transgressors are defined, and by three things.

The first is breaking Allih's8& covenant, and the reader will want to know
which covenant, and the ‘ulam’ answer that it is left general because it is several.
There is the primordial covenant of alastu: And when your Lord took from the
children of Adam, from their loins, their descendants, and made them testify
concerning themselves, am I not your Lord? They said, yes indeed, we testify. There
is the covenant implicit in the faculties He gave us, for an eye is a trust and a
tongue is a trust and each of them was issued on terms. There is the specific
covenant taken from the Children of Isra’il in the Torah, to believe in the final
Prophet®£ when he came. And there is the covenant taken from the People of

the Book generally, of which Allah3& says, and when Allah took the covenant.

The word for breaking is from na-qa-da, which is used for the unravelling of a
thick, strong rope, undoing the twist strand by strand until nothing is left but
fibre. Which tells us what the covenant is: a strong rope, binding people to one
another and humanity to its Lord. And the word mithdg, from a root meaning
to bind fast and make firm, confirms the image. A cable is being picked apart,

strand by strand, by somebody who means to.

The second is severing what Allah#z has commanded to be joined. And again
He leaves it open, and the openness is the point: every single relation. Our ties to
one another as Muslims, our ties of blood, our obligations by contract, all of it.
The ‘ulama’ speak of a natural hierarchy in these, beginning with parents, then
the contracts we have entered into, then family, then friends, and the order is

instructive, but the ayah names none of them precisely so that none can be ex-

cluded.

And the joining of the two crimes in one ayah is the real teaching. A man who
has broken his covenant with Allih3 is very unlikely to keep faith with
anybody else. If the vertical rope has been unravelled, the horizontal ones will
not hold, because they were spun from the same fibre. The reader who has ever
wondered why a man who abandoned his prayer also abandoned his mother has

the answer here.
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The third is spreading corruption in the earth, which we have met already at the
eleventh ayah, and it is placed last because it is the consequence of the first two.
Break the covenant, sever the ties, and corruption follows without anybody

having to intend it.

And the believers are the exact photographic negative of these people, as
Allah 8 says in Sarat al-Ra'd: Only those of understanding take heed, those who
[fulfil the covenant of Allah and do not break the pledge, and those who join what
Allah bas commanded to be joined. Same three items, in the same order, reversed.
The Qur'an has given us both columns of the ledger and left us to find our own

name.

How Can You Disbelieve?
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How can you disbelieve in Allah, when you were dead and He gave you life, then

He will cause you to die, then He will give you life, then to Him you will be re-
turned?

al-Baqara 2:28

This is stifham inkari, the rhetorical question of rebuke, and it is what a person
says when argument has been exhausted and something more than argument is

called for. How? How, after all this? The Arabic kayfa at the head of the sen-

tence carries the whole weight of a raised voice.

And Allah 3z recounts the blessings again, in the second person, and the reader
should remember what we said about the word nds. We forget. So He tells us

again, and this time He does not point to the earth and the sky and the rain. He
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points at us, and He gives the whole of a human life from its beginning to its

end in eleven words.

Wa kuntum amwdtan, and you were dead. Which means there was something
there to be dead, and the ‘ulama’ take this to indicate a prior existence, matter,
particles, elements dispersed through the world before the soul was breathed in,
and the reader will notice that the Qur'an does not say you were nothing, it says

you were dead, which is a different claim.

Fa abyakum, and He gave you life. Thumma yumitukum, then He will cause
you to die, and here is the pivot of the whole argument, because death is the one
item on the list that nobody disputes. Every man is a believer in death. And so
the argument runs: you accept the third item, and you accepted the first two by
being here, so on what grounds do you reject the fourth? And death is itself a
proof, because it is not a natural process that we have any purchase on. It cannot
be prevented, or delayed, or bargained with, and no amount of wealth has ever
bought a single hour of it. It is the one appointment that no man has ever

missed.

And the reader may ask whether death is a blessing, since the ayah lists it
amongst blessings. It is, and it may be a greater one than life. Every degree of life
in this world ends in a death, and every death in it opens onto a higher degree of
life. The plant consumed by the animal dies and rises to the degree of animal
life. The animal consumed by a man dies and rises to the degree of human life. A
seed annihilates itself under the soil and becomes a tree that yields thousands of
its own kind, and it could never have done so while it remained intact and
comfortable and a seed. And a man, dying and going into the earth, begins his

eternal life. Looked at that way, death is the only way the story gets anywhere.

And the last clause: thumma ilayhi turja%n, then to Him you will be returned,
and the passive is doing work. You will be returned, whether you like it or not,
and you will see the reality for yourself, and that is the answer to every man who

has said that he will believe it when he sees it. He will.

The breathing of the soul made you a human being. The blowing of the
trumpet will finish you. And the blowing of the trumpet will bring you back.
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Three breaths, and the whole of the human career is between the first and the
last.

Allah¥& presses the same argument in Sarat al-Tar with a coldness that has
never been answered: Or were they created out of nothing, or are they the creators?
Or did they create the heavens and the earth? No, rather they have no certainty.

Three possibilities, and only three, and two of them are absurd.
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He it is who created for you all that is in the mn‘/o, then He turned to the beaven
and fashioned it into seven heavens. And He is Knower of all things.
al-Baqara 2:29

Khalaga lakum, created for you, and the preposition is the whole ayah. The
world was created for us. We were not created for the world. We were created for
Allah¥g, and everything else was created for us, and every disorder in a human

life can be traced to getting those two the wrong way round.

The world is a place of benefit, and the reader may take it as a general truth that
everything natural in it is, in principle, of use to us. From this the jurists derive
one of the great principles of Islamic law, al-aslu fi'l-ashya’ al-ibiba, the default
in things is permissibility. Everything is lawful until the Sharia says otherwise.
And the reader should notice the temperament this creates, because it is the
opposite of the anxious, suspicious temperament that assumes a thing is
forbidden until somebody proves it is not. The burden of proof was placed, by
this ayah, on prohibition.

\
Ibn Kathiral as~, takes thumma, then, at face value, and reads the ayah as
establishing that the earth was created before the heavens, and he notes that this

is how human beings build, laying the foundation before raising the roof.
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But there is another ayah, in Sarat al-Nazi‘t, which appears to reverse the order,
mentioning the heaven and then saying that He spread out the earth afterwards.
Mawlana Idris Kandhlawi & 4~ -, reporting from Ibn ‘Abbis Ly &) @
gives the answer, and it is simple and complete: Allah#& created the barren earth
first, then turned His attention to the heavens and fashioned them, and then
returned to the earth and sent down the rain and brought out the pasture, and
so made it useful. The creation of the earth precedes the heavens. The
furnishing of the earth follows them. Both ayahs are exactly right and neither

has to give way.

Thumma istawa ila'l-sama’, then He turned to the heaven, or rose above it, and
the reader has arrived at the first of the mutashabibat, the ayahs whose full
meaning is not disclosed to us. We do not ask how, and we do not press for
detail, because the ayah itself closes with wa huwa bi kulli shay’in ‘alim, and He

is Knower of all things, which is a full stop and not an invitation.

\
Imim Mailik &) 4>, was asked about 7szzwa’, and his answer has never been

improved upon in twelve centuries of trying:
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The istiwa’ is known, and the bow of it is unknown, and belief in it is

obligatory, and asking about it is an innovation.

Four clauses, and each of them refuses a different error. The word is known, so
we do not empty it. The manner is unknown, so we do not liken Him to His
creation. Belief is obligatory, so we do not set it aside as a puzzle. And the
question is an innovation, so we do not spend our lives on it. There are men
who have wasted whole careers on what Imam Malik & 4~ -y settled before he

finished his tea.
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The Symmetry of These Ayahs

Before we move to the account of Adam (-su\ 4lc, the reader should be shown
something about the passage he has just crossed, because it has a shape, and the

shape is easy to miss when reading forwards, one ayah at a time.

The ayahs from the twenty-first to the twenty-ninth are arranged as a ring,
folding back on themselves around a centre, and they may be read from both

ends inwards.

Ayah twenty-one calls mankind to worship the Lord who created them and
those before them. Its partner, ayah twenty-eight, asks how they can disbelieve
in the One who took them through every stage of life. The same argument from

creation, opened and closed.

Ayah twenty-two describes the world He made around them, the earth and the
sky and the water and the fruit. Its partner, ayah twenty-nine, says that He
created for them all that is in the earth and fashioned the seven heavens. The

same furnished world, given and given again.

Ayah twenty-three challenges those who doubt the Qur'an sent to the final Mes-
senger% to bring the like of it. Its partner, ayah twenty-seven, describes those
who break their covenant with Allah 3z, which was, for the People of the Book,
precisely the covenant to believe in that Book and that Prophet®% when he

came, and who instead doubt and spread corruption.

Ayah twenty-four tells them they will fail, and to fear the Fire. Its partner, ayah
twenty-six, says that Allih3& is not ashamed to strike parables, and that by them
He guides many and misguides many, and that the transgressors are not guided.

The Fire on one side, and the road to it on the other.

And at the centre, alone, unpaired, stands ayah twenty-five: the glad tidings of

the Garden. The whole structure closes around it.

The reader may make of that what he wishes, but he should at least notice that a
Book delivered piecemeal over twenty-three years to a man who could not read

has this in it, and that nobody was pointing it out at the time.
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Adam and the Angels
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And when your Lord said to the angels, I am placing a vicegerent on the earth, they
said, will You place therein one who will canse corruption in it and shed blood,
whilst we glorify You with Your praise and sanctify You? He said, truly I know what
you do not know.

al-Baqara 2:30

Allah ¥z spoke of mankind and gave glad tidings of the Garden, and now He
turns to the first man, and it is worth noticing where his story begins. It begins
in the Garden, eating a fruit, with his wife. The reader who has just been
promised a garden with fruit and a spouse is being told, before anything else,

that he has been there before.

Idh, when, in the past, and the idiom is the Qur'an’s way of saying, remember
when. Rabbuka, your Lord, addressed to the Messenger%, and the possessive is

a comfort placed in the middle of an argument with deniers: whatever they say,

He is yours.

Khalifa, and the word does not mean deputy in the sense of somebody standing
in for an absent master, for Allah 3z is not absent. It comes from a root meaning
to come after, to succeed, and the sense is of one generation following another,
authority passing down a line. It is used of prophets, as when Allah ¥z says, O

Dawid, We have made you a vicegerent on the earth, and of mankind at large.
And notice that Allah3& announces this before He announces Adam CBL.J\ ade.

The office existed before the man.
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Now, the angels' question, and the reader must be careful here, because angels
do not object. This is a request for instruction, and it is asked with perfect

courtesy, and Allah ¥z preserved it for us precisely because the answer is the

whole reason for our existence.

But how did they know? They had never seen a human being. The ‘ulama’ give
three answers, each satisfying. The first is that the jinn, who resemble mankind
in having free will and intellect and anger and appetite, had already been on the
earth and had already caused sedition and bloodshed, and the angels reasoned
from the precedent. The second is that the word kbalifa itselt implies authority,
and where there is authority there is the abuse of it, and no further information
was required. And the third, which Qatida B 4 -, states, is simply that
Allah 35 told them.

Mawlin Ashraf ‘Ali Thanawi 4l a~ -, draws out the two verbs the angels use of
their own worship, and they offer a comparison in good faith rather than a
boast. Nusabbibu, we glorify, which is the purification of Allih3& from all de-
fect by word and by act. Nugaddisu, we sanctify, which is the same purification
in belief. Together the two are comprehensive, covering the outward and the
inward, and the angels are saying, in effect: the post appears to require constant

worship, and we already provide it, so what is the deficiency?

And underneath the question lies a genuine puzzlement which is perhaps the
most interesting thing in the ayah. The angels were curious as to how
intelligence could ever be strong enough to overcome desire. They had never
seen it done, because they have no desire to overcome. To them, a creature with
appetites and free will was a creature that would inevitably follow its appetites,
and their reasoning was impeccable and their conclusion was wrong, and it was

wrong in a way that could only be shown and not argued.

Which is why Allah 35 answers them in two ways and not one. First, with au-
thority: inni alamu ma la talamin, 1 know what you do not know. That
would have been sufficient, and for an angel it was sufficient. But He does not
leave it there. He then answers with wisdom, by demonstration, by producing

Adam PLJ\ 4Je and showing them what he could do. And there is a lesson in
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that for anybody who teaches, that Allah#z, who owed no explanation to any-

one, gave one anyway.

Why Did Allah Tell the Angels at All?

He did not need to. He announced His intention to a creation that had no vote,
and the ‘ulam ask why, and give two answers. The first is that He wished to
display His zkbtiyar, His free choosing, and His power, and to show them how
He creates, and there is no obligation in it, only a disclosure. The second is more
useful to us: to teach mankind the importance of mashwara, of consultation.
The Lord of the Worlds informed His creatures of what He was about to do,
and He was not obliged to, and the man who makes decisions over his family or
his community without a word to anybody has a rather higher opinion of his

own authority than Allah 8§ exercised over the angels.

The Angels

A word about them, since they are half of this conversation.

They are a different creation altogether, belonging to the unseen world, and the
reader who finds that difficult should reflect that we have discovered several
hundred new species on this planet since 1993, and that the confident
assumption that we have catalogued reality is refuted every few months by a

beetle.

They are made from light. They are neither male nor female. Being servants
with no evil-commanding soul in them, they obey the commandments issuing
from the Eternal Will that governs the universe, and there is nothing amongst
them to cause a quarrel or a dispute, because they are innocent, and their realm
is vast, and their nature is pure, and their stations are fixed. Each of the heavenly

bodies is a place of worship for them.

Allah 3z says of them that they do not disobey Him in what He commands
them and that they do as they are told, and that they are honoured servants who
do not precede Him in speech and who act by His command. They glorify Him

without pause and without tiring, day and night, and a human being does not
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have that capacity and was never built for it, and this is worth remembering
when we compare ourselves unfavourably to them. We were not made to do

their job.
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And He taught Adam the names, all of them, then He presented them to the angels
and said, tell Me the names of these, if you are truthful.
al-Baqara 2:31

The demonstration begins, and the instrument of it is knowledge.

What are the names? The names of everything, of people and things and their
properties, the qualities of everyone and everything. The point was never
vocabulary. It is the capacity to know a thing as it is and to hold that knowledge
in language, and it is the faculty out of which every science and every art and

every civilisation has come.

The reader will ask the obvious question, and it is the right one: why not simply
teach the angels? Why create an entirely new species for this? And the answers

open up the whole matter of who we are.

The first is that the angels could never know these things in the way required,
because knowledge of this kind is not information. To know what a thing does
to a human being, you must be the kind of creature it can be done to. An angel
can be told what wine is. He cannot know what wine is, because he cannot be
tempted by it, and the knowledge that the kbalifa needed was knowledge of
exactly that sort.

\
Mawlana Idris Kandhlawi bl 4, states it in terms of the office: a kbalifa must
have the capacity to love and to be angry and to want and to fear, because he

must feel what those he governs feel, and a ruler who has never felt hunger will
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legislate about bread very badly. The qualification for the post was the ability to
be moved, and purity had nothing to do with it.

And there is a third answer, which turns the whole thing round. Allah & could
witness more of His own great qualities within human beings than within
angels, because there are favours of His that only a creature with needs can
receive, and only a creature that has received them can give thanks for them. The
angels do not need food, or drink, or health, or rest, or shelter, or healing, and so
the entire range of Allih's¥& providing and nourishing and curing and shelter-
ing finds no object in them. He made a creature that could be hungry, so that

there could be a creature that says albamdulillah after eating.

How was Adam r)LJ\ 4Je taught? The ‘ulama’ mention that it may have been
privately or publicly, or that it may have been intrinsic, placed in him rather
than transmitted to him, in the way that a newborn knows how to take milk
and a duckling knows how to swim, having been taught by nobody. The last is
perhaps the most striking, because it means the knowledge was not an
accomplishment of Adam'scw\ 4Je but a design feature of the species, and

every child born since has arrived with it.

Why Only Humans Were Suited to the Khilafa

This is worth stating plainly, because it settles what our value is and what it is

not.

Purity is a beautiful quality in a leader. It is not the qualifying one. What
qualifies is knowledge, knowledge of people, of their natures, of what things do
to them. The angels were purer than Adam (-M\ 4Je and it did not help them

for a moment, and the whole episode is a demonstration that %/m wins.

And if the angels had been given this knowledge and free will along with it, they
would no longer be angels. That is the answer to the whole objection. The
proposal to have angels do it dissolves on inspection, because the beings who did

it would not be angels any more.
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Here is the heart of it. The angels never do evil, and the Shaytan never does
good, and the human being alone has been given the capacity for both. And this
is the design itself. We are responsible for using and developing our capacity for
good, and for resisting our potential for evil, and, best of all, for taking that
potential and turning it towards what is good. Envy can be channelled into
competing in righteousness. Obstinacy can be turned into steadfastness upon
the truth. Anger can become ghayra for the sacred. Nothing is thrown away, it is

redirected.

And by doing good, and above all by struggling against the whisperings of the
Shaytan and against the evil-commanding soul, a human being ascends, and can
go on ascending without limit, whilst the stations of the angels are fixed exactly
where they are and always were, because they have no seduction to resist and no
evil tendency to fight. They are magnificent and they are stationary. We are
flawed and we are moving. That is what Allah 3z knew and they did not.
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They said, glory be to You, we have no knowledge except what You have taught us.

Truly You are the All-Knowing, the All-Wise.
al-Baqara 2:32

The answer of the angels, and it should be set beside the answer of Iblis two
ayahs from now, because the two of them together are the whole of the human

predicament.

They begin with subbanak, glory be to You, before they say anything about
themselves. The first movement of a creature confronted with its own ignorance
is to declare its Lord free of all defect, and the reader should notice that they did

not say, we were mistaken, or, we did not mean it. They purified Him first.
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Then, la ilma lana illd ma ‘allamtana, we have no knowledge except what You
have taught us, and they are being accurate rather than modest. Everything they
had, He gave. Everything we have, He gave. Allih#z taught everything, the
worldly knowledge and the other, and the surgeon and the engineer and the
poet are all standing exactly where the angels are standing, and the only

difference is that the angels know it.

Then the two names. A/-“4lim, the One who knows everything. A/-Hakim, the
One who knows why. And the pairing is the answer to their own question,
because their question had been a question about wisdom and not about facts.
They knew what a human being would do. They did not know why it was
worth it. And they close by naming Him the One who knows why, which is to

say, we withdraw the question.

Half of knowledge is admitting that we do not know, and the angels have just

given the finest demonstration of it in the Book.
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He said, O Adam, inform them of their names. And when he had informed them
of their names, He said, did I not tell you that I know the unseen of the heavens and

the earth, and I know what you disclose and what you used to conceal?

al-Baqara 2:33

Adam r‘)L.J\ 4Jec becomes a teacher, and the first thing the first man does in the
Book, after being taught, is teach. Allah ¥z arranged for them to receive it from
AdamrM\ e himself, in the flesh, so that the demonstration was complete

and the pupil became the master in front of the class.
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And Allah 3z is once again showing His total knowledge and total control. He
knows the unseen of the heavens and the earth, and He knows what is disclosed
and what is concealed, and this last clause has troubled readers, because it seems
to accuse the angels of concealing something, and angels do not conceal. The
‘ulama have offered several readings, of which the safest is that it refers to what
was in the hearts of all present, including Iblis, who was standing amongst
them, and whose refusal is one ayah away, and who was concealing at that
moment exactly what he was about to reveal. Allih#& announced that He knew

what was being hidden, and then let the next ayah demonstrate it.

The Refusal of Iblis
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And when We said to the angels, prostrate to Adam, they prostrated, except Iblis. He

refused and was arrogant, and he was of the disbelievers.

al-Baqara 2:34

The name first. It is said to be a foreign word, and it is said to be from zblas,
which means despair, the state of a man who has given up on mercy, and the

second is a description of him even if it is not the derivation of his name.

Was he one of the angels? No, and the Qur'an answers it explicitly elsewhere: ex-
cept Iblis, he was of the jinn, and be transgressed against the command of bis Lord.
He was of the jinn, and by the length and quality of his worship he had been
saved from the destruction that overtook his kind and had been raised to reside
amongst the angels, but he was never of them, and the exception in our ayah is
an exception from the company he kept and not from the species he belonged

to.
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And that fact carries one of the most sobering lessons in the sara. He lived
amongst the angels. He worshipped for ages. He had the finest company that
has ever existed, and none of it saved him, because the thing in him was
constitutional and the company did not touch it. The reader who assumes that
proximity to the pious will make him pious should sit with this. And the ‘ulama’
note that this was itself a form of zstidrij with Iblis, that his long ascent through
worship and station was the rope paying out, small successes granted to a

creature so that his fall, when it came, would be total.

Now, why was the prostration commanded at all? Allah#z created the human
being with honour and made him a kbalifa, and the angels were made to ac-
knowledge it. But the reader should see what the command does to the human
being as much as what it does for him. The real power is Allah's#z, and though
man is the leader of this world, he is required to understand that there is an
authority over him. He is honoured by a prostration and, in the same instant,

shown that the honour was issued by somebody.

Prostration to Other Than Allah

The reader will want this settled, because the question comes up and is often

answered badly.

Prostration in the meaning of worship belongs to Allah 32 alone, without ex-
ception and without qualification. When the angels obeyed Allah's¥#& com-
mand to prostrate before Adamcw\ 4lc, they were in reality prostrating to
Him, for the act took its meaning from the One who commanded it, and

Adam ('M\ 4Jc was the direction and not the object.

Prostration to other than Allah#% out of honour, as to a parent, is haram in our
Sharf%, but it is not kxfr, and it was permitted to communities before us, which
is why the brothers of Yasuf M.l ¢ fell prostrate before him without sin.
Prostration to other than Allah¥& as worship is kufr, whoever does it and

whatever he calls it.
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And Allah 35 does not tolerate competitors in worship. We cannot call our mas-
ters Rabb or our servants «bd. We cannot bow or prostrate to them. We do not
make images to honour the dead or raise statues to them. And the Messenger €
closed the door at its narrowest point, for when Qays b. Sad 4= &) (&2 came to
him having seen the Persians prostrate to their ruler and said that he was more
deserving of it, he forbade it absolutely, and said that if he were to command
anyone to prostrate to anyone he would have commanded a wife to prostrate to
her husband, and then did not command it.® If prostration to the Messenger%
himself is forbidden, and to his grave, then every avenue has been closed, and the

closing was deliberate.

Istikbar

Two words describe what Iblis did, and they are not the same. 464, he refused,
which is the outward act. Wa'stakbara, and he was arrogant, which is the
inward cause. The refusal was what we could see. The arrogance was what was
actually there, and it had been there all along, concealed, as the previous ayah

warned.

What was in it? He felt that Adam pu\ alec was beneath him. That is all. He

wanted to be noticed and to be reckoned above, and it is the same disease that
moved Qabil against Habil when a sacrifice was accepted from one and not the
other, and the same disease that moved the brothers of Yasuf ()LJ\ 4Je when
they saw their father's affection settle elsewhere. Hatred of the other man rarely

comes into it. What burns is the intolerable sensation of not being the one.

Recognition is a killer, and the desire to be somebody has destroyed more
religious men than wine ever has, because wine at least announces itself. The

Messenger% was told by a man who worried that his fine clothes might be
pride, and he said that Allah 3£ is beautiful and loves beauty, and that pride is to

reject the truth and to look down on people. Two things, and neither of them is

8. Abu Dawuad. The reader should notice the logic: the prohibition is demonstrated by naming the
strongest imaginable case for an exception and then refusing it.

84



a garment. It is a posture of the heart towards the truth and towards other

human beings, and a man in rags can have all of it.

And humility beautifies whoever carries it. Allih3& raises the humble and
lowers the proud, and He alone controls %2za and dbilla, as He declares in Sara
Al “Imran, that He gives dominion to whom He wills and takes it from whom
He wills, and honours whom He wills and humiliates whom He wills, and in
His hand is all good. Iblis wanted to be raised and did the one thing that

guarantees lowering, and he did it in the presence of the One who controls the

outcome.
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And We said, O Adam, dwell, you and your wife, in the Garden, and eat from it
[freely wherever you wish. But do not approach this tree, or you will be amongst the

wrongdoers.

al-Baqara 2:35

Mufii Shaft &) 4~ -, draws out the words one by one and the reader will see that

the whole of our own situation is in them.

Uskun, dwell, settle, find peace. And Allah#z does not say forever. He says
reside, as a tenant resides, and the word contains the term of the tenancy

without stating it.

Anta wa zawjuk, you and your wife, and Mufti Shaff & a=~ -y notes the order
and what it establishes: the husband is addressed and the husband is responsible.

The command came to him, and the account will be taken from him.

Raghadan, freely, abundantly, without care. Everything was permitted and

nothing was rationed.
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Wa la tagraba, and do not approach, and this is where the reader should stop.
Allah 3% did not say, do not eat from this tree. He said, do not go near it. And
the jurists have built a principle on this, the closing of the doors to sin, sadd al-
dhara’i, and they apply it exactly where it needs applying. Allzh3& does not say,
do not commit zznd. He says, do not go near zind. The prohibition is placed at a
distance from the act, with a margin, because He knows that a man standing at

the edge of a thing has already lost most of the argument.

And which tree? Allih 3£ does not say, and the ‘ulama’ have been content not to
know, and this is itself a principle of the Qur'an which the reader will meet again
and again. Where the Book leaves a thing vague, the vagueness is deliberate, and
the energy we spend identifying the tree is energy taken from the lesson about

the fence.

And look at what has just been described. Live here. Enjoy yourselves. Eat
whatever you like, as much as you like, wherever you like. Except this one thing.
This is our entire life in the world, in a single ayah, and the reader who

complains that Islam is restrictive should count the ratio: an entire garden, and

one tree.
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Then the Shaytan caused them to slip from it, and expelled them from where they
had been. And We said, descend, some of you enemies to others. And for you on the

earth is a dwelling place and enjoyment for a time.

al-Baqara 2:36
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The verb is azallabuma, he caused them to slip, and it is a word about footing
and not about intention. They did not defect. They slipped, and somebody had
oiled the ground.

The name Shaytan is from a root carrying the sense of distance, of being far

from mercy, and used in its proper form it refers to Iblis himself.

And the Qur'an indicates that Adam pu\ ale and Hawwé’rw\ e did not
know him for an enemy, for the account in Sarat al-A'raf has him swear to them,
and be swore to them, truly I am to you a sincere adviser. He took an oath. And
that detail is the most useful thing in the whole episode, because a man does not
swear unless he senses resistance. Adam VM\ «lc knew that something was off.
The oath was manufactured to answer a doubt that was already there, and it

worked, and it has been working ever since.

So why did Adam<-§)u\ 4Je eat? Mufti Shaff & a~ -, offers an explanation of
great delicacy. A particular tree was pointed out to him, and he understood the
prohibition to attach to that individual tree, when the intent was any tree of
that kind. It was a misreading, and the reader who has ever been caught by a
technicality of his own devising will recognise the shape of it. And the Qur'an
itself supplies the other half: and We had made a covenant with Adam before,
but he forgot, and We found in him no firm resolve. He forgot. Allah 3z says so,

and there is no need for us to improve on it.

Mimmd kand fih, from what they had been in, and Allah 3z does not name the
blessing they lost, and the ‘ulam’ read the silence as a measure of the Garden
itself, which cannot be inventoried, so that what was lost cannot be stated

because it was without limit.

Mawlina ‘Ashiq lahi il an  takes the plain lesson: sins cause the loss of
blessings. Not the punishment of sins, at some later date, in some other place.
The sin itself removes the blessing, immediately, as a matter of cause and effect,
and the man who wonders why the sweetness has gone out of his prayer usually

has the answer if he is honest for thirty seconds.
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And Mawlan Idris Kandhlawi &) 4~ -y adds a note that is worth more than a
page of theology. Two who love each other can bear physical separation. What
they cannot bear is the other's displeasure. Adamrw\ 4Je was not weeping
over the fruit or the garden or the climate. He had displeased his Beloved, and

that was the whole of the catastrophe, and everything else was scenery.

The Purity of the Prophets

The reader has just been told that a prophet made a mistake, and he is entitled to

some care with the matter, because a great deal depends on it.

Allah#& hand-selects the prophets. They are the best of people, chosen and not
applying. He has made their obedience His own obedience, and He says, who-
ever obeys the Messenger has obeyed Allab, and He made the pledge given at the
Prophet’s%ﬁ‘é hand a pledge given to Himself, saying that the hand of Allah3& is
above their hands. They are the guides of humanity, and a guide at whom

fingers can be pointed is not a guide.

Iblis was the first creature to question the standing of a prophet, and the reader
has just seen what became of him, and the precedent should be kept in view by

anybody tempted to speak lightly of them.

Notice also the order in which Allh#& has arranged this narrative. He
announced the kbilafa of man, and the teaching of the names, and the
prostration of the angels, and only then, with the honour fully established, did
He mention the slip. The honour is placed before the error, deliberately, exactly
as He speaks of the forgiveness of the Messenger& in Sarat al-Fath before He
mentions anything at all that might require it. The reader is not permitted to

arrive at the mistake until he has been made to understand who is making it.

So they can have mishaps, human errors, and not deliberate sins of the kind we
commit daily and cheerfully. Mawlina Idris Kandhlawi &) 4~ , offers an
illustration which settles the matter better than an argument. Water is pure and
clean and cold. It can be heated by an external fire, and while it is hot it is not

behaving as water behaves, but there is nothing in the water that produced the
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heat, and once the fire is removed it returns to itself. And in every state, hot or
cold, water will still put out a fire. That quality never leaves it. The prophets
have no intrinsic evil, and whatever mishap occurs is from an external influence,

and the extinguishing quality is never lost.

And Allah#z magnifies even these errors precisely because of their station, for
the higher the standing the finer the accounting, and the good deeds of the
righteous are the shortcomings of the near. Meanwhile, at our level, a scholar
who exercises his judgement and gets it wrong is still rewarded once, and this is

the mercy we live on.

Al-Razi's Four Categories

3
Imam al-Razia) 4a~, divides the question into four, and the division is so clean

that it ends most of the confusion around it.

The first is %gida, core belief. By consensus, the prophets are free of any trace of

kufr, before prophethood and after it, without exception.

The second is zabligh, the conveying of the message. By consensus, they are free
of adding to it, or omitting from it, or forgetting it, or altering it. Whatever

came down, came through, entire.

The third is their rulings and their exercises of judgement and their public
decisions, and here a suboptimal decision is possible, as with the ransoming of
the prisoners at Badr, but such a decision would always be corrected by

revelation, and the correction is itself part of the protection.

The fourth is their actions and habits and ordinary conduct, where slips and
minor errors are possible, as with the sleeping through Fajr on a journey. They
were human beings with human needs, and they could err, and nothing

deliberate and nothing major.
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Descend From Here

The command 7bbiti is plural, and not dual, and so it addresses more than
Adam r}LJ\ aJe and Haww?’ r)LJ\ e . It addresses their descendants, which is

to say, us. We were in the sentence.

Now, a matter must be settled here plainly, because we difter from those who

came before us over it, and the difference is not a small one.

Some, under the influence of narrations from Biblical sources, have argued that
Hawwi’rw\ e led Adamcw\ e to be deceived. This is the approach of
the Old Testament, where the serpent addresses the woman and she takes the
fruit and gives it to her husband,” and from it woman was considered evil and
held in disgrace through much of medieval Christianity, with consequences that
ran for a thousand years. The Qur'an does no such thing. It centres the event on
Adam r)LJ\ ale. It is he who received the words. It is he, more than she, who
had to implore forgiveness, although they both did. And when the Qur'an
mentions the eating, it mentions them both together, as in Sara Ta Ha, so they
both ate of it. There is no original sin here, and there is no woman to blame for
it, and the reader who has absorbed the opposite from the surrounding culture

should notice that he did not get it from this Book.

Nor do we believe that Adam rM\ 4lc and Hawwa’ pu\ e were sent to the
earth as a punishment, and the proof of this is structural and it is decisive. The
very first mention of Adam r)LJ\ 4Je in this sara, at the thirtieth ayah, is
Allah ¥z announcing that He is placing a kbalifa on the earth, and He an-
nounced it before the narrative of the tree had even begun. The descent to earth
was the plan, stated in advance, and it was not the consequence of the slip. The
Catholics built monasticism on the opposite premise, treating the world as a
cursed sentence to be endured and withdrawn from, and the whole edifice rests

on a reading the Qur'an has already refused.

9. Genesis 3:1-6. The order of the account matters: the woman is approached, the woman is persuaded,
-

and the man receives the fruit from her hand. The Qur'an’s account corrects this one rather than varying
it.
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Then, badukum li ba‘din ‘aduww, some of you enemies to others, and the
enmity is of several kinds. There is the enmity between the Shaytin and
mankind, which is the original one and the honest one, declared on both sides.
There is the enmity of human beings amongst themselves, which is a second
affliction laid on top of the first, and which we administer to ourselves with an
enthusiasm that requires no encouragement from Iblis at all. And there is the
enmity that has been set between men and women, which the reader may
observe working itself out around him at this moment, and which is precisely

what the Shaytian wanted when he separated the first two.

And then the mercy that closes the ayah: wa lakum fi'l-ardi mustagarrun wa
matd‘un ild hin, and for you on the earth is a dwelling place and enjoyment for
a time. Even in the sentence of descent, a provision is made, and the last three
words, zla hin, for a time, are the kindest in the dyah, because they tell us that

the arrangement is temporary and that we are going home.

The Repentance of Adam
c
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Then Adam received words from bis Lord, and He turned to him in mercy. Truly
He is the Ever-Relenting, the Ever-Merciful.

al-Baqara 2:37

Fa talagqd, and the fa> at the head of it implies speed, that it all happened
quickly, and the sequence matters. Allih#& inspired him with words and he
repented immediately, and the inspiration came as a result of his remorse, which
means the remorse came first. He was already broken before he was given

anything to say.
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Mufti Shafi &l a~ -, draws out the beauty of it: his remorse was so great that he
was lost for words entirely, and Allah 3 had to dictate them to him. He wanted
to apologise and could not speak. And Imam al-Alisi &) as -, notes that the
verb talagqa indicates that he received the words welcomingly, with anticipa-
tion, reaching for them, which is the posture of a man to whom a rope has been

thrown.

Other dyahs tell us that Allah#& questioned him, calling out, did I not forbid
you that tree, and say to you that the Shaytan is a manifest enemy to you? And the
reader should hear what is in that question. That is the voice of a father who has

been hurt, and no judge has ever spoken like it.

The words themselves are preserved in Sarat al-Araf: Our Lord, we have
wronged ourselves, and if You do not forgive us and have mercy on us, we shall
surely be amongst the losers. There is no excuse in it. There is no mention of the
Shaytan, who was in fact to blame, and who had sworn an oath, and who would
have made a perfectly serviceable defence. There is only, we have wronged

ourselves.

Now set that beside the answer of Iblis. He also had a case. He also had been
placed in a situation and had failed in it. And what he said was, I am better than
him, You created me from fire and created him from clay. Two creatures, two
failures, one moment. One said, I was wrong. The other said, You were. And the
entire difference between the people of the Garden and the people of the Fire is
contained in the gap between those two sentences, and the reader should

understand that the gap is humility, and neither intelligence nor knowledge.

And notice the teaching order: Allih#z taught Adam C-M\ ae, and
Adam (aBL.J\ 4le taught Hawwa (aBL.J\ e, and from this the ‘ulama’ derive that
a man is responsible for his wife's education in the religion, and it is a duty thata

great many men amongst us have quietly outsourced to nobody at all.

Then the two names, and the placement of them is the whole mercy of the yah.
Allah 3% has already told us that He accepted the repentance, the matter is
closed, Adam ¢>L.J\ e is forgiven. And then He adds, truly He is the Ever-Re-
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lenting, the Ever-Merciful. Why? The transaction is complete. He adds it
because He is advertising a service rather than reporting an event. The names are
in the present, permanent, general, and they are placed at the end so that the
reader closes the ayah understanding that this was never about Adam (-BLJ\ ae

at all, and that the door is standing open and he is being invited through it.

And consider what Tzwwab actually says. It is from the same root as tawba, and
tawba means to turn back. When we repent, we turn back to Him. And He is
Tawwdab, which means that He turns back to us. The slave who ran away turns

around, and finds that the Master has already turned.
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Allah, Mighty and Majestic, says: Whoever comes with a good deed shall
have ten like it and more. Whoever comes with an evil deed shall be
recompensed with one like it, or I forgive. Whoever draws near to Me by a
handspan, I draw near to him by a cubit. Whoever draws near to Me by a
cubit, I draw near to him by a fathom. Whoever comes to Me walking, 1
come to him running. And whoever meets Me with the earth’s fill of sins,
associating nothing with Me, I shall meet him with the like of it in forgive-

ness.’’

The reader should notice that the arithmetic is deliberately unfair in every
clause. Ten for one, and more. One for one, or nothing. A handspan met with a
cubit. A cubit met with a fathom. And then the sentence that no religion on

earth has ever matched: whoever comes to Me walking, I come to him running.
)
10. Muslim 2687, on the authority of Abi Dharr £s a0 L9b)'
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The slave takes one hesitant step and Allah3& covers the rest of the distance at

speed, and He describes Himself as doing so.

Tawba: A Full Return

Mufii Shafi‘ dil 4~ - is careful to say what zawba is not, because a great many of
us have been performing something else under its name. It is not an emotion of
remorse, and it is not a form of words. It indicates a change of mind and a full
redirection, a complete turn, and a man who has said astaghfirullah three hun-
dred times and walked in the same direction has not repented, he has been

counting.

Imam Ibn ‘Ashir &l a~ -, sets out its elements as three, and the arrangement is
memorable. 7/m, knowledge, which is the acknowledgement that this thing is a
sin and that it was yours. Hal, state, which is the shame and the remorse that
follow the acknowledgement. And @mal, action, which is the giving up of the
sin now, and the resolve never to return to it, and, where the rights of another
person are involved, the returning of what was taken, and, where a prayer was
missed, the making up of it. Knowledge, then state, then action, and a

repentance missing any one of the three is missing a leg.

And the du? of Adamcw\ &lc teaches us the posture, and it is the same
posture in every accepted du in the Book. Yanus pu\ e in the belly of the
fish said, there is no god but You, glory be to You, truly I was amongst the wrongdo-
ers. MﬁsirM\ e said, my Lord, I have wronged myself, so forgive me. In each
case: You are perfect, I am the problem. Not one of them explained the circum-

stances.

And only Allah 3% can forgive. Not an imam, not a Shaykh, not a priest, not a
saint, and not a committee. It is a private matter between a slave and his Lord,
and there is no counter to queue at, and this is amongst the greatest mercies of
this religion and one of the things that most sharply distinguishes it from what

surrounds it.
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Al-Sha‘rani & a~ -y, as Mawlana Idris Kandhlawi &) 4~ - relates, observes that
Allah#& created human beings and jinn with two instincts, one towards good
and one towards evil, and that He inaugurated goodness with Adam (-M\ ae
and evil with Iblis, so that the two roads were opened by the two of them on the

same afternoon, and every one of us has been choosing between them ever since.

And a practical lesson for parents, which the reader may act on today. Teach
children to say sorry, and teach them to accept it when it is said. We have just
seen that the whole difference between salvation and ruin turned on the ability
to produce one sentence, and it is a skill, and it is learned at home, and the child
who is never made to apologise and never sees an apology accepted is being

trained in the school of Iblis without anybody intending it.
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We said, descend from it, all of you. And when guidance comes to you from Me,
then whoever follows My guidance, no fear shall be upon them, nor shall they grieve.

al-Baqara 2:38

The command to descend is repeated, and the reader should ask why, since it
was already given at the thirty-sixth dyah, and Imam Ibn ‘Ashar W am -, gives the
answer: the repetition, coming after the repentance, shows that the descent was
not a consequence of the mistake but an inevitability, because the command

stood before the slip and it still stood after the forgiveness.

This matters enormously, and it is worth stating in full. The acceptance of the
repentance of Adamrw\ 4le and Hawwi’g‘w\ e did not mean that the
decree of their descent to the earth would be cancelled. It meant that they began
their earthly life cleansed of their error, without any blemish and without any
original sin to be passed on to their descendants, exactly as every newborn

begins life free of sin. And it is a principle of the Qur'an, and one of the basic
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principles of law everywhere, that no soul earns except to its own account, and
that no bearer of burden bears the burden of another. The child who is born
amongst us is born innocent, and owes nothing to what happened under that

tree, and needs no ceremony to wash it off.

Fa immd ya’tiyannakum, and when guidance comes to you, and the Arabic
here is emphatic in a way English cannot easily carry, doubling the certainty. It
tells us that guidance is from Allah#& and that it is coming, and the only
question is whether we have opened the vessel to receive it and whether we will

follow it where it leads.

And there is a tenderness in the arrangement which the reader should not miss.
Allah 38 was never going to send a human being down to this place without also
sending a way back. The descent and the guidance are announced in the same

breath, in the same ayah, and the door out was built into the sentence of exile.

Then the two promises. La kbawfun ‘alaybhim, no fear upon them, and fear is
about the future. It is mentioned first because it is the more severe of the two,
since a man can endure a great deal of past grief but very little uncertainty about
what is coming. Mawlana Ashraf ‘Ali Thinawi 4! 4~ -y makes a fine distinction:
it does not mean that they will never feel afraid, for the prophets themselves felt
fear. It means that Allih3& will not inflict upon them the thing they feared.

The fear may come. The catastrophe will not.

And notice the grammar of it, for it is a noun, kbawf, and not a verb, which

conveys a settled and permanent absence.

Wa la bum yabzanin, nor shall they grieve, and this is about the past, the
sadness and the regret over what has gone. And here Allah 3 uses a verb rather
than a noun, and the ‘ulam3’ read the difference exactly: sadness is temporary, it
comes and it goes, and the verb conveys its passing nature. Fear is abolished as a

category. Sadness is simply not permitted to settle.

And the people of the Garden will say, when they arrive, 4/l praise belongs to

Allah who has removed from us all grief, and the reader may consider what it
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says about this life that the first thing they think to be grateful for is not the

rivers.
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And those who disbelieve and deny Our signs, those are the companions of the Fire,
they shall abide therein forever.
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al-Baqara 2:39

The other half of the sentence, and with it the first great movement of the sira

closes.

The reader who has come this far should be shown what he has crossed, because
these thirty-nine ayahs are a complete structure and the fortieth begins

something new.

With remarkable concision, the siira so far has informed us about guidance, and
about faith and Islam and their pillars and principles. Then about disbelief and
hypocrisy and the reasons for them, with a description of the qualities of all
three groups. Then it presented decisive and comprehensive proofs, drawn both
from the inner world of the human being and from the outer world around
him, of Allih's38& existence and oneness, of the divine authorship of the Qur'an,
of the messengership of Muhammad£€, and of the Hereafter with its Garden
and its Fire. Then it explained the nature and the duty of the human being and
how we began our life on this earth. It has, in this way, summarised its main
purposes before beginning to narrate the earthly adventure of humankind and
of human communities, which will illustrate those purposes with concrete

historical examples.

And in these last two ayahs it has thrown a rope back to the beginning of the
sara and tied the whole thing together. It refers directly to the guidance

mentioned at the opening by mentioning guidance again in the thirty-eighth. It
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expands the falab of the fifth ayah by telling us what success actually consists of:
no fear shall be upon them, nor shall they grieve. And by stating that those who
disbelieve and deny His signs are the companions of the Fire abiding therein, it
recalls the twenty-third and twenty-fourth ayahs, which threatened those who
denied the divine authorship of the Qur'an with a Fire whose fuel is people and

stones.

The circle is closed. And now the sara turns, and for the next fifty ayahs it will
speak to a single nation, and will show us, in their history, everything it has just

told us in principle.

O Children of Isra’l

An Introduction to the Bana Isra’l

The sara is about to spend fifty ayahs on a single nation, and the reader will

follow none of it without a little history, so let us set it out.

Ibrahim C-)LJ\ 4Je had two famous sons who were themselves prophets, and he
had others besides, as Ibn Kathir o e -y records in al-Biddya wa'l-Nibaya.
Ishaq ('M‘ 4lc had a son called Ya'qab ()LJ\ ale, and Yaqub r)L.J\ 4Je was also
called Isra’1l, and it is from him that the Children of Isra’1l take their name. From
his twelve sons came the twelve tribes that made up the nation. After
Yasuf V‘)LJ\ 4dc became the minister of Egypt his whole famﬂy migrated there,
and the twelve tribes settled and prospered, and Ibn Kathir & 4 -y tells us that
Musa<-‘>L.J\ 4Je came more than four hundred years after those first twelve

brothers.

So the story of the Bana Isra1l begins in Egypt, and they lived there peacefully
for generations. Then the pharaohs enslaved them, because they were migrants
and not natives of the land, and they were treated as animals are treated, and
their sons were killed and their women taken. Allah3& returns to these trials
several times in the Qur'an, and He Himself says of them that in that was a

tremendous trial from your Lord.
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Then came the deliverance, and the sea, and the twelve paths through the water,
one for each tribe. And then, instead of a short march home, forty years of
wandering in the wilderness of Tih, because they refused the fight that would
have taken them back to Palestine, the land of their forefathers Yasuf rﬁu\ ae
and Ya'qab fBLJ\ e . In that wilderness they troubled Mﬁsir)U\ e beyond
what any prophet has been troubled by his own people. They worshipped a calf
whilst he was receiving the Torah. They demanded to see Allih#z with their

eyes before they would believe. And the mountain was raised over them.

Mﬁsifw\ 4Je died in that wilderness, and Yasha' b. Nan pu\ 4Je led them
at last into Bayt al-Maqdis. Later they were driven out of it, and a portion of
them came to settle at Madinah, looking for the place between two lava fields
where their books told them the final Prophet% would appear. They became a
substantial community there, alongside the Aws and the Khazraj who had come
up from Yemen. And that is who is being addressed. These are the neighbours,
three streets away, who had been waiting for him for centuries and who did not

accept him when he arrived.

B I I P R R - R ¥
g sl Nl Coanmil I zoms 1555) LS
@D 2l iy 3 ey |
Children of Isra’il, remember My favour u:hz'ch 1 bestowed upon you, and fulfil My
covenant, and I shall fulfil your covenant, and fear Me alone.
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al-Baqara 2:40

Four threads are tied together here, and the reader who sees them will

understand why this address comes exactly where it does.

The thirty-ninth ayah ended with those who disbelieved and denied the signs.
And the natural question is: who is the best example of a people who knew the
guidance was true and did not follow it? From here to the end of the Juz,
Allah 3 answers.
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Second, Adam r)L.J\ 4Je made a single mistake and lost a blessing temporarily.
Now Allah 3 speaks of an entire nation who were blessed beyond every other,
and who through their repeated mistakes lost blessing after blessing,

permanently. The scale has changed and the lesson has not.

Third, there were several groups at Madinah in the Prophet’s% time, and the
sara has now addressed the believers, the disbelievers and the hypocrites, and

here it turns to those who believed in the earlier prophets.

And fourth, the third ru#ksi opened with O mankind, general and universal, and

this one opens with O Children of Isra’il, particular and named.

Why Banau Isra’il and not Bani Ya‘qub? Mawlina Idris Kandhlawi dil 4 -y an-
swers that Isr3il carries the sense of the servant of Allih 8%, and Allah 3£ is call-
ing them by the name that reminds them what their father was, as one might say
to a man, be your father’s son. Every time they hear their own name they are

being told what they are supposed to be.

And why this nation at all? Because they are the greatest nation of the past, the
most frequently mentioned in the Qur'an, and a lesson for the Jews of Madinah
and for the Muslims equally. Mﬁsi¢w\ 4Je is mentioned more than any other
prophet in the Book, and this is so that we might measure ourselves against his
Ummah. They were looked up to, and rightly, for they were the progeny of
prophets.

Udbkuri ni‘matiya, remember My favour. And notice that gratitude comes
before obligation. Allah ¥z does not open with the demand. He opens with the
reminder of what they were given, because a man who has been reminded of a

kindness is a different man from one who has merely been instructed.

Then, wa awfi bi abdi ifi bi ‘abdikum, fulfil My covenant and I shall fulfil
yours, and the grammar makes the second clause conditional upon the first. You
go first. It is not a negotiation between equals, and yet Allih#& has bound Him-

self in it, and there is no greater security available in this world or the next.
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And wa iyydya fa'rbabin, and fear Me alone, with the object placed first for
exclusivity. Fear Me, and nobody else. This is what will hold them to the
covenant, because a man who fears his own people will break any promise he has
made to Allih#& the moment they lean on him, and that is precisely what

happened at Madinah.

What Were the Favours, and What Was the Covenant?

The favours were these: to be favoured with a religion, and a divine Book, and
prophets, and guidance, and a straight path to walk without deviation.
Specifically it means Allih's3& choosing prophets and messengers from
amongst them, and granting them a great kingdom, and giving them a Book,
and guiding them, and settling them in the land promised to them. No nation

before this Ummah was given more.

And the covenant is set out in Sirat al-M2'ida, where Allah#& says that He took
the covenant of the Children of Isr2il and raised amongst them twelve
chieftains, and said, 7 am with you. If you establish the salah and give the zakah
and believe in My messengers and honour them and lend to Allah a goodly loan, I
shall surely remove your sins from you and admit you to gardens beneath which
rivers flow. But whoever amongst you disbelieves after that has strayed from the

even way.

The heart of it, for our purposes, was this: that when a messenger came after
their prophets, they would believe in him and help him. They were therefore
required to believe in Muhammad£%, whom Allih# had described to them
with his particular attributes, and whose coming He had announced in the

Book He sent them, and whom they consequently knew very well indeed.

And what would they have received had they kept it? Allah#z answers in the
same sara: And if they bad observed the Torah and the Gospel and what was sent
down to them from their Lord, they would surely have eaten from above them and
[from beneath their feet. Amongst them is a moderate community, but many of
them, evil is what they do. Eaten from above and beneath, which is the Arabic

way of saying that provision would have come from every direction at once.
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And the promise to this Ummah in Sarat al-Nar runs on the identical pattern,
that Allih3& has promised those who believe and do righteous deeds that He
will grant them succession in the earth as He granted it to those before them,
and will establish for them their religion, and will exchange their fear for
security. The condition is the same, and the reward is the same, and the reader

may draw the inference about the consequence of failure.

The Bani Isr3’ll and This Ummah

Mufii Shafi il 4~ -, reports from Imam al—Qurgubia&:\ 4~ an observation of
great delicacy. When Allah ¥z compels the Children of Isra1l to fulfil His rights,
He makes mention of His bounties upon them first, and then asks them to
recognise Him. When He addresses this Ummah, He mentions no bounties at
all. He says simply, remember Me, and I will remember you. He speaks to us dir-
ectly, without the intermediary of a favour, and al-Qurtubi &) 4 -, takes this as
a sign of our superiority as an Ummah. We have a direct connection to our

Creator, and we are not thought to require the leverage of a gift.

And fulfilling promises is the mark of a believer. The Messenger% told us that
every man who breaks his covenant will have a flag raised for him on the Day of
Resurrection, and it will be said, this is the treachery of so-and-so, and the flag
will be raised as high as the crime was great, so that everybody recognises him.

Betrayal is not punished privately.

Tbn Kathir &l a~ -, notes the shape of this dyah, that it contains encouragement
followed by warning, and that Allah3& first called the Children of Isra1l with
encouragement and then warned them, so that they might return to the truth
and follow the Messenger®€ and heed the Qur'an's commands and prohibi-

tions and believe in what it contains.

And before the reader settles comfortably into the seat of the spectator, he
should hear what the Messenger% said about us:
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You will follow the ways of those before you, handspan by handspan and
cubit by cubit, so that if they went down the burrow of a lizard, you would
g0 down it too. We said, Messenger of Allab, the Jews and the Christians?

He said, who else?

The Companions (& & 2 asked the question we would have asked, hoping

for a different answer, and they did not get one. These fifty ayahs are about us.
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And believe in what I have sent down, conﬁrmmg w/oozt is with you, and do not be

the first to reject it. And do not sell My signs for a small price. And fear Me alone.
al-Baqara 2:41

Wa ld takini awwala kafirin bib, do not be the first to reject it, and the reader
should feel the force of that phrase, because these people had every reason on

earth to be the first to accept it.

They already believed in one God, when the Arabs around them worshipped
stones. They already believed in the Hereafter. They already believed in
prophethood, and in a divine Book, and their Book had told them about this

2 w;, o G b

11. Al-Bukhari and Muslim. And in another narration: J.“J,.ﬂ\ Lg éc d\ Ld LS"‘ L;C L}uu

L}’JL L}"j‘ }-\» there will surely come upon my Ummah what came upon the Children of Isra’il, like

one sandal matching the other.
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Prophet%@ by name and description. Every single obstacle that stood in front
of a pagan of Makkah had been cleared out of their path in advance. They
should have been the first through the door, and they arranged instead to be the

first to slam it.

And the warning in awwal is precise. Whoever begins a thing carries the sin of
everyone who follows him in it, as the Messenger@ said, without their burdens

being lessened in the least. To be first at rejection is to be first in the accounting.

Then, wa la tashtari bi ayati thamanan galila, and do not sell My signs for a
small price. They were willing to distort the religion for a handful of coins,
because they could not bear to watch their prestige evaporate at the hands of a
prophet who was not one of theirs. Their standing rested on being the people of
the Book, and here came a man who would make the Book universal, and they

preferred their position to their salvation.

And thamanan qalila, a small price, describes the transaction rather than the
sum. Whatever a man is paid for selling out his religion is small, because there is
no fair price for it, and no figure exists that would make the trade sensible.
Nothing you earn will ever be enough. And the reader will find the
phenomenon alive in our own communities, amongst men selling the religion
for a few pounds and a platform, and when they die they will lose the money
and keep the shame, and the shame will go with them into the Hereafter.
Allah#& does not love traitors to the religion.

Then, wa iyydya fa'ttagin, and fear Me alone, and it is placed exactly here for a
reason. Fear of their own people was what made them sell, and taqwa of
Allah#& is the only thing that would have stopped them, particularly since their
own books had told them what the punishment for distorting the religion is.
They knew the penalty and they feared the wrong party.

Tbn Kathir il 4=~ -, reports a definition of taqwa from Talq b. Habib o am 3
which is worth memorising, for it is the finest short answer anyone has given:
taqwa is to act in obedience to Allah#&, upon a light from Allah#&, hoping for
the mercy of Allah#z, and to avoid disobedience to Allah#z, upon a light from
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Allah 8z, fearing the punishment of Allah 8% . Two halves, and each with three
elements, and the phrase upon a light from Allah in the middle of both, which is

to say, upon knowledge and not upon enthusiasm.

Taking Money for Religious Work

The reader will want to know how this dyah bears on the ordinary business of

paying an imam or a teacher, since it appears at first glance to forbid it.

The purest position is to take nothing at all, and this was the way of Imam Aba
Hanifa o e -, himself, who traded in cloth and taught for nothing. But the
‘ulama’ have permitted taking payment for teaching the Qur'an, and the
permission answers a necessity, because without it the knowledge would simply
be lost. If no man could feed his family whilst teaching, no man would teach,

and within a generation there would be nobody left who knew.

And there is a proof from the Sunnah, in the well-known incident which al-
Bukhari records. Some of the Companionsrp & &?) came upon an Arab
tribe who refused them hospitality, and whilst they were there the chief of the
tribe was stung, and the tribe asked whether any of them had medicine or could
treat with 7ugya. They said, you refused us hospitality, so we will not treat him
unless you pay us. They agreed on a flock of sheep. One of the Compan-
ions e 4l 2 recited the Fatiha over the man and he recovered, and they took
the sheep bL;t refused to touch them until they had asked the Prophet%. And
he laughed, and said, how did you know it was a ruqya? Take it, and assign me a

share.1?

The distinction the dyah draws lies between being paid for service and being
paid for distortion. The man in this ayah was altering the text, and no fee was in

question.

Mufti Shaf & 4~ -, relates from Imam al—QurtubIﬁU\ aa~, the exchange
between the Caliph Sulaymin b. ‘Abd al-Malik and Aba Hazim & am -y at

\
12. Al-Bukhari, on the authority of Aba Sa‘id al-Khudri 4& g (&? - Note that he asked for a share

himself, which removes any lingering suggestion that the payment was distasteful.
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Madinah, which every scholar who has ever been offered a position by a
government should read before answering. The Caliph asked him why he would
not come to them. He said, what would I do with you? If you brought me near
you would try me, and if you gave me I would be tested, and I have no need of

either.

@ ool A ST, il SiTT,ub Y,

And do not mix the truth with falsehood, nor conceal the truth whilst you know.

al-Baqara 2:42

\
Two prohibitions, and Ibn Kathir 4! 4a~, reads the first as an instruction not to
mix other religions with Islam, and the reader should consider Sarat al-Kafiran,
which exists precisely to establish that the two things do not blend and that the

attempt to blend them is adulteration wearing the clothes of tolerance.

And there is a fine distinction folded into these two crimes which maps exactly
onto the closing of the Fatiha, which we recite seventeen times a day. To follow
the wrong path mistakenly is misguidance, and such a person is dall, astray, and
it is the last word of the Fatiha. To choose deliberately to misguide others is to
earn anger, and such a person is maghdib ‘alayh, and it is the phrase before it.

The intention divides them, and the error does not.

The second prohibition is against concealing what one knows. And there is a
plain rule of conduct here for anybody who is asked a religious question: do not
confuse the matter for somebody by hiding what you know. Say, I do not know.
Those three words are half of knowledge and most people cannot pronounce

them.

Never hide the truth. A man who knows the truth and stays silent, our elders

have said, is a silent devil, and the phrase is severe and it is meant to be.
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Whoever is asked about knowledge which be possesses and then conceals it
will be bridled on the Day of Resurrection with a bridle of fire.’?
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And establish the salah, and give the zakéah, and bow with those who bow.
al-Baqara 2:43

The discussion so far has been about their beliefs. Now Allih#z turns to their
practice, and He does not ask them for a new religion, He asks them to do what

they had already been commanded to do, and to do it alongside the Muslims.

Al-Zamakhshari dil 4=~ -, observes that the definite article on a/-salah here points
to a particular prayer, which is the prayer of the Companions = ) ?,and
this makes the whole ayah snap into focus. Be as the Muslims are. Not merely

pray, but pray as they pray, and the third clause makes it unmistakable.

For why should Allih#& mention bowing separately, when bowing is part of the
prayer He has just commanded? He mentions it because wa'rkau ma‘a'l-
riki‘in, bow with those who bow, concerns the company and not the posture.
The jurists take from this that the original and intended form of the salih is in
congregation, and the ayah says, bow at the same moment as the men beside

you, be part of a body.

And there is something in congregational prayer which no private worship can
supply, which is that it puts a man shoulder to shoulder with the ordinary
worshipper, with the layman, with people he would never in his life have chosen

to stand beside, and it requires him to move when they move. A man who prays

13. Abmad, Abi Dawid, Tbn Majah and al-Tirmidhz. The choice of a bridle is exact: the punishment is
placed on the mouth that would not open.
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alone at home for twenty years has never once had to submit to that, and he is

missing something the Shari‘a considers essential.

Sayyiduni ‘Abdullih b. Mas‘ad 4= & e, put it as plainly as it has ever been

put:

Whoever would like to meet Allah tomorrow as a Muslim, let him guard
these prayers wherever the call to them is given, for Allah has prescribed for
your Prophet the ways of guidance, and these prayers are amongst the ways
of guidance. If you were to pray in your houses, as this one who stays bebind
prays in his house, you would have abandoned the way of your Prophet, and
if you abandoned the way of your Prophet you would go astray. There is no
man who purifies himself and does it well, then sets out to one of these
mosques, but that Allah records for him a good deed for every step be takes,
and raises bim a degree by it, and erases a bad deed from bim. I have seen a
time when no one stayed away from them except a hypocrite whose hypocrisy
was well known. And a man would be brought supported between two others

until be was made to stand in the row.™

A man carried between two others so that he could be stood upright in the row.

That is what these ayahs looked like when they were being lived.
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Do you order people to righteousness and forget yourselves, whilst you recite the Book?

Will you not use your reason?

al-Baqara 2:44

The question is addressed to their scholars, and through them to every person

who has ever known more than he practised, and the reader who teaches or
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preaches or advises should take this ayah personally, because it was not sent for

anybody else.

Are you two-faced? And notice the aggravating clause: wa antum tatliina’l-
kitab, whilst you recite the Book. It is not that they did not know. The Book was
in their mouths at the very moment they were forgetting what was in it, and the
recitation, which should have been their defence, has been entered as evidence

against them.

Not acting on the advice one gives to others is to contradict oneself, and it
degrades the very knowledge and authority on which the advice rested. The

advice may be true and the man has made it unbelievable.

Afala ta‘qiliin, will you not use your reason, and the word “g4/ is worth a mo-
ment, because it is not intelligence. Its root is the tying of a rope, the hobbling
of a camel so that it does not wander off. To have %g/ is to be tethered, to be
disciplined and controlled, and the Arabic conception of reason is not cleverness
but restraint. A man may be brilliant and have no %g/ at all, and this ayah is

addressed to exactly that man.

Practise What You Preach

A man will be brought on the Day of Resurrection and cast into the Fire,
and his intestines will spill out, and he will go round and round them as a
donkey goes round a millstone. The people of the Fire will gather about him
and say, what has bappened to you, so-and-so? Were you not commanding
us to good and forbidding us from evil? He will say, I commanded you to
good and did not do it myself; and I forbade you evil and did it myself.”

14. Muslim. In another narration: the Messenger of Alldb% taught us the ways of guidance, and
amongst the ways of guidance is prayer in the mosque in which the call 1o prayer is given. Muslim 654.
15. Al-Bukbari and Muslim, on the authority of Usama b. Zayd &s oy sﬁ .
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On the night I was taken on the Night Journey, I saw men whose lips were
being cut with scissors of fire. I said, who are these, Jibril? He said, these are
the preachers of your Ummah, who used to command the people to
righteousness and forget themselves, and they used to recite the Book and not

understand.’®

So Should We Stop Advising?

This is the question every honest man asks after reading those two narrations,
and it is asked in good faith, and it must be answered carefully, because the

wrong answer has silenced a great many people who should have spoken.

No. Because look at what the ayah actually condemns. It does not say, do you
order people to righteousness. It says, do you order people to righteousness and
forget yourselves. There are two obligations here and not one, and the man in the
hadith is being punished for the forgetting and never for the commanding. If
the remedy were to stop advising, he would have discharged the problem by
staying silent and keeping his sins, and nobody imagines that this is what is

meant.

Enjoining good is an obligation in its own right, and it does not lapse because a
man is a sinner, for if it did, the only people permitted to speak would be the
sinless, and there are none. The obligation is to fix the second half, not to
abandon the first. And a man may say honestly, I am telling you what is right
and I do not manage it myself, and Allih3& help us both, and there is no hypo-
crisy in that at all. The hypocrisy is in the forgetting, which is to say, in the man
who has genuinely stopped noticing that the words apply to him.

\
16. Abmad, and it is authentic, on the authority of Anas b. Malik 42& a0 LS’ 3. The punishment falls on

the lips, which were the instrument, precisely as the bridle of fire falls on the mouth that would not speak.
The organ is always the one that was misused.
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And seek belp through patience and prayer. It is indeed hard, except for the humble.
al-Baqara 2:45

The same instruction opens the second Juz’, where Allah3& says, O you who be-
lieve, seck belp through patience and prayer, and the repetition is worth noticing,

because Allah 8% does not often issue the same command twice in a single sara.

The first thing to understand is where help sits in the sequence. Help is sought
after a man has done some work himself, and not instead of it. The Arabic 7t/
4na presupposes an effort already under way that requires assistance, and a man

who has done nothing has nothing to be helped with.

Allah ¥z s offering the complete package here, and He names the two

instruments through which to seek it.

Sabr first, and the reader should clear out of his mind the notion that it means
putting up with things. It is self-control, discipline, being grounded, not
allowing what is happening in the world to shake one's core. A man of sabr con-
tinues to persevere and to toil, and Allih3& says that the human being has been
created in toil, so this is the correct posture within the condition rather than an

escape from it.

It operates in three places. At times of difficulty, to hold. In obedience, to
persevere despite the cost. And against temptation, to refuse despite the pull.
And it is sabr, and nothing else, that saves a man from selling his soul for a few
pounds, which is exactly what the forty-first ayah warned about, and the reader
will notice that Allah#& has supplied the remedy four ayahs after diagnosing the

disease.

The ‘ulama have said that patience is half of faith and thankfulness is the other
half. And they have said that the patience which counts is the patience shown at

the moment the blow lands, and not the composure a man recovers three weeks
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later, which any animal manages. This is why the Messenger% told the weep-
ing woman at the grave that patience is at the first strike. And fasting has come
to be regarded as identical with patience, so much so that the meaning of sabr in

this dyah has been taken by some of the ‘ulama’ to include fasting itself.

Then salah, and it is placed second because it is greater. In fasting a man abstains
from the lawful for a stretch of hours. In the prayer he is prohibited from the
lawful entirely, from speech, from movement, from turning his head, from
eating, from every ordinary permitted thing, for its whole duration. Imam al-
Ghazali dil a~ -, observed that it is the only act of worship which isolates a man
from the world completely, and it is offered here as the second half of the answer

to every difficulty a person will face.

Wa innaba la kabira, and it is indeed hard, and the ‘ulam?’ differ as to whether
the pronoun refers to the prayer or to the seeking of help itself, and both
readings are true and neither excludes the other. /lla ‘ala’l-khashi‘in, except for

the humble, except for those whose hearts are settled and at rest.

Mawlini ‘Ashiq [ahi dil 4~ -, in Anwar al-Bayin notes that this ayah is ad-
dressed to the Jews of Madinah in their particular situation, and the reading
gives it a sharp edge: join the Muslims, pray the prayer, and then have sabr when
your own people turn on you for it. He is telling them the price and handing

them the tools in the same sentence.

Khusha and Khuda*

A distinction the reader should carry into every prayer he prays.

Khushi<is of the heart, and not of the limbs. It is the inward stillness and awe,
and it cannot be performed, and Allah#z does not like people being pretentious
about it. The man who weeps loudly in the row may have it and may not, and

the two are indistinguishable from outside.

Khudi“ is in the action, being deliberate and mindful in the movements, not

rattling through them like a machine. And the two belong together, for the
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outward without the inward is theatre, and the inward without the outward is a

claim nobody can check.
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Those who are certain that they will meet their Lord, and that to Him they are re-
turning.

al-Baqara 2:46

Who are the humble? These. And the definition rests entirely on what they are
certain of, and touches their conduct nowhere, and the whole of a person's

outward life is being traced back here to a single conviction.

Yazunniin, from zann, and the word is one of the curiosities of Arabic, because
it carries two opposite meanings. It can mean to suppose without evidence, a
mere guess. And it can mean absolute conviction. And the ‘ulama have
observed that in the context of the Hereafter it nearly always carries the second,
and the reason is worth pausing over: in the matter of meeting Allah#&, there is
no such thing as a supposition. A man either knows it or he does not, and there

is no middle position available, whatever he tells himself.

Mulagii rabbihim, that they will meet their Lord, and the word is from /iga’, an
encounter, face to face. Not that they will be judged, or assessed, or processed.

That they will meet Him. It is real.

And raji‘un, returning, and the reader should set this beside the twenty-eighth
ayah, where Allah 3z said turja‘in, you will be returned, in the passive, of those
who did not want to go. Here it is the active, they are returning, of their own

accord, gladly. Same journey, and the difference is entirely in the traveller.

And this is why the dyah defines humility. When a man is certain he is going
home, the problems of this world become lighter, not because they shrink but
because he can see the end of the tunnel, and no difficulty is futile any more. A

time comes when such a man looks forward to death, and the hadith tells us that
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death is a gift to the believer, a bridge between a lover and his Beloved. The Mes-
senger% said that whoever loves to meet Allah 3z, Allah 3% loves to meet him,
and whoever hates to meet Allaih3z, Allah#% hates to meet him. And when
Nishale j&\ o2, said that all of us hate death, he explained that it is not that,
but that the beiiever at his end is given glad tidings and so he loves to meet Him,

and the disbeliever is given the opposite and so he hates it.

The Day of No Intercession
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Children of Isra’il, remember My favour which I bestowed upon you, and that I

Jfavoured you over the worlds.

al-Baqara 2:47

The address of the fortieth ayah returns almost word for word, and the
repetition is to bring their attention back, as a teacher repeats the opening of a
lesson when the room has drifted. But something has been added: wa anni
Jfaddaltukum ‘ala’l-dlamin, and that I favoured you over the worlds. This is the
first of the blessings, and it is the greatest of them, and everything that follows is

a specification of it.

Allah¥& says elsewhere, and We chose them, upon knowledge, over the worlds,
and He records the words of Mﬁsifw\ ale to them, my people, remember the

Jfavour of Allah upon you, when He placed prophets amongst you and made you
kings and gave you what He had not given to anyone in the worlds.

The critical word is faddaltukum, 1 favoured you, in the first person, and the
reader must not let it slip past. The virtue was conferred, and nothing in them

produced it. They did nothing to earn it and there was nothing in them that
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produced it, and what is given can be withdrawn, and that is the whole burden
of the fifty ayahs that follow.

Over which worlds? Dr Isrr il 4~ -, notes the two readings: over the people of
the universe, or over the people of their own time, and the second is the one
most of the ‘ulama’ take. And Sayyid Ahmad ‘Uthmani dil a~ -, states the prin-
ciple that resolves it: every Ummah holds its virtue until the point of the next
revelation. Theirs held until this Book came. Then they rejected the Prophetﬁé
and set themselves against the Qur'an, and at that moment the virtue passed,
and this Ummah was named the best brought forth for mankind. Their favour

was real, and it was historical, and it expired.
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And guard yourselves against a Day when no soul shall avail another in anything,
nor shall intercession be accepted from it, nor shall compensation be taken from it,
nor shall they be belped.
al-Baqara 2:48

Having named the favour, Allah#z immediately closes off the use they were
making of it. Their whole position rested on inheritance, on being the children
of prophets, on the assumption that the lineage would carry them, and this ayah

takes every prop out at once.

Tbn Ashar & 4~ -y quotes Ibn “Atiyya ) e -, with an observation of real penet-
ration: this ayah encompasses every way in which human beings solve problems
in this world. They try themselves, and that is /2 tajzi nafsun an nafsin shaya.
They go through an intermediary who has influence, and that is intercession.
They pay, and that is compensation. And they call in help by force or numbers,
and that is wa 4 hum yunsarin. Four methods, and there are no others, and the

ayah names all four and cancels all four in one sentence.



And notice that in the final clause Allih#& conceals the agent. He does not say,
nobody will help them. He says, nor shall they be helped, in the passive, leaving
the helper unnamed, so that no possibility whatsoever is left open. Every door

has been shut, including the ones nobody thought of.

Allah¥& says elsewhere, truly those who disbelieve and die as disbelicvers, the
earth’s fill of gold shall not be accepted from any one of them, though be offer it as
ransom. And, a Day when no soul shall possess anything for another soul, and the

command that Day belongs to Allah.

There is no transfer of deeds in the Hereafter. And the Children of Isra’il, and
by extension this Ummah, are being warned: do not expect favours in the next

world if you did not acknowledge them in this one.

Intercession in the Hereafter

The reader may now be alarmed, because he has heard all his life that the Mes-
senger% will intercede, and this ayah appears to deny intercession altogether.

The matter must be set out properly.

Intercession is accepted neither from the disbelievers nor for them. That is the
scope of this ayah, and it is addressed to a people who were relying on precisely
such a transaction. Within the community of faith, intercession is established

beyond dispute.

Good believers will intercede for one another. The bearers of the Qur'an have
been promised intercession for ten of their family, though the reader should

know that the narration carrying this is weak.!”

The prophets will intercede. And the Praiseworthy Station promised to the

Messenger%% in Sarat al-Ist2, it may be that your Lord will raise you to a

17. Sayyiduna ‘Ali 42& 4:;5\ LS’  y reports that whoever reads the Qur'an and memorises it, and regards its
lawful as lawful and its unla.\.zvful as unlawful, Allih‘ﬁg will enter him into the Garden and allow him to
intercede for ten of his fargily who were destined for the Fire. Al-Tirmidhi 2905, Ibn Mijah 216,
Ahmad. Imim al-Tirmidhi &) aa~ -y himself classified it as weak and said that this narration has no

authentic chain, and it is reported here with that qualification, as honesty requires.
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praiseworthy station, is understood by Ibn ‘Ashar 4l 4>, and al-Alasial 4=~ to
be precisely this. And he g said, my intercession is for the major sinners of my
mmabh, which is a sentence to hold onto, because it means tha e
Ui b, which t to hold onto, b t that th

intercession is aimed at exactly the people who assume they are beyond it.

The Praiseworthy Station

The Messenger%@ has told us what that Day will look like, in the narration of

Anas e 4 2, which al-Bukhar places in the Book of Divine Oneness, and it
is long, and the reader should not skip it.
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The believers will be kept waiting on the Day of Resurrection so long that
they will grow anxious, and they will say, let us seck someone to intercede for

us with our Lord, that He may relieve us from this place of ours.

So they will come to Adam and say, you are Adam, the father of mankind.
Allab created you with His own Hand, and made you dwell in His
Paradise, and commanded His angels to prostrate to you, and taught you
the names of all things. Will you intercede for us with your Lord, that He
may relieve us? And he will say, I am not fit for it. And he will mention bis
ervor, bis eating from the tree though he had been forbidden. And be will
say, go to Nith, the first messenger Allab sent to the people of the earth.

So they will come to Nuh, and he will say, I am not fit for it. And he will
mention his ervor, his asking his Lord without knowledge. And he will say,
90 to [brahim, the intimate friend of the All-Merciful.

So they will come to Tbrahim, and he will say, I am not fit for it. And he
will mention the three words in which he was evasive. And he will say, go to
Miisa, a slave to whom Allah gave the Torah, and to whom He spoke

directly, and whom He brought near for conversation.

So they will come to Miisa, and he will say, I am not fit for it. And be will
mention his error, the killing of a man. And be will say, go to Isd, the slave
of Allah and His messenger, and a spirit from Him and His word.

So they will come to Isa, and he will say, I am not fit for it. Go to

Mubammad, a slave whose past and future bave been forgiven him.

So they will come to me. And I shall ask my Lord’s permission to enter His
presence, and 1 shall be permitted. And when I see Him I shall fall prostrate
before Him, and He will leave me thus as long as He wills, and then He will
say, Mubammad, raise your head and speak, for you shall be heard, and
intercede, for your intercession shall be accepted, and ask, for you shall be
given. So I shall raise my head and praise my Lord with praises He has
taught me. Then I shall intercede, and He will set me a limit, and I shall
bring them out and admit them to the Garden.’

The reader should notice the shape of this. Six of the greatest human beings

who ever lived, and every single one of them, when the whole of creation is
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begging, answers by naming his own worst moment. Adam <-)U\ 4Je names the
tree. Nﬁhrw\ 4Je names his question. Ibrahim (-M\ 4l names his evasions.
Mﬁsign)LJ\ 4Je names the man he struck. That is what prophethood looks like
at the moment of maximum honour: each of them reaches, under unimaginable
pressure, not for his credentials but for his failure. And the one who is finally
permitted is the one who is described not by his achievements but by his forgive-

ness.

Every Believer Will Enter the Garden

By the One in whose hand is my soul, none of you will plead with Allab for
a right more fervently on the Day of Resurrection than the believers will
plead for their brothers in the Fire. They will say, our Lord, they used to fast
with us, and pray, and perform the pilgrimage. And it will be said to them,
bring out those you recognise. So their forms will be forbidden to the Fire,
and they will bring out a great number. Then Allab, Mighty and Majestic,
will say, the angels have interceded, and the prophets have interceded, and
the believers have interceded, and none remains but the Most Merciful of
those who show mercy. And He will take a handful from the Fire and bring
out of it a people who never did any good at all.”’

Read that last sentence again. When every intercessor has finished, Allah % says,
in effect, now it is My turn, and He reaches in Himself and brings out people
who have nothing whatever to recommend them. And there is more of the
same, that Allah#z will be praised on the Day of Resurrection by people who
never did any good, whom He takes out of the Fire after they are burned and

admits to the Garden by His mercy, after the intercession of the intercessors.?

18. Al-Bukhari 7440, Kitab al-Tawbid, abridged. The narrator adds that the Prophet% satd he would

return a second time and a third, each time bringing out more, until none remained in the Fire but those
whom the Qur'an bad imprisoned. And Qatada then recited, it may be that your Lord will raise you to a

praiseworthy station, and said, this is the Praiseworthy Station which Alldh‘ﬁg has promised your Proph-
i,

19. Mmlz’m,’ See also al-Bukbari 7439 and Muslim 183, on the authority of Abu Sa‘d al-
Khudri &e &) 2
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And the Messenger% said that a visitor came to him from his Lord and gave
him the choice between half of his Ummah entering the Garden or the
intercession, and that he chose the intercession, and that it is for whoever dies

without associating anything with Allih g

The Qur'an Intercedes

The Qur'an is an intercessor whose intercession is accepted, and a disputant
whose testimony is believed. Whoever places it in front of him, it will lead
bim to the Garden. Whoever throws it behind his back, it will drive him to
the Fire.”’

It will speak either way. That is the point of the narration. The only question is
which side of the case it appears on, and that is settled here, in this world, by

where a man keeps it.

20. Musnad Ahmad 9201, on the authority of Aba Hurayra 41& 45\)\ é\a 3. And al-Tirmidhi 2438, that
more people than the tribe of Tamim will enter the Garden by the intercession of a single man of this
Ummabh, other than the Prophet% himself.

21. Al-Tirmidhi 2441, on the authority of ‘Awf b. Milik 4= 4&\ LS’ 3. He was offered a guaranteed half
and refused it, because the intercession reaches further t}}an half. )

22. Sabib Ibn Hibban 124, on the authority of Jabir &s & 2
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Deliverance from Firawn
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And remember when We delivered you from the people of Firawn, who were
inflicting on you the worst of torment, slaughtering your sons and sparing your

women. In that was a tremendous trial from your Lord.

al-Baqara 2:49

The second blessing, and now the specification begins, and Allah#z will list
them one after another, and the reader should keep count, because the

accumulation is the argument.

Najjaynakum, We delivered you, and the form of the verb conveys a rescue

repeated and thorough, and not a single escape.

A word about Firawn. It is a title and not a name, given to every disbelieving
king who ruled Egypt, whether from the Amalekites or otherwise, exactly as
Caesar was the title of the disbelieving kings of Rome, and Kisr of the kings of
Persia, and Tubba’ of the kings of Yemen, and Negus of the kings of Abyssinia.
The Qur'an is naming an office rather than a man, and the reader should notice

how much that widens the application.

Yasamanakum, they were inflicting upon you, and the verb carries humiliation

as well as pain, the tormenting of a people by keeping them low.

And why? Ibn Kathir & -y preserves the history. The cursed Pharaoh saw a
dream in which a fire came out of Bayt al-Maqdis and entered the houses of the
Copts in Egypt, sparing the houses of the Children of Isrdil, and it was

interpreted to mean that his kingship would be brought down by a man from
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amongst them. It is also said that some of his court told him the Children of
Isr2’il were expecting a man to arise amongst them who would establish a state.
And so he ordered that every newborn boy amongst them be killed and the girls
left alive, and that the men be given the work of beasts and the most degrading
tasks that could be found.

The reader should sit with the futility of it. He killed a generation of children to
prevent a prophecy, and the child he was looking for was raised in his own

house, at his own table, by his own wife, and he paid for it.

Yastahyina nisd’akum, and sparing your women, and the phrase is grim,
because it is not mercy. It means to leave them alive, and the ‘ulama’ have
explained that the boys were the threat and the women were the spoil, and the
word carries the sense of secking life at the price of dishonour. A people whose
sons are killed and whose daughters are kept has been erased more thoroughly

than one that has simply been slaughtered.

Wa fi dbalikum bald’un min rabbikum ‘azim, and in that was a tremendous
trial from your Lord. And the ‘ulam’ differ over the referent, and the difference
is instructive. It may point to the persecution, which was a trial of endurance.
Or it may point to the deliverance itself, which was a trial of gratitude. And the
second is the harder examination. Very few nations fail the test of suffering.

Almost all of them fail the test of rescue.
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And remember when We parted the sea for you, and delivered you, and drowned
the people of Fir‘awn whilst you were watching.

al-Baqara 2:50

The third blessing. And the final clause is the one to attend to: wa antum

tangurin, whilst you were watching. They stood on dry ground and watched an
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army drown, with their own eyes, and the twelve paths were still open behind
them.

And these are the same people who, a few weeks later, would ask for a god they
could see. Allah#z has placed the phrase there deliberately, and the reader who
reaches the fifty-fifth ayah will remember it.

‘Asharz’, a Remembrance

The day the Children of Isra’il were saved from Firawn came to be called the day
of ‘Asharz’, and the Messenger% attached this Ummah to it.

Imam Ahmad & e -, reports from Ibn ‘Abbis e & 2, that the Messenger
of Allih£E came to Madinah and found the Jews fasti}lg the day of ‘Ashara’.
He asked them, what is this day that you fast? They said, this is a good day, on
which Allah# saved the Children of Isrzil from their enemy, and
Mﬁsi¢w\ Je used to fast it. And the Messenger of Allah %€ said:

) - 2 5/1

1 have more right to Miisa than you have.”

The claim is worth understanding, because it is the whole relationship between
this Ummah and the earlier ones in a single sentence. He is telling them that
Mﬁsifw\ 4Je belongs to those who follow what Mﬁsirw\ 4Je brought,
and that they had let go of it, and that a prophet’s inheritance passes to whoever

is actually carrying it.

23. Al-Bukhari, Muslim, al-Nasa’i and Ibn Majah. He then fasted it and ordered that it be fasted.
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And remember when We appointed forty nights for Miisa, and then you took the
calf after him, and you were wrongdoers.

al-Baqara 2:51

The fourth blessing, and it comes wrapped around a crime.

Once Firawn had been drowned, the Israelites, according to one report,
returned to Egypt, and according to another began to live elsewhere. Having at

last found a peaceful existence, they wished to receive a Shari from Allah3z, a

code of law to follow, and they asked for it.

Allah ¥ answered the prayer of Miisa r“)L«J\ 4Je and promised that if he came to
Mount Tar and devoted himself to worship for a month he would receive a
divine Book. He obeyed gladly, and was granted the Torah. But he was ordered
to continue for ten days more, and the reason the ‘ulama’ give for it is exquisite:
he had broken his fast at the end of the month and thereby lost the particular
scent which rises from the mouth of a fasting person, which is beloved to
Allah3&, and so he was commanded to fast ten further days and regain it. Thus
he completed forty days of fasting and devotion. And Sarat al-A'raf preserves
the arithmetic: and We appointed for Misa thirty nights, and completed them

with ten.

Whilst he was on the mountain, the thing happened. Amongst them was a man
called al-Samiri, who fashioned the figure of a calf out of their gold, and put into
it some of the dust he had gathered from beneath the hoof of Jibril's CM\ ade
horse at the drowning of Firawn, and the calf lowed. And the ignorant amongst
them were so impressed that they began to worship it. And al-Samiri's
punishment was /4 misas, no touching, that he and whoever touched him

would sicken, so that he wandered the earth crying it out as a warning to anyone
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who came near, which is a punishment fitted to a man who had infected a na-

tion.

And a note on the night, since Allah ¥ says forty nights and not forty days. The
night is particularly favoured for spiritual journeying, being quieter and freer of
distraction, and this is why the last Messengerﬁ% was commanded to the long
night vigils at the very beginning of his mission, because the night is more
suitable for prayer and its recitation is more upright and more certain. And his

own miraculous journey to Jerusalem and his ascension took place at night.
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Then We pardoned you after that, so that you might give thanks.

al-Baqara 2:52

The fifth blessing, and it is the most extraordinary of the list. They worshipped a
calf, in the shadow of the mountain, weeks after the sea, and He pardoned

them.

Ibn Kathir 4| 4~ -y notes that this came after Mﬁsicw\ 4l went to the ap-

pointed meeting with his Lord at the end of the forty days, and it is said that
those days fell in Dhu'l-Qa'da and the first ten of Dhu'l-Hijja, after the

deliverance and the crossing.

La‘allakum tashkurin, so that you might give thanks. The purpose of the
pardon is stated, and it is that they should become grateful, and the whole
sequence of these ayahs is Allah 3 manufacturing, again and again, the condi-

tions for a gratitude that never arrived.
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And remember when We gave Miisa the Book and the Criterion, so that you might
be guided.

al-Baqara 2:53

The sixth blessing. And there is a piece of word-play here which the reader will
enjoy. Allah ¥ said at the fiftieth ayah, faragna bikumu'l-babr, We parted the
sea for you, from the root f-r-4, to separate. And here He gives them a/-Furgan,
from the same root, the Separator. As if to say: the miracle was a parting, and
this Book is also a parting. The sea divided water from water. The Book divides
truth from falsehood, right from wrong, lawful from unlawful, and it is the

greater of the two partings, and they valued it less.

Al-Furgan is the criterion by which truth is distinguished from falsehood,
together with the knowledge and insight and power of judgement to put that

distinction into effect, for a criterion that a man cannot apply is no use to him.

And Allah 3z says elsewhere, and We gave Miisa the Book, after We had des-
troyed the earlier generations, as an enlightenment for mankind, and a guidance

and a mercy, that they might take heed.
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And remember when Miisa said to his people, my people, you have wronged
yourselves by taking the calf, so turn in repentance to your Maker and slay
yourselves. That is better for you in the sight of your Maker. Then He accepted your
repentance. Truly He is the Ever-Relenting, the Ever-Merciful.

al-Baqara 2:54

The command is faqtulii anfusakum, and slay yourselves, and it must be
understood correctly. The ‘ulama’ explain that it means to slay the evil amongst
you, and the ‘ulam? record that seventy thousand were killed, and then Allah #&

accepted the repentance of the rest.

Sayyid Ahmad ‘Uthmant il 4~ -, explains that there were three groups. There
were those who did not prostrate to the calf and who also forbade others from
it. There were those who prostrated to it. And there were those who did not
prostrate themselves but who also said nothing to stop it. The second group
were commanded to be slain. The third group were commanded to do the
slaying, so that their silence might be atoned for by it. And the first group had

no part in this repentance at all, because they had nothing to repent of.

The reader should not hurry past that. The men who stood by and said nothing
were handed the sword and made to carry out the sentence, and that was their

tawba, and it was a punishment exactly fitted to a crime of silence.

And notice the name Allih3& uses. Not Rabb, but Bariikum, your Maker,
twice, and it is the name of the One who brings into being from nothing. It is
chosen deliberately, because they needed reminding of the favour of creation

itself, which is precisely the thing a cow is entirely incapable of. Al-
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Sibﬁnijﬂ 4, draws the edge of it: as the cow lacks intelligence, so do you. The

name is an argument and a rebuke in one word.

And then consider what it cost them to repent, and consider what it costs us.
Seventy thousand dead, by the hands of their own brothers, and the survivors
forgiven. And a man of this Ummah, who has done a great deal worse than
admire a statue, turns his face to the wall and says he is sorry and means it, and it

is done. We have no idea what we have been given.
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And remember when you said, Miisa, we Jlmll never believe you until we see Allah

openly. So the thunderbolt seized you whilst you were looking on.

al-Baqara 2:55

Here is the demand, and here is the phrase from the fiftieth dyah returning to
convict them: wa antum tangurin, whilst you were looking on. They watched
an army drown and asked for a better demonstration, and they got one, and

they were looking when it arrived.

The history is this. Masa PLJ\ e chose seventy men from amongst his people
and took them to the mountain, in order to petition Allih ¥, probably that He
should not inflict a greater punishment on them for the calf, and he wished also
that they might witness the divine orders themselves and so persuade their
people of the origin of what he was bringing. They heard the Torah being given.
And having heard the speech of Allah#& with their own ears, they said that they

would not believe until they saw Him.

Now the reader will ask why the Qur'an attributes this to the whole nation
when it was seventy men who said it. And the answer is one of the most

important principles in the Book. Because they represented the whole of the
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people, and because the people themselves were in the same mood of deviancy,
the offence is attributed to all. If the collective duties that fall upon a
community and must be discharged by at least some responsible group are
wholly neglected, then the punishment comes upon the community entire, and
Allah3& states it plainly: and guard yourselves against a trial which will not
strike exclusively those amongst you who do wrong, and know that Allah is severe

in retribution.

For this reason the leadership of any Islamic movement must scrutinise itself
and its conduct more severely than it scrutinises anybody else, because when the

representatives rot, the whole body is charged.

Seeing Allah

The vision of Allah 3£ is real, and it is for the believers, in the Hereafter, and the
‘ulama’ have transmitted that it will be granted on Fridays. It is the greatest of all
the gifts of the Garden, and the Messenger%% told us that nothing they are

given will be more beloved to them than the sight of their Lord.

The Shia deny it, and they do so in the face of explicit dyahs, for Allih#& says in
Sarat al-Qiyama, faces that Day shall be radiant, looking upon their Lord, and

the plainness of it has not been enough.

And there is a practical warning here which our elders were fond of, and which
is worth passing on. Be careful how you use your eyes in this world, for fear of
being deprived of that sight in the next. The organ that is squandered is the
organ that is withheld.
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Then We raised you up after your death, so that you might give thanks.
al-Baqara 2:56
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They asked to see Allah 3z . And Allih 3% showed them, not Himself, but some-

thing no created thing can do and no human being can even dream of doing: He

brought the dead back to life, and He did it to them, in their own persons.

And this is the perfect answer to the demand, for consider what they could have
done with any other proof. When they heard the voice, they could have turned
round and said it was not Him. Any external sign can be argued with, and they
had a lifetime of practice at it. But they could not deny what they had
themselves experienced. They died and they came back and they knew it, and
that is the highest certainty available to a creature, and it was given to them, and

the reader may guess how long it lasted.
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And We shaded you with clouds, and sent down upon you manna and qmzzlj. Eat
of the good things We have provided for you. And they did not wrong Us, but they
were wronging themselves.

al-Baqara 2:57

They were in a desert, and unaided they could not have survived a season in it,
and so Allah#z supplied the two things a desert does not have, which are shade
and food. The cloud was assigned to them and travelled with them, and they
could see it. And the food descended, without agriculture, without labour,

without a market, for forty years.

Tayyibat, good things, and the ‘ulama’ note that it means, amongst other things,
that the food was fresh and did not spoil, which in that climate is itself a

standing miracle.

Then the closing clause, and it is one of the great sentences of the Qur'an: wa
ma zalamand wa lakin kani anfusabum yaglimin, and they did not wrong

Us, but they were wronging themselves. Al-Sabtni & e -, notices that Allah 3z
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uses the past tense for the first verb and the present for the second, and the shift
shows their persistence: the wronging of Him was a finished impossibility, and

the wronging of themselves was a continuing occupation.

And this is the correct understanding of every sin a person commits. Allah ¥ is
not diminished by our disobedience by so much as an atom. The Hadith Qudsi
states it: if the first of you and the last of you, the human of you and the jinn of
you, were as wicked as the most wicked heart amongst you, it would not
decrease His dominion in the slightest. We are not hurting Him. We are hurting

ourselves, and calling it defiance.

And what were they given all this for? Allih3& had instructed them to fight the
Amalekites of Shim, who had taken by force the land of their forefathers
Yasuf VM\ 4Je and Ya‘qﬁbcw\ 4Je. Two men joined them, and no more.
Allah 3£ records the number: two men said, from amongst those who feared. The
rest refused, and what they said is the most notorious sentence any nation ever
said to a prophet: go, you and your Lord, and fight. We are sitting right here.
They separated themselves from Allzh#& and from Masapdll 4l in one

breath, and put them on the same side, and stayed behind.

And so the forty years of wandering, which were the answer and never a delay.
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The Gate and the Word
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And remember when We said, enter this town, and eat freely from it wherever you
wish, and enter the gate prostrating, and say, relieve us. We shall forgive you your

sins, and We shall increase those who do good.

al-Baqara 2:58

Which town? It is not certain, either from the Qur'an or from the Bible, though
it is commonly held to be Bayt al-Maqdis. And in recounting historical events
the Qur'an focuses on the lesson to be taken rather than on the chronicling of
place and time and individuals, and the reader who has been frustrated by this in

the last few ayahs should understand it now as a policy and not an omission.

What matters here is this. On entering a town in triumph after a battle, or with
the aim of settling in it, one should enter humbly, prostrating, giving praise and
glory and thanks to Allzh3&, in loyal submission to His commands, seeking
forgiveness for one's sins, and not thinking of plunder and slaughter. This is
exactly what our Prophet% did when he entered Madinah at the Hijra, and
again when he entered Makkah at its conquest, when he rode in with his head
lowered to the saddle until his beard nearly touched it, at the head of ten
thousand men, into the city that had driven him out. And it is what Allah &
commanded in Starat al-Nasr, that when the victory comes and the people enter

the religion in crowds, then glorify your Lord and seek His forgiveness.
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Victory is the moment of maximum spiritual danger, and Allah 3% has never
once permitted a believer to enjoy one without immediately turning him to-

wards zstighfar.

Hitta, and it is from hatta, to make a thing fall or drop off, as leaves drop from a
tree. Take our sins down off us. One word, and they had to say it, and that was

the whole of the requirement.

Thsan

The ayah ends, wa sanazidu'l-mubsinin, and We shall increase those who do

good, and the word deserves a note.

Linguistically zbsan is to do a thing beautifully, to do it well beyond what is

required. And beside that lexical sense it has a technical meaning, given by the

Messenger € himself in the hadith of Jibril (A}L.J\ ale:
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That you worship Allah as though you see Him, and if you do not see Him,

then He sees you.

And notice where this word has been placed. It comes four ayahs after a people
demanded to see Allih#z and were struck down for it. And here is the correct
relationship to that same desire: not show me, but as though. The demand des-
troyed them. The imagination of it is the summit of the religion. It is the same

longing, and everything depends on how it is held.
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But those who did wrong changed the word to other than what had been said to
them, so We sent down upon those who did wrong a plague from the sky, because
they were transgressing.

al-Baqara 2:59

They were given a gate to enter and a word to say. They came in dragging

themselves along on their backsides, and they changed the word.

The Children of Isra’il were commanded to enter the gate prostrating and
to say, bitta. But they entered on their backsides, and they distorted the

word, and said, habbatun i sha‘ra, a grain in a hair.**

A single consonant. That is the whole of the crime. They were asked to say re-
lieve us and they said wheat, because they thought it was funny, and because a
people who have been carried through a sea and fed from the sky for forty years

will eventually find the whole arrangement tedious enough to make a joke of it.

Notice the rhetoric of the ayah. Allah3& says fz anzalna ‘ala'lladbina zalami,
We sent down upon those who did wrong, when He could simply have said,
upon them. This is al-ighar fi magam al-idmar again, and here it is used to
strip them of the pronoun and repeat the charge in place of their name, so that

they are referred to in Allah's3z court not as people but as wrongdoers.

Rijz, a punishment, and it is reported to have been a plague, and al-

\
Qurtubi 4l 42~ states that seventy thousand died of it.

\
24. Al-Bukbari, on the authority of Abii Hurayra &£& | LS’ 3. Another narration has them saying

binta, wheat.
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Changing the Word of Allah

Mufti Shaff &l 4=~ -, takes this ayah as the foundation for a principle that

reaches much further than the gate of a town.

Any doubt cast upon the Qur'an, or any deliberate alteration of its wording, is
unlawful, and that much is obvious. But he extends it to the hadith. Where we
have been taught a particular prayer, we should not change it, whether it is the
wording of a du@, or the tashabbud, or the motions of the salah, and the proof

is a narration of great delicacy.

AlBar? b. Azib 4 4! &2 reports that the Messenger of Allah£€ taught him
what to say on going to "bed: that he should perform his ablution as for prayer,
then lie on his right side, and say, O Allah, I have submitted my face to You, and
entrusted my affair to You, and turned my back to You, in hope and in fear of You.
There is no refuge and no escape from You except to You. O Allah, I believe in Your
Book which You sent down, and in Your Prophet whom You sent. And it he died
that night, he would die upon the natural way, and he should make these the

last words he speaks.

Al-Bar?’ «¢ 4‘7\)\ 2 said, so I repeated them back to the Prophet%, and when
I reached 1 believe in Your Book which You sent down, 1 said, and Your Messenger.
He said, no. And Your Prophet whom You sent.”

Consider it. Raszl and Nabi. Both true of him. Both honourable. And it was
not permitted, because the words were not al-Bara’s 4. A 2 to improve.
And the ‘ulama’ have taken from this that one may not alter “a single word in
reporting a hadith, and the Messenger% said, may Allab brighten the face of a
man who hears my words and conveys them as he heard them. And if a man is
unsure of the exact wording, he must say so openly, and this is why the books of

hadith are so full of the phrase aw kama gal, or as he said.

\
25. Al-Bukhari. The Companion 4:& &) LS’ 3 substituted one true and beautiful word for another,

and was corrected on the spot, and the correction has been preserved for fourteen centuries so that we

would understand exactly how much room there is.
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And remember when Miisa prayed for water for his people, and We said, strike the
rock with your staff. And twelve springs gushed forth from it. Each tribe knew its
drinking place. Eat and drink of the provision of Allah, and do not go about the

earth spreading corruption.

al-Baqara 2:60

Mawlana Idris Kandhlawi &l a~ -, points out the link: Allih¥& spoke of heav-
enly food, and now He speaks of heavenly water, and the two together complete

the provision of a people who had no way to produce either.

Twelve springs, one for each tribe, and each knowing its own place, and the
reader should notice the administrative mercy in it. Allah 3z gave them the wa-

ter in a form that prevented them from fighting over it, because He knew them.

Fa'nfajarat, and they burst forth. And in Sarat al-Araf the same event is
described with fa nbajasar, which means to trickle. Mawlana Idris Kandh-
lawi dil 4~ -y mentions the several explanations of the difference: that the flow
answered the need at different moments, or that it answered the sins of the
people, or that Allah 3 varied it to display His total control over a thing they
had begun to treat as a fixture. Water that trickles when you are ungrateful and

bursts when you are not has stopped being a spring and become a conversation.
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And remember when you said, Miisa, we shall not endure one kind of food, so call

upon your Lord for us, that He may bring forth for us of what the earth grows, of its
berbs and its cucumbers and its wheat and its lentils and its onions. He said, wounld

-
w
g

e

you exchange what is better for what is inferior? Go down to a town, and you shall
have what you asked for. And humiliation and misery were stamped upon them,
and. they returned with wrath from Allah. That was because they used to reject the
signs of Allah and kill the prophets without right. That was because they disobeyed
and used to transgress.

al-Baqara 2:61

Here it is. Food descending from the sky, without labour, and they are bored of

it, and they want onions.

Lan nasbira, we shall not endure, and the ‘ulama have all noticed the same
thing. They did not say, we are unable to. They said, we will not. There is no
incapacity being pleaded here. It is a refusal, stated to a prophet, about the food
Allah 35 was sending them personally, and the discourtesy of it is breathtaking.

And then, fa'd‘u lana rabbak, call upon your Lord. Not our Lord. And that is
the crime in this ayah, and everything else is decoration. In the middle of asking
for a favour, they have separated themselves from Him. The whole of their

disbelief is in a possessive pronoun.
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It is a striking comparison that the apostles of ‘TSQCM\ 4le made a similar de-
mand of him using the same expression, saying, 7sa son of Maryam, is your Lord
able to send down to us a table from heaven? The Children of Isra1l used the
phrase and asked for onions. The apostles used it and asked for a table from

heaven. Both were wrong to say it, and there is at least a difference in ambition.

Atastabdiluna 'lladhi buwa adna bi'lladbi huwa kbayr, would you exchange
what is better for what is inferior? And this is a lesson for our Ummah more
than for theirs, and it is asked of every one of us: why give up something divine

for something from a market?

Ihbiti misran, go down to a town, and the word zbbiti is the same verb used of
the descent from the Garden, and the ‘ulama” take it here as a matter of status
more than of altitude. And the word mzsr is generic, meaning any town, but the
choice of that particular word, which is also the name of Egypt, is deliberate and
it is a rebuke. You want the food of Egypt? Then go back to Egypt. Go back to
your old lives, and to the bricks, and to the man who killed your sons. It is avail-

able.

What Did They Receive?

Dhilla, humiliation, from the people and from their rulers. Maskana, misery,
poverty, powerlessness. And these two were duribat ‘alaybim, stamped upon

them, struck onto them as a coin is struck, which is a word about permanence.

And then ghadab min Allab, wrath from Allah 3z, and this is the worst of the
three by an immeasurable distance, and the reader should recognise the phrase,

because he says it seventeen times a day. Al-maghdiibi ‘alaybim. This is the
group.

And notice that the punishment matches the crime with precision. They
wanted the produce of the earth, and they were given the earth and nothing else.
We author our own downfall and then deny the connection, and this ayah is

Allah 32 drawing the line between the two so that it cannot be missed.
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Wa yaqtulina'l-nabiyyina bi ghayri'l-hbagq, and they killed the prophets
without right, and the reader may ask what right there could ever be to kill a
prophet, since the phrase secems to allow for one. There is none. The
construction is mubailagha, emphasis, and it functions as our English does
when we say a thing is utterly impossible. It is never right. The clause is there to

close a door that was never open.

> //w,p/ GTor o Fo

ol o M\, bl Tyals ¢ Ol Tyl ol
&

L

|
5
s 5w o >3 3535 5 S P EPZ Yy
YJW)MVA’}\V&@W&;}J’.Y‘QMJ
s S 2 S8 PP
Cﬁ‘) J 9 r.b Y 9 V.{,Jc L.) j"

Truly those who believe, and those who are Jews, and the Christians, and the
Sabians, whoever believes in Allah and the Last Day and does righteous deeds, they
shall bave their reward with their Lord. No fear shall be upon them, nor shall they

grieve.

al-Baqara 2:62

This ayah has been misused more than almost any other in the Qur'an, and it

must be handled with care.

What it says is that the reward turns on faith and works and not on a communal
label. What it does not say is that all religions lead to Allah#&. And the proof
that it does not say so is in the ayah itself: man amana bi'llabhi wa'l-yawmi'l-
akhir wa ‘amila saliba, whoever believes in Allah and the Last Day and does
righteous deeds. That is a condition, placed in the middle of the sentence, and it
governs every group named before it. Faith is the condition of the Garden, and

the ayah states it whilst appearing to relax it.

And we must not ignore the other parts of the Qur'an where Allah 3z warns the
disbelievers of the Fire eternally. This same sara asks, at the eighty-fifth ayah, do
you believe in part of the Book and disbelieve in part? And Strat al-Bayyina states,
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truly those who disbelieve amongst the People of the Book and. the idolaters shall be
in the fire of Hell, abiding therein. Those are the worst of creation. A reading of
the sixty-second ayah which contradicts those has stopped being a reading and

become a preference.

Who are the Sabians? The ‘ulamz’ differ: followers of Ibrahim r)LJ\ aJe, or wor-

shippers of angels, or of the sun, or of the stars.

And a word about the shape of the argument, which is worth having. Belief in
Allah#& necessitates belief in the Last Day, because Allah 3z is perfect, and per-
fection includes justice, and we plainly see injustice in this life going
unanswered, and so there must be a Day on which it is answered, or He is not
just. And belief in that Day necessitates righteous deeds, because a man who
genuinely expects to be examined prepares. The three are a chain, and if any link
is missing or weak, the others are being held with less conviction than the man

imagines. Which is why the ayah names all three and not one.

And there is a fitna in our own time that this ayah is dragged into, the
movement to fold the faiths together under a common ancestry, and the reader
should see what it actually asks of him. It asks him to accept that he stands lower
than the station Allah#& gave him. That is a demotion accepted voluntarily, and

it has nothing to do with humility or with being a good neighbour.

Inda rabbihim, with their Lord, and it is the last kindness in the ayah. The
reward is kept with Him, in deposit, and never sent out, which means that to

collect it a man must go to Him. The prize is the journey.
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The Mountain and the Sabbath
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And remember when We took your covenant and raised the mountain above you:

Y
£

hold fast to what We bave given you, and remember what is in it, so that you may

attain taqua.

al-Baqara 2:63

After the blessings, the insolence. And Mawlana Idris Kandhlawi &1 a~ -y draws
the contrast that gives this ayah its place: Allih¥& has spoken of those with faith
who fulfil His commands without a trace of doubt, and now He speaks of those

who would only worship under a threat.

Mithdq, and it is from a root meaning to bind fast, and it denotes a promise
entered into with full knowledge of what it requires. It is the heaviest word for a
covenant that Arabic has, and it is used here because they asked for the Book
and got it and were bound by it.

And the mountain was raised. The ‘ulama’ mention two understandings: that it
was shaking and its boulders were falling so that it seemed about to come down
on them, or that it was literally lifted above them whilst the covenant was being
taken. The Qur'an elsewhere describes it, and when We raised the mountain
above them as though it were a canopy, and they thought it was falling upon them:
hold fast to what We have given you and remember what is in it, so that you may

gﬂﬂm’youmdves.

\
Mawlani Idris Kandhlawi4y! 4=, makes the necessary clarification: it was a
)
deterrent and not a punishment, in the way that the prescribed corporal
enalties of the Sharia are deterrents, and a mountain held over a nation whils
Ities of the Shari" det ts, and tain held t hilst

they promise is a way of telling them what the promise weighs. It is the same
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instinct that modern psychology arrived at very much later and with far less dig-

nity.

Wa 'dbkuri ma fib, and remember what is in it, and the ‘ulama’ read it as both
remembering for oneself and reminding others, for a covenant that one

generation keeps privately dies with them.

La‘allakum tattagiin, so that you may attain taqwi, and the taqwa here has two
objects, for there is a punishment in both worlds: the mountain in this one, and
the Fire in the next, and the mountain is the visible half of an invisible arrange-

ment.
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Then you turned away after that. And had it not been for the grace of Allah upon

you and His mercy, you would have been amongst the losers.

al-Baqara 2:64

A mountain over their heads, and they promised, and then they turned away.
And the reader should ask who yox is here, because it is two groups at once. It is
the Children of Isr2ll in the wilderness, and the reader may count for himself
how many chances that makes. And it is the Jews of Madinah, who had the
whole record in front of them, who knew exactly what their forefathers had

done and what it had cost, and who did the same thing anyway.

Fadl, and the word does not mean favour in the general sense. It means giving
somebody more than their due, an excess, a surplus beyond what the situation

required. If a man needs one and you give him three, that is fad/.

And the ‘ulama’ say that the fad/ here was twofold: that Allih#& forgave them,
repeatedly, and that He sent them another prophet. And this maps exactly onto
both audiences, for the fadl to the Children of Isr2il was Mﬁsi(-)LJ\ ade, and
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the fadl to the Jews of Madinah was Muhammad £, standing amongst them at
that moment. The greatest surplus Allah 3£ has ever given to anybody was three

streets away and they were arguing about his lineage.

And it is the same word Allah3& uses of us in Sirat al-Jumu', that the sending
of the Messenger% is the grace of Allah, He gives it to whom He wills, and Allah

is the possessor of tremendous grace. The pattern is identical. And so is the warn-

ing.
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And you surely know of those amongst you who transgressed the Sabbath, and We
said to them, be apes, despised.

al-Baqara 2:65

The first word is the one to notice: wa lagad ‘alimtum, and you surely know.
This is their own history, recorded in their own books, taught to them by their
own teachers, and Allah3& is quoting it back. Nobody can claim that Islam
invented the story to malign them, and the full account is in Sarat al-A'raf,

where Allah3& says, and ask them about the town which was by the sea.

The episode belongs to the time of Dawiid a3l ¢le. Allah# had appointed
Saturday as the sacred day for the Children of Isr#il, set apart for worship, and
fishing was prohibited on it. But these people lived on the shore and were very
fond of fish, and the fish, as the Qur'an tells us, came to them on the Sabbath in

shoals and did not come on the other days, which was the test itself.

Al—QurgubI:\)\ aa~, tells us what they did. At first they invented all sorts of

clever devices for catching fish on Saturday, and gradually began to do it openly.
And a division grew amongst them, with the transgressors on one side and, on

the other, some scholars and pious men who tried to dissuade them. When the
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first group paid no heed, the second broke away entirely and went to live in a

separate part of the town.

Then one day they noticed that no sound was coming from the other quarter.
They went to see, and found that every one of the transgressors had been turned
into apes. Qatada & an -, says that the young had become apes and the old had
become swine. And the apes could recognise their relatives and their friends,

and would come to them weeping out of remorse, secking sympathy and help.

And after three days they all died.

\
Khisi’in, despised, and al-Sabanial 4=, says that it is the word you use to a

dog to drive it off, in disgust. It describes a tone of voice and not an appearance.

Physical or Figurative?

Some, including M. A. S. Abdel Haleem, have suggested that they were invested
with the characteristics of apes, becoming like apes in character and thought
and conduct, and that the transformation was a moral one and not a physical

one.

The position is not sustainable, and for several reasons. Quite apart from the
fact that there were many similar unusual events in the history of the Israclites,
the purpose of this transformation, as the very next ayah states, was to serve as a
severe affliction exemplary for their own generation and for those to follow. A
moral change is invisible, and an invisible thing cannot be made an example of.
Mawlina Idris Kandhlawi & a~ -, reports that there is consensus on its being

physical.

It may be that their minds were left intact whilst their bodies were changed,
which is what the weeping suggests, and which is a far more terrible punishment
than the loss of the mind would have been. Ibn Kathir &\ 4 -, reports from al-
Dahhak from Ibn ‘Abbas e &) 2, that Allah¥& turned them into monkeys
because of their sins, and that théy lived only three days, for no transformed

person lives more than three days, and they did not eat or drink or have off-

spring.
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Mufti Shaft* & 4~ -, makes an observation about our own age which the reader
may find uncomfortable and which is difficult to answer. Our modernists are all
too ready to swallow without blinking the most extraordinary propositions,
provided they arrive from the West. They have complete certainty about
Darwin's speculation that apes evolved into men, though no verifiable data has
been produced for the proposition. But when the Qur'an states that men were
changed into apes, they look at it askance, although this kind of change is
rationally and logically every bit as possible as the other. The objection, in other

words, is to the direction of travel, and to who is reporting it.
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So We macde it a warning to those of their time and those who came after, and an
admonition for those who guard themselves.

al-Baqara 2:66

Nakal is an exemplary punishment, one whose purpose is deterrence, made

public so that it works on those who did not receive it.

And the closing word settles who actually benefits: mawizgatan Ii'l-muttagin,
an admonition for those who guard themselves. Only those with taqwa take a
lesson. Everybody saw the apes. Only some people learned anything, and the

difference was not in the evidence.

On Legal Devices

Mufiti Shafi* &l 4=~ -, raises here the whole question of hzyal, legal devices and
loopholes, since the Sabbath-breakers were destroyed for precisely that, and the
reader needs the distinction because the subject is badly abused in both direc-

tions.

The summary is this. To employ a device in order to follow a command of
Allah¥& and avoid falling into His disobedience is permissible. To employ one

in order to make a mockery of the religion is not.



An example makes it clear. Bartering a kilo of good dates for two kilos of bad
dates is a form of usury and is forbidden. The Messengerﬁ% himself suggested a
device for a situation in which such an exchange is necessary: instead of
bartering one commodity against another, use the exchange value of money. Sell
the two kilos of bad dates for a sum, and then with that sum buy a kilo of good
dates. The intention in that device is to conform to the Shari‘a, not to bypass it,

and it was taught by the Lawgiverﬁé.

The men of the Sabbath were doing the opposite. They laid their nets on Friday
and drew them on Sunday and told themselves they had not fished on Saturday,
and the object of the exercise was to get the fish whilst technically keeping the

day. The test is what the ingenuity is in service of.

The Cow
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And remember when Miisa said to his people, Allah commands you to mcrzﬁce a
cow. They said, are you making fun of us? He said, I seck refuge with Allab from
being amongst the ignorant.

al-Baqara 2:67

We come to the incident that gives the sara its name, and the reader should
understand from the outset that the difficulty in this story is entirely manufac-
tured.

They were commanded to sacrifice a cow. Any cow. That was the whole
instruction, and had they gone out and bought the nearest one, the matter
would have ended in an afternoon. Instead they chose to make trouble about it,

and the useless questions they asked, and the expressions they used, such as your
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Lord, which displayed their disrespect, brought them to the very door of
destruction. And the mercy and the gentle forbearance of Allah 35 rescued

them once again, and in the end they carried out the command.

Why a cow? Because the cow was precisely what they had been worshipping.
They had come out of Egypt where the bull was divine, and they had made a
calf in the wilderness, and Allih¥& commanded them to take the animal they
revered and cut its throat, and this is why the instruction was intolerable to

them and why they spent so long negotiating.

Their reply, atattakbidbuna huzuwa, are you making fun of us, tells us how the
command landed. And the answer of Masa (W\ 4l is a lesson in itself: 2 wdbu
bi'llabi an akiina mina'l-jabilin, 1 seek refuge with Allah from being amongst
the ignorant. He neither defends himself nor argues. He treats the very
suggestion that a prophet would mock his people as something to seek refuge

from.

And the word jahil is worth the same attention we gave to “gl. It does not
mean uneducated. The jzhil is the man who cannot control himself through
knowledge, who behaves according to whatever he feels at the moment, and the
pre-Islamic era is called the Jahiliyya not because they were stupid, for they were
extraordinary, but because they were governed by their impulses. To mock is a

jahil's act, and Mﬁs:i{-)U\ e seeks refuge from it.

The Background of the Command

\
Ibn Kathir 4! aa~, supplies the second reason for the cow, and the two run to-

gether.

Amongst the Israelites, a nephew killed his uncle in order to seize his
inheritance, the dead man having no other family. He then carried the body and
dropped it near another man's house and accused those people of the murder.

The dispute grew until they brought it to Mﬁsﬁ()U\ &Je. And Allah3& com-

manded him to tell them to slaughter a cow.
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So there is a murder to solve and an idolatry to break, and one command does

both, and they very nearly made it impossible.
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They said, call upon your Lord for us, that He may make clear to us what it is. He
said, He says it is a cow neither old nor virgin, middling between the two. So do

what you are commanded.

al-Baqara 2:68

The first question, and the noose begins to tighten around their own necks.

Innabu yagul, He says, and Mﬁsérw\ aJe is careful to make clear that the
specification comes from Allih#z and not from him, and every further condi-
tion they extract is one they have extracted from their Lord and not from their

prophet.

And notice how he ends: fafalid ma tumarin, so do what you are com-
manded. He gives them the answer and then, in the same breath, tells them to

stop. It is a door being held open one last time.

This is the great lesson of the whole passage, and it should be stated plainly.
Listen to the order, and do not debate it. There is a species of religiosity which
presents itself as thoroughness and is in fact the deferral of obedience, and every

question it asks is sincere and the sum of them is a refusal.

People used to ask the Prophet% a great many questions of no practical
relevance to anything. Once a man asked him, in front of a crowd, who his real

father was. And Allah¥z revealed, O you who believe, do not ask about things

which, if made clear to you, would trouble you. And if you ask about them whilst
the Qur'an is being sent down, they will be made clear to you. Allah has pardoned
that, and Allab is Forgiving, Forbearing.
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And there is the incident which settles the matter forever. The pilgrimage was
declared obligatory, and a man came and asked, is it every year? The Messen-
gerﬁ%’ said nothing. He asked again. He said nothing. He asked a third time,
and he said, woe to you. Had I said yes, it would have become obligatory every year,

and you would not have been able to do it, and you would have been sinful.

The man was one syllable away from ruining the religion for everybody, and he
thought he was being conscientious. Ibn ‘Umar lege ) 2 caught the same
disease at a later stage: a man asked him about the blood of“ a mosquito, whether
it invalidates a garment, and he asked where he was from, and the man said,
from Iraq. And Ibn ‘Umar Lz & 2, said, look at this one. He asks me about
the blood of a mosquito, and they kflled the son of the Prophet%. And I heard

the Prophet% say, the two of them are my two sweet basils from this world.
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They said, call upon your Lord for us, that He may make clear to us what colonr it
is. He said, He says it is a yellow cow, bright in colonr, gladdening those who look at
it.

al-Baqara 2:69

The second question, and now they are asking about colour, and the answer
takes another large slice out of the world's supply of cows. Yellow was amongst

the rarest and most exotic colours for cattle, and each question has narrowed the

field further.

The rule is now visible. The more unnecessary questions you ask, the more
trouble you make for yourself. The Sharia was simple and clear, and by
demanding details that were never offered, they found hardship in its
implementation. Every specification was a mercy withheld until they demanded
1t.
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And there is a distinction here that the reader should carry with him. There is a
difference between asking the Messenger% and questioning the Messenger%‘%’.
The words can be identical. The posture is opposite. The Compan-
ions (e & < asked constantly, and it was the engine of the whole religion,
and they were never once rebuked for it, because they were asking in order to

obey. These men were asking in order to delay.
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They said, call upon your Lord for us, that He may make clear to us what it is. Cows
are much alike to us. And if Allah wills, we shall be guided.

al-Baqara 2:70

The third question, and the excuse is almost funny: cows all look the same to us.

They had been given an age and a colour and they are still asking.

But look at the last clause: wa inna in sha’a'llabu la mubtadin, and if Allah
wills, we shall be guided. The ‘ulama’ have all noticed it. Had they not said this,
they would never have found the cow. The whole thing hung on those three

words, spoken almost carelessly at the end of a complaint, and Allah #& accepted

them.

The reader who says in sha’a Allah out of habit twenty times a day should

consider that this is what it is for.
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He said, He says it is a cow not broken to plough the earth or water the tillage,
sound, with no blemish on it. They said, now you have brought the truth. So they
sacrificed it, though they almost did not.
al-Baqara 2:71

And now the specification is complete, and the reader should assemble it. They
must find a cow which is middle-aged and strong, and beautiful to look at, and
bright yellow, and which has never been yoked to plough or to draw water, and

which is entirely without blemish or a mark of another colour anywhere on it.

A cow which has never worked, in an agricultural society, in a wilderness, kept
purely for its own sake, in a rare colour, and flawless. Finding such an animal is
very nearly impossible, and it is impossible except if Allah¥& guides you to it,

which is exactly what they had accidentally asked for one ayah earlier.

They found it with a young orphan boy. And he would not part with it until
they gave him its weight in gold, and they paid. And when they had brought it,

they understood at last what their questions had cost them.

Al-agna ji‘ta bi'l-bagq, now you have brought the truth, and the discourtesy has
not left them even at the end. Now. As though he had been withholding it. As
though the previous four ayahs had been his fault.

And then the closing clause, which is the most damning phrase in the whole
episode: wa ma kadi yafalin, and they almost did not do it. After all of it.
After the negotiation and the gold and the orphan. Allah 3£ tells us that even

then, standing over the animal with the knife, they very nearly walked away.



And remember when you killed a soul and dzspm‘ed about it, and Allab was to
bring out what you were concealing.

al-Baqara 2:72

Now the murder, and the reader will immediately notice that the chronology
has been inverted, for this event is the beginning of the story and it has been

placed after the end of it.

Mufiti Shaft &) 4~ -y and Aba al-Su‘ad & am -, explain the arrangement, and the
explanation is a small masterclass in how the Qur'an narrates. This long section
of the sara is dealing with the transgressions of the Israelites, and that, and not
storytelling, is the object. The present story contains two misdeeds: first,
committing a murder and then attempting to conceal it, and second, raising
uncalled-for objections to a divine command. Had the chronological order been
kept, the reader would have supposed that the murder was the real subject and
that the business of the cow was included merely to complete the narrative. By
inverting it, both misdeeds are given equal weight, and the questioning is

established as a crime in its own right and not as a colourful detail.

And notice what Allaih#z does not tell us. He never says who the murderer was.
Because that is not the lesson. The lesson is wa llabu mukbrijun ma kuntum
taktumiin, and Allih was to bring out what you were concealing, and He says it
with the active participle, which in Arabic carries the present and the future
together. He is the One who brings out what you hide. Continuously. As a

matter of what He is, and not of what He did once in a wilderness.
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So We said, strike him with part of it. Thus does Allah give life to the dead, and He

shows you His signs, so that you may use your reason.

al-Baqara 2:73

They struck the corpse with a piece of the cow, and the dead man sat up and

named his murderer, and lay back down.

Establishing faith in the Hereafter in the minds and hearts of people is one of
the four cardinal purposes of the Qur'an, and for this reason, whilst narrating an
event even from a different angle and for a different purpose, if a way can be
opened through it to one of those main purposes, the Qur'an always opens it.
The main reason for the command to sacrifice a cow was to break their
reverence for cattle. But in order to disclose a murderer they had hidden,

Allah 3% created a miracle, and the corpse was restored to life and spoke.

And He tells us what it was for: kadbalika yubyi'llabu [-mawta, thus does Allih
give life to the dead. It was a demonstration. Allih#z can bring the dead back in
any manner He wills, and it is therefore foolishness to doubt or to question
whether He is able to. Such doubts indicate a deficiency in the use of the
intellect, or its abuse, and this is why the ayah ends, la‘allakum ta‘qilin, so that

you may use your reason.

They had asked, in effect, for the whole religion to be proved to them, and they
got a corpse sitting up and naming its killer, and the reader may guess what

happened next.
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Then, after that, your hearts hardened, so they were like stones, or harder still. For
there are stones from which rivers gush, and there are some that split and water
comes out of them, and there are some that fall down from the fear of Allah. And
Allah is not unaware of what you do.
al-Baqara 2:74

This is the verdict on the whole passage, and it is the most frightening ayah in

this volume, and the reader should not read it about anybody else.

They saw a dead man speak. And then their hearts hardened. Not despite the
miracle. After it, and the word thumma makes the sequence explicit, and
Allah#& is telling us that a miracle cannot soften a heart that has decided to be
hard. There is no evidence that would have worked, because the problem was

never evidential.

And then the comparison, which is one of the great passages of the Qur'an. Like
stones, He says, and then He immediately withdraws it, because it is unfair to
the stones. Aw ashaddu qaswa, or harder still. And He proves it, with three
grades of stone, and the reader should follow them, because they are a complete

taxonomy.

There are stones from which rivers gush forth, and these are the stones that
compromise entirely and give everything, and they help those around them
abundantly. There are stones that split and let water come out, and these give

less, but they crack, they yield, something gets through. And there are stones



that fall down from the fear of Allih¥&, and these give nothing to anybody, no

water at all, but they are still afraid of Him.

Three grades, and the worst stone in creation still has the fear. And their hearts
had less than that.

They had knowledge in their minds and no purity in their hearts to push it into
action, and this is exactly what happens to us when our faith is low and we hear
a hadith and say, yes, I know that one, and it has never once entered the heart,
because we have never once acted on it. Knowing a thing is the most effective

way of never having to hear it again.

And Allah3& says to us, in Sarat al-Hadid, and He says it to believers, and it

should stop the reader where he sits:
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Has the time not come for those who believe, that their bearts should be
humbled at the remembrance of Allah and at what has come down of the
truth, and that they should not be like those who were given the Book before,

s0 that the term was prolonged for them and their hearts hardened, and

many of them are transgressors?*

That is the whole warning of this sara in one ayah. Duration hardened them,
and no catastrophe did. They had it for too long and it stopped meaning
anything, and Allah#& is asking us, in the present tense, whether the time has

come yet.

26. Al-Hadid 57:16. The mechanism is named exactly: fa tala ‘alaybimu'l-amad, the term was prolonged
for them. Nothing dramatic happened. Time simply passed, and they got used to 1.



The Scholars Who Concealed
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Do you then hope that they will believe you, when a party of them used to hear the
word of Allah and then distort it after they had understood it, knowingly?
al-Baqara 2:75

The address turns, and Allih3 is now speaking to the believers about these
people rather than to these people about themselves, and the change of

direction is itself a judgement.

Allah ¥z speaks again of their crimes, and particularly of their scholars, for the
party who heard the word of Allah 3 and distorted it were the ones who could

read it.

Afatatma%in, do you then hope, and the word zama“is stronger than hope or
desire. It is an obsessive longing, a craving that will not let a man alone. And
Allah 3% is addressing a very tender place in the heart of His Messenger% and
his Companionsﬂ'& & «? who wanted these people to believe with an
intensity that was becoming a wound. Do not set your hopes on people like this.

He is telling them to stop bleeding, and never to stop calling.

And notice the aggravation piled into the last clause: they distorted it after they
had understood it, and knowingly. Not in error. Not in ignorance. They read it,
understood it perfectly, and then changed it, and knew exactly what they were
doing.
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And when they meet those who believe, they say, we believe. But when they are alone
with one another, they say, do you tell them what Allah has disclosed to you, so that

they may use it against you before your Lord? Will you not use your reason?

al-Baqara 2:76

The reader will recognise this immediately, because he has read it before, at the
fourteenth ayah, about the hypocrites of Madinah. The same two faces, the

same bare gmannd in public, the same conference behind closed doors.

But look at what they are actually worried about, because it is extraordinary.
They are not afraid that the Muslims will use the information against them in
an argument. They are afraid that the Muslims will use it against them before
their Lord. Which means they believe. They know the descriptions of the
Prophet% in their book are real, they know the Day of Judgement is coming,
and their entire strategy is to prevent the evidence from reaching a court whose

jurisdiction they do not dispute.

And they close by asking one another, afala ta‘qilin, will you not use your
reason, which is the exact phrase Allah# used against them at the forty-fourth
ayah. They have taken the language of the revelation and turned it into the

vocabulary of a cover-up.

C@)&ﬂwﬂ;é)ﬂt;ﬁﬁmé;\;%

Do they not know that Allah knows what they conceal and what they reveal?
al-Baqara 2:77




One line, and it destroys the entire operation of the previous ayah.

Their plan was to keep the evidence out of the record. And Allah 35 asks
whether they are aware that He knows what they hide as well as what they
announce. The secret conference they held in order to prevent the information

from reaching Him was itself minuted.

They do know, of course. That is the answer to the question. They know, and
they behave as though they do not, and this is the definition of delusion, which

is not ignorance but the deliberate maintenance of a position one has already re-

futed.
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And amongst them are unlettered ones who do not know the Book, but only wishful
fancies, and they do nothing but conjecture.

al-Baqara 2:78

Allah#% has dealt with their scholars, and now He turns to the common people,

and the reader should notice that they are not let off, but they are dealt with

differently, and the difference is instructive.

Ummi is from umm, a mother, and it describes a person as his mother bore him,
without letters. And it was one of the descriptions of the Prophet"*é% himself,
for Allah3& says, and you did not recite any Book before it, nor did you write one
with your right hand, for then the falsifiers would have doubted. And he#% said,

we are an unlettered nation, we do not write nor calculate. The month is thus and

thus and thus.

So the word is not an insult. Being unlettered was his®#€ miracle. The crime

here is what these people put in the place of knowledge.



Amani, and it means wishful fancies, false hopes, and the ‘ulama’ explain what
these fancies were: that they would not enter the Fire but for a few days, and
that they would be forgiven whatever they did, and that their forefathers would
intercede for them. Their leaders fed them these, and they swallowed them, and

that was the whole of their religious education.

And in hum illd yagunniin, they do nothing but conjecture, and here is gann
again, the word we met at the forty-sixth ayah, and here it carries its other sense,
the guess without evidence. The humble had zann that meant certainty. These

have gann that means nothing at all. Same word, opposite ends of the human

race.
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So woe to those who write the Book with their own hands and then say, this is from
Allah, in order to sell it for a small price. Woe to them for what their hands have

written, and woe to them for what they earn.

al-Baqara 2:79

And here are the men who supplied the fancies.

The reader should be clear that this does not refer to charging money for the
physical writing or printing of scripture, which is a trade like any other. It refers

to composing something and attributing it to Allah 8.

Notice that wayl, woe, is repeated three times in a single ayah, which is rare in
the Qur'an. Woe for the writing. Woe for what their hands wrote. And woe for
what they earned by it. The act, the artefact, and the profit are cursed separately,

so that no part of the transaction is left standing.



And thamanan qalila, a small price, returns from the forty-first ayah, and the
principle is the same: it is always small, by definition, because it is being

measured against the Qur'an. There is no sum that is not small next to that.
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And they say, the Fire shall not touch us except for a few numbered days. Say, have
you taken a covenant from Allab, for Allah will never break His covenant? Or do
you say about Allah what you do not know?

al-Baqara 2:80

Here is the chief of the fancies, and Allih3 answers it not with a threat but

with a question, and the question is unanswerable.

Have you taken a covenant from Allah 3z ? Because if you have, then it is secure,
and He will never break it, and you may rest. And if you have not, then you are
saying about Allah 3 what you do not know, which is the worst thing a human
being can do, and which the Qur'an names elsewhere as the very thing the
Shaytan commands. There is no third option. Produce the document, or stop

talking.

And this fancy grows wherever wishful thinking does, and it looks, amongst us,
like hanging the Throne Verse on the wall of a shop that sells alcohol. A man’s
little good has deceived him about the reality of his condition, and the
calligraphy is doing exactly the work the numbered days were doing.

And it is a great deception to imagine that we could survive a single moment in
that Fire. It is so severe that Allih 3% tells us the man who is dipped in it for an
instant will be asked whether he ever saw any good at all, and he will say, no, by
Allah, never. One dip erases a lifetime of pleasure. And these people were

budgeting for a few days of it.
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Why not? Whoever earns evil and is encompassed by bis sin, those are the

companions of the Fire, they shall abide therein forever.
al-Baqara 2:81

The answer, and the standard it sets is not what they expected, because it is not

about which community a man belongs to at all.

The critical word is abdtat, encompassed, surrounded, from the same root as a
wall around a garden. The man intended is the one whose sin has enclosed him,
so that it is on every side of him and he is inside it, and there is no part of him
that is outside it any longer. The sin has stopped being something he does and
started being what he is.

This is the obsessive sinner, the compulsive one, for whom the thing has become
an identity to be defended rather than a fault to be regretted, and the reader will
find no difficulty in identifying the phenomenon in an age which has taught
people to organise their entire public selves around what they cannot stop
doing, and to hold parades about it. The moment a sin becomes an identity,
repentance becomes an act of self-annihilation, and that is precisely why the wall

is fatal.

And the heart darkens with it, spot by spot, as we saw at the sixth ayah, until it is

a barrier to every good thing.
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Beware of the sins you belittle, for they gather upon a man until they destroy

him.””
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And this is how the wall is built. Not by great crimes, which announce

themselves and are repented of, but by small ones which nobody notices going

up.
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And those who believe and do righteous deeds, those are the companions of the

Garden, they shall abide therein forever.
al-Baqara 2:82

And the volume closes as the stra opened, with the two roads set beside one

another, and with the last word going to mercy.

There is one grammatical detail here which is the kindest thing in these eighty-
two ayahs, and the reader should be given it as a parting gift.

Al-salibat, righteous deeds, is a broken plural of the pattern the grammarians
call jam* gilla, the plural of paucity, which in Arabic denotes a number under
ten. Set it against the previous dyah, where the sin encompasses the man, sur-

rounds him entirely, on every side.

The Fire is for the man whose sins have walled him in completely. The Garden is
for the man with a handful of good deeds. That is the arithmetic Allih# has
chosen, and it is not balanced, and it was never meant to be. He does not
overburden us. He asks for a few, and He accepts them, and He gives an eternity

for them.

And so the first eighty-two ayahs end where the Fatiha began, with a path, and

with two ways off it, and with a Lord who has spent the whole of this sara
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telling a nation that failed exactly what it would have taken to succeed, so that
we, reading it fourteen centuries later, should be left without an excuse and

without a fear.

May Allah 35 make us of the people of the second ayah, and of the fifth, and of

the eighty-second. Amin.

\
27. Abmad, on the authority of ‘Abdullah b. Masud & s anl &2 He likened them to a company of

travellers in a valley, cach bringing one stick, until they have kindled enou b to bake their bread. No single
stick is worth a remark.
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Addendum: On the Shape of the

Passage

A book read at twenty minutes a sitting conceals its own architecture, and the
reader who has now crossed all eighty-two dyahs in that fashion is owed a view

from above, because this passage was built rather than accumulated.

Begin with the joint. The Fatiha is a request: show us the straight path. Al-
Baqara answers in its second ayah: that is the Book, in which there is no doubt, a
guidance. The reader who moves from the first sara to the second without
noticing has walked past the hinge on which the whole mushat turns, and
everything that follows in these eighty-two ayahs is a working out of that one ex-

change.

The answer, however, arrives with a condition attached, and the condition
generates the entire structure. The guidance is for the people of tagwa. Which
raises the obvious difficulty: how does a man acquire taqwa if the guidance that
would teach him is reserved for those who already have it? The sara holds that
question open for nineteen ayahs and then answers it in the twenty-first, and the
answer is one word. Worship. Taqwa is what worship leaves behind, and it is
neither a temperament nor a mood. And so the second dyah and the twenty-first
are a single argument with a long pause in the middle, and the pause is filled

with portraits.

Those portraits are the first movement, and their proportions are themselves an
argument. Five dyahs for the believers. Two for the open disbelievers. Thirteen
for the hypocrites. Allih#& has given nearly seven times as much attention to
the enemy within as to the enemy without, and He has done so in a sara
revealed to a community that had just acquired something worth infiltrating.
The reader who wonders why the hypocrites get the two parables and the
disbelievers get four words has been answered by the arithmetic before he

finished asking.
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Then the second movement, and it is the argument from creation and
provision, and it is arranged as a ring. The reader will find the demonstration set
out in its place, at the twenty-ninth ayah, and it needs no repeating here beyond
the observation that the glad tidings of the Garden sit alone at its centre,
unpaired, with the whole structure closed around them. That is a claim about

what the argument is for.

The third movement is Adam (aBLJ\ 4l , and it does two things at once that we
usually keep apart. It establishes human honour, in the office of the kbalifa, in
the teaching of the names, in the prostration of the angels. And it establishes
human vulnerability, in the tree and the slip and the descent. Both are stated of
the same creature within six ayahs, and neither cancels the other. And at the
centre of it stands the exchange that the whole religion turns on: two creatures
fail in the same hour, and one says we have wronged ourselves, and the other says
I am better than him. Nothing separates Adam PLJ\ e from Iblis except the
ability to produce the first sentence, and the reader should notice that this is not
a difference of knowledge, since Iblis had worshipped for ages and knew

perfectly well what he had done.

Then the fourth movement, which is fifty ayahs long and which does something
none of the preceding movements attempted. Everything the stira has asserted in
principle, it now demonstrates in history, on a nation that had every advantage.
Prophets, a Book, a kingdom, a law, a language, a lineage, and a rescue so total
that they watched an army drown from dry ground. And the accumulation is
the argument: blessing does not produce gratitude. Six blessings are listed and
numbered, and not one of them worked. Deliverance, the sea, the forty nights,
the pardon, the Book, the manna, the water from the rock, and at the end of it

they wanted onions.

And the diagnosis, when it comes, is not what the reader expects. He has been
waiting for a catastrophe to explain the hardening. What Allih#& names, in
Sarat al-Hadid, is duration. The term was prolonged for them, and their bearts
hardened. Nothing happened. They had it for too long, and it stopped meaning
anything, and that is the whole mechanism. Which is why the cow narrative is

placed where it is, and why the sara is named after it rather than after the



Throne Verse: a people who have grown used to a command will find any
question to ask about it except the one that would require them to obey. And
why the corpse that sat up and named its killer changed nothing at all. A miracle
cannot soften what has decided to be hard, because the problem was never evid-

ential.

And the reader should not settle into the seat of the spectator, because the sara
has already removed it. The Messengeri& was asked directly whether he meant
the Jews and the Christians, and he said, who else? The Compan-
10nsr.(,& & &) asked the question we would have asked, hopmg for the
answer we want, and they did not get it. Sayyiduna ‘Umar 4 & =3 asked
Hudhayfa <« &) <) whether his own name was on the register of the
hypocrites. These fifty ayahs are a mirror, and the men who read them as history

were the first thing the sara warned about.

Then the close, and it refuses every inherited guarantee at once. Not the lineage,
which was the whole of their case. Not the label, for the sixty-second ayah
names four communities and then places the same condition on all of them.
Not the numbered days, for which no covenant can be produced. What is left is
the eighty-first ayah and the eighty-second, and the standard in them is moral
and it is individual: 2 man whose sin has walled him in, and a man with a
handful of good deeds. And the grammar of that last ayah is the gift the reader
should carry out of this volume, because a/-salibat is a plural of paucity, fewer
than ten, set against a sin that encompasses. The Fire requires a wall. The Garden

asks for a handful. That arithmetic is not balanced and it was never meant to be.

Four things, then, and they may be put in four clauses. Knowledge must
become humility, as it did with the angels who said we have no knowledge except
what You have taught us, and did not with the one standing beside them.
Blessing must become gratitude, which fifty ayahs of rescue could not
manufacture. Questioning must serve obedience, or it becomes the most
respectable form of refusal there is. And hope must rest on the promise of

Allah 3 and not on a fancy, because a fancy cannot be produced in evidence

and He has asked to see the document.
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May Allah 3£ allow us to receive His Book with sound hearts, and may He spare
us the one fate this sara describes and does not name, which is to hold the thing

long enough to stop hearing it. Amin.
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Glossary

The entries below are short by design. Where a term carries more than a line can
hold, and most of them do, the reader is better served by the place in the

commentary where it is actually worked out.

Ayah
A verse of the Qur'an. The word means a sign, and the Book uses it equally of its
own verses and of the created world, which is not an accident: both are put in

front of us to be read.

Améni
Fancies. Hopes about one's standing with Allih#& that rest on nothing, and

cannot be produced in evidence when asked for.

Ban Isra’il
The Children of Isr@il. IsrZil was the second name of the Prophet
Ya'qub <-‘>L‘J\ 4Je , and his twelve sons became the twelve tribes.

Basmala
The formula, in the name of Allih, the All-Merciful, the Ever-Merciful. Both

names in it are names of mercy, and no name of might appears.

Dua’
Calling upon Allah 3 directly. No intermediary is involved, and none is permit-
ted.

Falab
Success, in the full sense of having arrived and being safe. It is what the muezzin

calls us to five times a day, and he calls us to it by way of the prayer.
Fisig
One who has stepped outside the boundary and stayed outside it. The root is used

of a date coming out of its skin.

Fitna

A trial, a temptation, or a persecution, depending on where it sits.
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Furgan
That which separates. Of a scripture, the criterion dividing truth from falsehood,
together with the judgement to apply it, since a criterion a man cannot use is no

use to him.

Ghayb
The unseen. Not merely what we have yet to discover, but what is closed to

creation except through what Allah 3% discloses.

Hadith

A report of what the Messenger% said, did, permitted, or was.

Hadith Qudsi
A report in which he#& relates the speech of Allah 3&: the meaning His, the

wording his.

Hiyal
Legal devices. Lawful when they serve obedience, unlawful when they serve

evasion, and the men of the Sabbath are the standing example of the second.
Hiddya

Guidance. It covers both the showing of the road and the enabling to walk it, and

the second is the harder half.

Huraf al-mugatta‘at
The disconnected letters opening twenty-nine stras. Their meaning was not given

to us.

Ihsan
Doing a thing beautifully. In worship, as the Messenger% defined it: that you
worship Allih ¥ as though you see Him, and if you do not see Him, He sees you.
Iman
Faith. Conviction of the heart, entire rather than selective, and not the same thing

as knowing.

Lstidrag
The long rope. Ease and success granted to a man as the instrument of his

undoing, so that nothing appears to be going wrong until it has.
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Jinn
Beings made from fire, ordinarily unseen, accountable as we are. Iblis was one of

them, and not an angel.

Khalifa
One who comes after; the office of inhabiting the earth with responsibility for it.
Announced before Adam ()U\ 4Jec was made, which is why the descent was never

a punishment.

Khushu*

Stillness and awe in the heart, especially in the salah. It cannot be performed, and

cannot be seen from outside.
Kufr
Disbelief. The root means to cover over, which is why the farmer burying seed and

the night are both called by it: something is present, and something is being drawn

across the top of'it.

Muttaqi

One who has taqwa.

Nifaq
Hypocrisy. The word describes a burrow with an exit at either end. Of two kinds:
of belief, which removes a2 man from Islam, and of action, which does not, and

which the Companions - & 2, feared for themselves.
Qur'an
The speech of Allah ¥z, recited to Muhammad£g, preserved in the mushaf.

Speech before it was ever a text, which is why a translation is a report of it and not

the thing itself.

Rukiu

The bowing in the prayer; also a thematic section of a stira.

Sabr
Not putting up with things. Self-command: holding under a blow, persevering in

obedience, refusing temptation. It counts at the first strike, not three weeks later.

Salah
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The prescribed prayer. The Qur'an asks that it be established rather than

performed, and uses the plain verb of praying mostly for those whose prayer has

failed.

Shaytan
A rebellious devil; used in its proper form of Iblis. The root carries distance, being

far from mercy.

Shirk
Giving to another what belongs to Allah 8§ alone. It reaches further than statues,

and the Messenger% policed it down to a conjunction.

Stira
A chapter of the Qur'an; in a construct phrase, Strat, as in Sarat al-Baqara. The

Arabs did not use the word this way, and it carries the sense of something walled.

Sunnah
The way of the Messengerﬁ?,, established by his teaching and his practice. It is

where every detail of the prayer comes from.

Tafsir
Drawing back what stands between a reader and a meaning already there. The

mufassir uncovers; he does not supply.

Taqwa
Protection. The root is to shield, and the word describes a man putting something
between himself and a danger. It is acquired by worship, and guidance arrives in

proportion to it.

Tawba

A full turn. Not remorse, and not a formula: knowledge that it was wrong, shame

at it, and the leaving of it, with rights returned where a person was involved.

Tawhid
Affirming that Allah 8§ is one, in His lordship, in the worship due to Him, and in

His names and attributes.

Tawfiq
Being enabled to do the right thing. A gift and not a wage, which is why the fifth

ayah calls the guidance something from their Lord.
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Ummah
A community bound by a religion; used especially of the community of
Muhammad £€.

Ummi
Unlettered, as one's mother bore one. A description of the Messenger%, and part

of the proof rather than a deficiency in it.

Wahy
Revelation to a prophet. One of only two ways a hypocrite could ever have been

identified, and it has ended.

Yagin
Certainty with no doubt in it. Of three degrees: of knowledge, of sight, and of
direct experience. Only the first is available to us here, and it is what we are asked

for.

Zakah
The obligatory charity on qualifying wealth. The seed within the fruit, which is

sown and returns as more.
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