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This book began in a weekly gathering. Since 2023 the author has sat with a small
congregation on Thursday nights and read the Qur'an with them from its opening towards
its close, twenty minutes at a sitting, a few ayahs at a time. What follows gathers those
sessions on the two hundred and eleventh to the two hundred and fifty-second ayah of
Strat al-Bagara and develops the notes taken from them into connected prose. The second
Juz’ of the Qur'an closes at the two hundred and fifty-second ayah, and this volume carries

it from a little past its middle to its end.

The Qur'anic Arabic is given in the ‘Uthmani text. The translations of the dyahs, and of the
ahadith quoted throughout, are the author's own, and are offered in the plain register of the
gathering from which they came rather than as a rival to the established renderings. They

are not reproduced from any published translation.

The general introduction to the Qur'an and to the discipline of tafsir stands at the front of
Volume One and is not repeated here, nor is the transliteration key, which the reader will

find in any of the three earlier volumes. The system used for transliteration is unchanged.

Where a source has been named, the reference is given in the notes at the back of the volume
rather than at the foot of the page, so that the page may be read without interruption and

the reader who wants the chain of the matter may go and find it.
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The Author's Introduction
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All praise belongs to Allah 3, who set down the limits and then named them limits,
who did not leave the marriage of a man and a woman to the customs of the market,
and who has taught us that the small sacrifice is the door to the large one. Peace and
blessings upon our master Muhammad £e who was asked question after question
by his Companions and answered every one of them, and upon his family and his

Companions and all who follow them in excellence until the Day of Recompense.

The volume before this one took the reader from the first word of the second Juz’ to
the two hundred and tenth ayah, and set him down in the middle of a warning about
entering the religion by halves. This volume takes up the two hundred and eleventh
ayah and carries the reader to the end of the Juz’, and for once the stopping place is
not an accident of the pagination, because the Juz’ itself ends there, at the two
hundred and fifty-second ayah, with the Qur'an turning to the Prophet ££ and

telling him that these are the signs of Allah recited to him in truth.

The reader should know what he is walking into. This is the heaviest legal stretch of
the sara, and much of it is about marriage and its ending. There is the wine and the
gambling, the orphans and their property, the marrying of those who do not believe,
the intimacy of husband and wife and its bounds, the oaths a man swears and the
oaths he should not, the four months of the man who swears off his wife, the waiting
period of the divorced woman, the two divorces and the third, the retaining in
fairness and the releasing in fairness, the woman whose family blocks her remarriage,
the suckling of a child for two full years, the widow and her four months and ten
days, the hinting at a proposal, the gift owed to the woman divorced before she was
touched, and the half of the dower. Nine dyahs out of every ten in the first two thirds

of this volume touch a household somewhere.

I want to say something at the outset about how this section is usually read, because
it is usually read badly, and it is read badly by both of the parties who read it. There
are those who come to these ayahs looking for the licence in them, and there are
those who come looking for the offence in them, and both of them read too quickly

and both of them come away with what they brought. What is actually here is a



body of law which was set down in a society that gave a woman almost nothing and
which gave her, in a few years, the right to her dower, the right to her waiting period,
the right to be retained in fairness or released in fairness, the right to her
maintenance while she nurses, the right not to be held in a marriage as a way of
punishing her, and the right to be let go without the family of anybody standing in
her way. The Qur'an did not do this by making a speech about it. It did it by
legislating, clause by clause, and the clauses are still here, and the communities which
recite them every Ramadan are in many cases still not doing them. That, and not the
objection of the stranger, is what a Muslim should be embarrassed about in these
pages. I have written an addendum at the back of the volume on the reading of the
divorce passages, because the matter needed more room than a commentary on a
single ayah could give it, and I would ask the reader who finds these ayahs difficult to
turn there before he decides what he thinks.

Then, at the two hundred and forty-third ayah, the ground changes under the
reader's feet. The law stops and the stories begin: the thousands who fled their
homes in fear of death and were told to die, the people who asked their prophet for a
king and then turned away when the fighting was written for them, Talat and the
river, the three hundred and some who crossed it, and a young man with a sling who
killed a giant and was given a kingdom and a prophethood. The two halves of the
volume look unrelated and are not. The law is a long training in the small sacrifice,
and the river is the examination. A man who cannot keep an oath in his own kitchen
will not decline to drink when he is thirsty and the water is in front of him and the

enemy is over the hill.

This is a small effort of mine and a poor one. The matter deserved abler hands than
mine, and where the reader finds anything of use in it, it is from Allah 3z and from
the books of the ‘ulama from which I have taken it, and where he finds error, it is
mine and I ask his forgiveness and I ask Allah's. May Allah accept it, and make it of

benefit to the ordinary worshipper, and forgive its author his haste. Amin.



Where the Third Volume Left Us

The reader who is joining the book here should know the ground he is standing on,

and it will take a page to tell him.

Strrat al-Baqara is the second stira of the Qur'an and the longest of them, and it came
down at Madinah over most of the ten years the Prophet € lived there. The first
volume of this book carried the reader through the first eighty-two yahs, which set
out the three sorts of men who meet the Qur'in, and then turned to the Children of
Isra1l and began a long accounting with them. The second volume carried that
accounting to the end of the first Juz’. The third took up the second Juz at the
changing of the Qibla and carried it to the two hundred and tenth ayah, through the
middlemost community, the safa and the marwa, the lawful and the unlawful on our
plates, the retribution and the bequest, the fasting of Ramadan, the fighting and its
limits, and the Hajj from the ihram to the last pebble at Mina, and it closed with two
men held up against each other: the one whose speech about this world impresses
you and whose heart Allah 3£ knows, and the one who sells his own soul seeking the
pleasure of his Lord. The last command before this volume opens is that the

believers enter into Islam completely, all of it, and not take the steps of Shaytan.

That is where the third volume left the reader, and the two hundred and eleventh
ayah opens with an instruction to the Prophet £e o put a question to the Children
of Isr21l, which sounds like a return to the argument of the first Juz’ and is in fact its

conclusion.



The Isti9dha and the Basmala

The reciter of the Qur'an begins with the Isti9dha, which is his taking of refuge, and

it is said before the recitation and not as a part of it.
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1 take refuge with Allab from Shaytan the accursed.

Allih 3% has commanded it in Sarat al-Nahl, that when you recite the Qur'an, take
refuge with Allah from Shaytin the accursed, and the ‘ulama’ have noticed that the
command is in the past construction, so that a man is being told to have taken refuge
before he begins rather than to take it as he begins. A man who is about to read the
words of his Lord is about to do the thing his enemy least wants him to do, and it

would be a strange soldier who walked into that without first asking for cover.

A oI

In the name of Allah, the All-Merciful, the Very-Merciful.

Then comes the Basmala, and the two names in it are from one root, and the ‘ulam?’
have said that the first is a mercy so wide that it takes in the believer and the
disbeliever and the animal in the field, and the second is a mercy reserved, which
Allah ¥z keeps for those who turn to Him. A man who says these words honestly at

the head of a task has already said a great deal about who he thinks is doing the work.
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Ask the Children of Isra’ll How Many a Sign
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Ask the Children of Isra’il how many a clear sign We gave them. And whoever
alters the favour of Allah after it bas come to bim, then Allab is severe in

punishment.

al-Baqara 2:211

The ayah before this one warned the believers against entering the religion by halves
and against following the footsteps of Shaytan, and it closed by telling them that if
they slip after the clear proofs have come to them, Allah M is Mighty and Wise. Here
the Qur'an does what it has done throughout this sara whenever it has laid down a
principle, which is to produce a nation which has already been through the
examination and to invite the reader to look at its result. The principle was that
opposition to the truth after clear signs deserves punishment. The illustration is the
Children of Isr2ll, and the reader has spent the whole of the first Juz’ being told their
story, so the Qur'an does not tell it again. It says only, ask them, sa/ bani isri’il, and

leaves the reader to remember.

The word is sal, ask, and the ‘ulama’ have differed over whom the Prophet L is
being told to ask and why. Al-Tabari & e -, reports the plain sense, that the Jews of
Madinah were there and could be asked, and that the question is a real one to which
they knew the answer perfectly well, since their own scripture recorded every sign
and every rebellion which followed it." A question of this kind is not asked in order
to be informed. It is asked in order to make a man say out loud what he has been
avoiding saying, and there is no answer available to the man who is asked it except the

one which condemns him.

\
How many a sign, then. Mufti Shafi® 4! 4&~ lists them, and it is worth setting them
down together, because the force of the ayah is in the accumulation and not in any

one of them.” The sea was split for them and they walked through it on dry land
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with the water standing on either side of them like walls, and within a few days of
the crossing they came upon a people devoted to idols and asked Misa PLJ\ 4Je to
make them a god of the same sort. The mountain was raised over their heads until
they took the Tawrah, and they took it, and then they did not do it. The clouds
shaded them in a desert where a man's shadow is his life, and the mann and the
salwa came down to them without labour, and they asked for onions and lentils and
cucumbers instead, and asked in a tone which suggested they were being cheated.
Water came out of a rock in twelve springs, one for each tribe, so that nobody had to
queue behind anybody. Prophets were sent to them in a stream, one after another,

more than were sent to any people before or since, and they killed a number of them.

Consider what is being counted here. Every one of those signs was a favour, and
every one of them was altered. That is the verb the ayah chooses, ynbaddil, from
tabdil, to substitute one thing for another, and it is a stronger word than to reject. A
man who rejects a favour has at least understood what it was. A man who alters it has
taken the thing and turned it into something else and gone on holding it, and the
‘ulama’ have taken the alteration here in the widest sense: the alteration of the Book
by interpretation, the alteration of a blessing by using it in disobedience, and the

alteration of a sign by explaining it away.’

The Qur'an has a companion ayah in Stra Ibrahim which the mufassiran bring here,

and it is the same charge in more open language.
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Have you not seen those who exchanged the favour of Allab for disbelief, and settled their

people in the abode of ruin? Jahannam, in which they burn, and an evil place to settle it is.

The favour was exchanged for disbelief, says that ayah, and then it says something
worth stopping over, that they settled their people there. A man who alters a blessing
does not go down on his own. He is usually a man of standing, and his people are
watching him, and where he settles they settle. The elders of Bana IsrZil did not
merely lose their own religion. They took a nation with them, and the Qur'an holds

them to account for the address and not only for the man.

There is a question the ordinary worshipper should put to himself before he leaves

this ayah, and I would rather he put it than that I put it for him. The favour named

11



here was a scripture, a prophet, a deliverance, and a land. He has been given a
scripture, and a prophet, and a religion complete, and he has been given it without
having to cross a sea to get it. The Children of Isra’il were asked how many a clear
sign, and the answer was a long one. If he is asked the same question, his answer will

be longer.

Adorned for Those Who Disbelieve Is the Life of This World
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Adorned for those who disbelieve is the life of this world, and they mock those who
believe. But those who fear Allah will be above them on the Day of Resurrection.
And Allah provides for whom He wills without reckoning.

al-Baqara 2:212

Having named the disease in the previous ayah, which is the altering of a favour, the
Qur'an now names its cause, and it is a single word: zuyyina, it has been made to
look beautiful. This is the root of every worldly evil there has ever been, that the
dunya is desired, and the desiring of it is not a thing a man decides upon in the
morning. It is done to him. The verb is in the passive and the Qur'an does not name
the agent, and the ‘ulama” have said that the adorning is from Shaytin in one sense
and from Allih 3% in another, since it is He who made the gold beautiful and the
horses beautiful and the sons beautiful, as He says in Stira Al Imrin, and He made

them so in order to test who would be taken in by them.*

Then the second clause, and it is the one which would have stung. Wa yaskbarina
min alladbina amani, and they mock those who believe. Ibn Kathir 4:33\ 4a~, puts
the picture in front of us: Aba Jahl and the chiefs of Quraysh, men with houses and
camels and standing, laughing at Bilal and ‘Ammar and Suhayb M.p 4:35\ Lﬁp 5, who
had nothing, and whose religion had, from where Aba Jahl was sitting, delivered
them nothing.” The mockery was not an argument. It never is. It was a rich man

looking at a poor man and finding the poor man's certainty funny, and the Qur'an

12



answers it not by defending the poor man but by telling the rich man where he will

be standing later.

The same laughter appears in Sirat al-Mutaffifin, where Allah 3 describes the

criminals laughing at the believers and winking at one another as they pass them, and

then the stra turns the whole scene over.
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So today it is those who believed who laugh at the disbelievers, upon couches, looking on.

The Qur'an is telling us who has the last laugh, and it is telling us in the same
vocabulary the mockers used, which is a mercy to a believer who is being laughed at
now. He is not being told that the laughter does not hurt. He is being told when it

StOpS.

Wa alladbina ittagaw fawqabum yawma al-qiyama, and those who feared Allih
will be above them on the Day of Resurrection. Note the word fzwg, above, which is
a word of position and not only of rank, and note also that the superiority the
disbelievers presently enjoy is real, and the Qur'an does not pretend otherwise. They
do have the houses. What the Qur'an says is that the arrangement is temporary and

that it inverts, and that what looks like the whole of the picture is a corner of it.

Then the closing clause, and it is the answer to the whole of the difticulty: wallabu
yarguqu man yasha’u bi ghayri bisab, and Allih provides for whom He wills
without reckoning. Everything the mocker has is from Allih #& and not from
himself, which is the one thing he does not know, and it is precisely what Qaran did
not know when he said that he had been given his wealth on account of knowledge
he possessed. The provision comes without measure, without accounting, to whom
He wills, and the man who understands this stops envying the mocker in the same

instant, because there is nothing to envy in a gift which was given as a test.

Then Spend

The mention of provision at the end of the dyah opens the door which the following
ayahs walk through, and the ahadith on spending gather here in the books of tafsir
because the cure for loving the dunya is to give some of it away. There is nothing else

which works. A man may be lectured about detachment for forty years and remain

13



exactly as attached as he was, and the moment he gives away something he wanted to

keep, the lecture becomes unnecessary.
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O son 0fA_dﬂm, spend, and I will spend on you.

And to Bilal «¢ A 2 himself, who was one of those being laughed at, the
Prophet Le said something which reads like a direct reply to the mockery of the

previous clause.
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Spend, Bilal, and do not fear from the Owner of the Throne any poverty.

Two angels descend every morning, the Prophet L€ told us, and one of them says, O
Allah, give the spender a replacement, and the other says, O Allah, give the
withholder ruin.® The withholder is not left alone. He is prayed against, every single

morning, by an angel, and he does not hear it.

And there is the hadith which every ordinary worshipper should have written
somewhere he will see it, in which the Prophet Le quotes the son of Adam saying,

my wealth, my wealth, and then asks him what he actually owns of it.
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Do you have of your wealth anything except what you ate and finished, or what you wore
and wore out, or what you gave in charity and sent on abead? Whatever is besides that is

going, and you are leaving it for other people.

Three columns, then, and only one of them has anything in it at the end. The food is
gone, the clothes are worn through, and the charity is the only portion which has
been sent ahead and is waiting. Everything else in the ledger belongs already to
somebody who has not yet been told he is going to inherit it. Imam Ahmad & e 3
records the Prophet e summarising the whole matter, that the dunya is the house
of the one who has no house, and the wealth of the one who has no wealth, and it is

gathered up by the one who has no reason.”

14



Mankind Was a Single Community
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Mankind was a single ;ommum'ty, then Allah raised up the prophets as bearers of
good news and as warners, and sent down with them the Book in truth, so that it
might judge between the people in what they differed over. And none differed over
it except those who had been given it, after the clear proofs had come to them, out of

envy amongst themselves. Then Allah guided those who believed to the truth of

what they differed over, by His leave. And Allah guides whom He wills to a
straight path.

al-Baqara 2:213

This is one of the great ayahs of the sira and the ‘ulama’ have written a great deal on

it, because it explains, in a single sentence, why there is revelation at all.

Begin with the word #mma. Al-Raghib al-Istahani & e -y defines it in al-Mufradat
as a body of people gathered together by some one thing, and he says that the
gathering may be by religion, or by time, or by place, and that it may equally be by
descent or by language or by colour or the like.” The element which unifies them is
what makes them an #mma, and it is not fixed in advance. So the statement here is
that there was a period when the human beings were one composite group,

undivided by the thing which later divided them, which was religion.

When was it? The mufassiriin give two answers, and both are worth carrying. The
first is that it refers to the covenant, the %hd taken from the loins of Adam 4)e
CEL.J\, when Allah 8% asked alastu bi rabbikum, am I not your Lord, and every soul

answered yes. At that moment the human race was one community and there was



not a disbeliever amongst them. The second is that it refers to the period between
Adam (s)L.J\ 4Jec and Nah r}L.J\ e, which the reports put at ten generations, in
which the people were upon the truth and there was no dispute, and Nah (")L.J\ e

was the first messenger sent because he was the first for whom there was a need.”

Stira Yanus states the same matter with the sequel attached, that mankind was but a
single community, then they differed, and were it not for a word which had gone
forth from your Lord, it would have been decided between them concerning that
over which they differ. The order in that ayah is the order of history. Unity first, and

the difference afterwards, and then the revelation to settle the difference.

Here is the part which deserves the reader's attention, because it is easy to read past.
The Book was sent down to judge between the people in what they differed over, /7
yabkuma bayna al-ndsi fima ikbtalafi fih. Then the very next clause says that none
differed over it except those who had been given it, after the clear proofs had come to
them. So the Book which came to end the dispute became the subject of the dispute,
and the proofs which were sent to gather the people were the very thing which split
them. AL-Rizi &l 4~ -y pauses here and says that this is not a failure of the revelation
but its function as a test, since a thing which sorts men must necessarily divide them,
and the reader who has followed the sara from its opening will recognise the pattern,
because this is what the sara said about the parable of the gnat, that Allih R
misguides many by it and guides many by it, and He misguides none by it except the

transgressors.'’

And why did they differ? The Qur'an gives the motive in one word and refuses to
give any other: baghyan baynabum, out of envy amongst themselves. Not out of
confusion. Not because the proofs were unclear, since the ayah says the proofs had
come to them. They differed because of what was between them, the jostling and the
resentment and the wanting of what the other had, and the ‘ulam’ note that this
places the responsibility on the character of the men and not on the difficulty of the
text. Most religious dispute is like this. The disagreement is announced in the
vocabulary of evidence and it is conducted for reasons which have nothing to do

with evidence.

Why Men Need a Judge

Stand back from the dyah for a moment and consider what it is saying about human

beings. They differ. That is their nature, and the Qur'an does not treat it as a scandal,
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because it says plainly in Sara Had that they will not cease to differ, except those
upon whom your Lord has mercy, and for that He created them. Disputes are
natural. Two men who both want the same field will want it whatever their religion,

and no amount of goodwill dissolves the fact that there is one field.

What men need, therefore, is not the absence of disagreement, which they will never
have, but a power above them competent to decide it. This is how every human
arrangement works, and the reader knows it from his own life. Children argue, and a
parent decides. Employees argue, and the man who runs the business decides. Two
states argue, and they go, however unwillingly, to some body which sits above them
both. Take away the higher authority and the argument does not become gentle. It
becomes a fight, and it is decided by whoever is stronger, which is not a decision at all

but a surrender of the very idea of a decision.

So Allih 3 sent the prophets and sent the Book with them, and He describes the
Book by its function: it judges. When men do not believe in something greater than
themselves, they fight. The evidence is not far to find. The Jews and the Christians,
who had both been given a Book, could not agree between themselves on which day
of the week was the day, or which direction to face, or what the essential tenets of the

religion were, and the disagreement did not stay academic for long.

And the resolution: fz hada allabu alladhina dmanii li ma ikbtalafu fibi min al-
baqqi bi idbnib, then Allih guided those who believed to the truth of what they
differed over, by His leave. Every party in a dispute holds a mixture, and there is truth
in the hands of people who are wrong about a great deal, and the believers were
guided to the truth of what was disputed, meaning to the sound portion within the
argument, which is a very precise thing to be guided to. Two words in the clause
carry the weight. The first is b7 idbnib, by His leave, so that the guided man cannot
claim he found it. The second is the closing sentence, that Allah guides whom He
wills to a straight path, which is where the ayah puts the matter down and leaves it,
and which is the sentence a man reaches for when he watches somebody he loves

refuse something obvious.
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Do You Think That You Will Enter the Garden?
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Or do you think that you will enter the Garden while there has not yet come to you
the like of what came to those who passed away before you? Hardship and
affliction touched them, and they were shaken until the Messenger and those who
believed with him said: when is the belp of Allah? Indeed, the belp of Allah is near.

al-Baqara 2:214

The reader who has been following the argument will feel the change of temperature
here. The Qur'an has been speaking about mankind, and the prophets, and the
disputes of the nations, and it turns suddenly and speaks to the man in the room. Do
you think you will enter the Garden, am basibtum, and the am at the head of the
sentence carries a note of correction, as though a thought had been forming in the

listener's mind and the Qur'an had reached in and taken hold of it before it finished.

Ibn Kathir 4il 4~ -, and the majority of the mufassirtin place the revelation of this
ayah at al-Khandaq, the trench, in the fifth year, and the placement matters because
it tells the reader what conditions a man may be in when this dyah is addressed to

him."" Sarat al-Ahzab describes those weeks, and the description is not a gentle one.
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When they came upon you from above you and from below you, and when the eyes swerved
and the bearts reached the throats, and you were thinking about Allah every kind of
thought. There the believers were tested, and shaken with a severe shaking.

Note that the word zu/zili, they were shaken, is the same word which our ayah uses,

and this is why the mufassiran read the two passages together. The Companions
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('*‘9 4»\ 2, at the trench were hungry, cold, surrounded on two sides, watching the
tribe within the city break its treaty behind them, and hearing the hypocrites say that
Allah ¥ and His Messenger L€ had promised them nothing but delusion. This is
the setting in which a man is asked whether he expected the Garden to be given away

at the door.

Then the ayah recounts what came before: massathum al-ba’sa’n wa'l-darrd’,
hardship and affliction touched them. The whole of the prophetic history is folded
into that clause, and the Prophet L€ stated the principle which governs it.

}”“/ }/e o

The most severely tried of people are the prophets, then the next best and the next best.

The scale runs the wrong way round from what a man expects, and it runs that way
deliberately. Trial is not a mark of Allah's displeasure and its absence is not a
certificate. The reader will want to hold this next to a thing which is also true, that
some will enter the Garden by the pure grace of Allah 3& without a struggle worth
the name, since the Prophet £E told us that no man's deeds will enter him into the
Garden, including his own. Both are true. Every man has his own portion of struggle

and it is measured for him and it is not measured against his neighbour's.

Khabbab ibn al-Aratt 4 4‘1)\ ?> who was tortured at Makkah, told us what
happened when the Companio;ls asked for the thing which every believer under
pressure eventually asks for, which is a supplication. They came to the Prophet L
while he was in the shade of the Kaba with his cloak folded under his head, and they
said, will you not ask Allih to help us, will you not supplicate for us. He sat up, and

his face had changed colour, and he said:
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Amongst those before you, the saw would be placed on the parting of a man's bead and be
would be split down to bis feet, and it would not turn him from bis religion. And bhe would
be combed with combs of iron between bis flesh and his bone, and it would not turn him

from bis religion.



Then he said the sentence which the Companions & & o2, must have found

harder than the first:
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By Allah, Allah will complete this affair, until a rider travels from San‘a’ to Hadramawt
fearing none but Allah, and the wolf for bis sheep. But you are a people who are in a hurry.

They asked for a prayer and they were given a diagnosis, and the diagnosis was haste.
He did not tell them the promise was false. He told them the promise was slow, and

that their difficulty was with the timetable and not with the outcome.

When, and Not Where

The most instructive words in the ayah are the ones which the Messenger and the
believers say when the shaking has gone on long enough: mata nasru'llah, when is
the help of Allah. The reader should look closely at the grammar of that cry, because

agreat deal turns on it.

They did not ask where is the help of Allah, which would have been a complaint and
a suggestion that it had not been sent. They asked when, which contains within it the
certainty that it is coming and asks only after the hour. There is a whole theology
inside that one word. The man who says when has already conceded that the help
exists, that it is Allah's to give, that it is on its way, and that he is not in a position to
hurry it, and all he is doing is confessing that he is tired. This is not weakness. It is
dependence and humility, which is the very posture Allih ¥Z loves in a servant, and it
is worth noticing that the Qur'an records a Messenger L& saying it, so that no

believer need ever be ashamed of having said it himself.

And the answer comes before the question has finished settling: ala inna nasra llabi
garib, indeed, the help of Allah is near. Two emphatic particles in four words, @l
and 7nna, as though the matter admitted no delay in the telling even though it

admitted delay in the coming.

But how near is near? The Qur'an does not say, and the reader should sit with that
rather than hurry past it. It took our Prophet £E thirteen years at Makkah and ten at
Madinah, and the rider going from $an% to Hadramawt in safety was a thing he

described and did not live to see. Nearness, in the vocabulary of the Qur'an, is
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measured against the scale of Allah 3£ and not against the patience of a man, and a
help which arrives after a lifetime is still near, because the lifetime itself is short. The
believer who understands this stops asking the question in order to be answered and
starts asking it in order to be heard, which is what the believers at the trench were
doing, and which is why Allah HZ recorded their asking in a Book that will be recited

until the Hour.

They Ask You What They Should Spend
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They ask you what they should spend. Say: whatever good you spend is for parents,

and relatives, and orphans, and the needy, and the traveller. And whatever good
you do, Allab knows it well.

al-Baqara 2:215

From here the sara enters a stretch of question and answer, and the reader will meet
the construction yasalinaka, they ask you, again and again over the next few pages:
about spending, about the sacred month, about wine and gambling, about the
orphans, about menstruation, and later about the new moons. The Companions
= &) &) asked, and the revelation answered, and the ordinary worshipper today

holds the answers to questions he would not have thought to put.

The ayahs of this section can look like beads on no string, and they are not. They are
the marks of the road which leads to the Garden, which was the subject of the ayah
just before, and having been told that the Garden is not entered without hardship,
the reader is now told what the hardship consists of. It consists of patience through
affliction, which was the previous yah, and of spending in the way of Allih 3£ on
those near to you and those in need, which is this one. In other words, one builds the

bridges between the layers of a society, and one does it out of one’s own pocket, and
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this is a great deal harder than affliction, because afHliction arrives on its own and the

spending has to be decided upon.

Now look at the question and then look at the answer, and notice that they do not
match. They asked madba yunfigin, what should we spend, meaning what kind and
how much of'it. The answer names no amount and no kind. It says: fz /i l-walidayni
wa l-aqrabin, it is for parents and relatives, and so on. The reply has quietly changed
the question from what to whom, and the mufassiran have not failed to notice.'”
The lesson for us is direct. Do not ask whether you should spend, because that has

been settled. Ask where.

It should be said, because it is a common confusion, that this dyah is about nafl
sadaqa, the voluntary giving, and not about the obligatory zakah, whose rules and
whose recipients are laid down elsewhere and whose recipients are not identical with
this list. A man may not discharge his zakah by giving it to his parents. He may, and

should, spend on them from what is his.

The phrase which governs everything here is min kbayr, of good. It is left undefined
and it is left small on purpose. Any good at all. A date. A ride into town. The word is
not mal, wealth, which would have excluded the man who has none, and the Qur'an
has taken care that nobody reading this dyah can honestly say that he has nothing
which qualifies.

Charity Begins at Home

The order of the list is the ruling. Parents first, then relatives, then orphans, then the
needy, then the traveller, and the sequence descends from the nearest to the furthest.
The Prophet L€ was asked who has the most right to a man's generosity and he

answered in exactly this shape.
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Your mother, and your father, and your sister, and your brother, then the nearest to you

and. the nearest to you.

This wants saying plainly, because we have a disease in our communities on precisely
this point. There are men amongst us who will write a cheque to a masjid appeal on
a Friday night in front of five hundred people and whose own mother is waiting for a

telephone call she has been waiting for since Eid. There are men who fund a well in a
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country they will never visit and whose sister is short and has stopped asking. The
Qur'an has put the parents at the head of the list and the ordinary worshipper who

reorders that list to suit his vanity has not been generous. He has been seen.

Then the ayah closes: wa ma tafali min kbayrin fa inna'llaba bibi ‘alim, and
whatever good you do, Allah knows it well. Note that the closing clause has widened
from spending to doing. The list was about money and the seal is about deeds of any
kind, and it lands on the man who gave a little and thought nobody noticed, and it

lands equally on the man who gave a great deal and made sure everybody did.

Fighting Is Prescribed for You
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Fighting is prescribed for you, and it is hateful to you. But it may be that you hate

a thing and it is good for you, and it may be that you love a thing and it is bad for
you. And Allah knows, and you do not know.

al-Baqara 2:216

The word is kutiba, it has been written, which is the same verb the sira used for the
fasting and for the retribution and for the bequest, and it means that the matter has
been made an obligation and entered in the register. What is written here is a/-gital,
the fighting, and the reader should be careful about which obligation is being

described, because it is one of the most misreported sentences in the Book.

The obligation of gital is, in the settled position of the fuqah, a fard kifiya, a duty
upon the community which is discharged on behalf of all when a sufficient number
undertake it, and it becomes fard ‘ayn, binding upon the individual, only in defined
circumstances: when the enemy has entered the land, when the ruler has called a man
by name, or when a man is standing in the line and the fighting has begun. It does

not oblige every Muslim in every generation to be at war. That this needs saying at all
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is a mark of how the ayah has been abused, in one direction by those who wish it said

louder than it says itself, and in the other by those who wish it were not there.

And the Sunnah itself supplies the limits. Imam al-Bukhari o am - records that a
man came to the Prophet 2E and asked permission to go out on jihad, and the
Prophet € asked whether his parents were alive, and the man said yes, and he was
told to go back and strive in serving them."> A man asked to be sent to the front and
was sent home to his mother, and the Prophet £€ did not treat this as a lesser

assignment.

At the same time the intention is not permitted to die. The Prophet LE said:
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Whoever dies without having fought, and without having spoken to himself about fighting,
dies a death of ignorance.

And after the conquest of Makkah he said that there is no hzjra after the conquest,
but there is jihad and intention, and when you are called out, then go out. The
believer is not required to be at war. He is required not to be a man who would
refuse if he were called, and there is a distance between the two which is the whole

space in which most of us live.

Perspective Is Everything

Now the heart of the dyah, and it is the reason it has comforted more grieving people
than almost any other sentence in the Book: wa sa an takrahi shayan wa huwa
kbayrun lakum, wa ‘asa an tubibbi shay'an wa huwa sharrun lakum. It may be that
you hate a thing and it is good for you, and it may be that you love a thing and it is
bad for you.

The word @sa, it may be, is a particle of hope and expectation, and when Allah Az
uses it, the ‘ulama’ say it carries the force of certainty. Note the exactness of the
construction, that the two clauses are perfect mirrors of one another, so that the
ayah closes both doors at once. A man might have accepted that his suffering is
secretly good for him and still believed that what he wants is straightforwardly good.

The second clause takes that from him too.
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This ayah is the essence of yagin and tawakkul, and it marks the difference between a
man who worships Allih #& and a man who is a slave of Allah #. The worshipper
does the acts. The slave has no opinion of his own about what he is given. He is
pleased with what his Master does because his Master did it, and he does not require

to be shown the reason first.

The reason he is not shown the reason is given in the final four words: wa llahu
yalamu wa antum la talaman. Allah knows and you do not know. The human
being sees the pixel and Allah 3 sees the picture. A man stands so close to his own
life that a single dark patch fills his whole field of vision, and he calls the patch a
catastrophe, and he is not wrong about the colour of it. He is wrong about its size,
and he will remain wrong about its size for as long as he is standing where he is

standing.

The Qur'an gives the same teaching in Stira Al Imran in the language of kingdoms.
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Say: O Allah, Owner of all sovereignty, You give sovereignty to whom You will and You
take sovereignty from whom You will, and You honour whom You will and You abase

whom You will. In Your hand is all good. Indeed, You have power over everything.

Look at what that dyah does. It lists four things and they come in two opposed pairs,
the giving and the taking, the honouring and the abasing, and then it says &7
yadika'l-khayr, in Your hand is all good, and it does not say that in Your hand is
good and evil. All four are kbayr. The winning is good and the losing is good, the
honour is good and the disgrace is good, the kingdom is good and its removal is
good, because all four are in the same hand, and the hand is not capable of anything

else.



They Ask You About the Sacred Month
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They ask you about the sacred month, about fighting in it. Say: fighting in it is
grave. But barring from the path of Allah, and disbelief in Him, and in the

Sacred Masjid, and expelling its people from it, is graver with Allah. And fitna is
graver than killing. And they will not cease fighting you until they turn you back

by
L
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from your religion, if they can. And whoever of you turns back from bis religion
and dies while be is a disbeliever, those are the ones whose deeds have come to
nothing in this world and the Hereafter, and those are the companions of the Fire,

in it they will remain.

al-Baqara 2:217

The four sacred months are Rajab, Dha'l-Qa‘'da, Dha'l-Hijja and Muharram, and

the Arabs before Islam honoured them and hung their weapons up, and the

honouring of them was not a piece of sentimentality. It was the arrangement which

made the Hajj possible, because the pilgrim needed to travel and to worship and to

travel home again, and he could only do that if the roads were quiet for a season. So

the sanctity of the months was a piece of infrastructure, and it worked.

Then the Arabs began moving them. If the fighting season fell inconveniently, they

would declare that this year Muharram would come later, and they would swap a

sacred month for a profane one and settle the account afterwards, and this is the

practice the Qur'an calls a/-nasi’ in Sarat al-Tawba and names an increase in
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disbelief. The law of Allih 3% was kept in form and moved in substance to fit the

diary, and the reader who is inclined to feel superior about this should ask himself

how many of our own arrangements work in the same way.

The Occasion of the Revelation

The occasion is worth telling properly, since the whole ayah answers it.'* After Badr,
the Prophet £ prepared a small detachment and appointed Aba ‘Ubayda & >3
«¢ to lead it, and when Aba ‘Ubayda understood that the appointment méant
leaving the Prophet LE he wept, and the Prophet L appointed ‘Abdullah ibn Jahsh
ce 2, in his place. He was given a letter and told to march for two days before
openiné it, and to compel none of his men to follow him into what it contained.
The letter directed him to Batn Nakhla, between Makkah and T%’if, and there they

came upon a caravan of Quraysh and killed one of the men and took two captive.

And the difficulty was the date. The killing fell on the last night of Jumada al-Akhira
or the first night of Rajab, and nobody could say with certainty which, and Rajab is
sacred. Quraysh saw the opening and took it, and the propaganda began:
Muhammad, who claims to have come with a religion, has violated the sacred
month. The Companions = & 53 who had done it were left in an agony of
uncertainty, and the Prophet € withheld the spoils and would not touch them, and

the reader should understand that this is the situation into which the ayah descends.

Its answer is remarkable for what it concedes. Qu/ gitalun fibi kabir, say, fighting in
it is grave. The Qur'an does not deny the charge or minimise it. It grants it at once
and in the accuser's own language, and only then does it place the granted charge on
a scale next to what the accusers have themselves been doing: barring men from the
path of Allah 3, disbelief in Him and in the Sacred Masjid, and the expelling of its
own people from it, which they had done to the Prophet £€ and to the Mubhajiran,
who were the sons of Makkah and had been driven out of the city of their fathers.
All of that, says the ayah, is akbar indallah, graver with Allah.

Then the sentence which has been quoted more often than it has been understood:
wa l-fitnatu akbarn min al-qatl, and fitna is graver than killing. The word fitna is
broad, and the ‘ulama’ at this place give it the sense of the trial of a man's imdan, and
the corruption of the religion, and disbelief itself, and the torture which was applied
at Makkah to make men leave their faith, and the expulsion which followed when

the torture failed. The claim of the ayah is that to take a man's religion from him is a
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worse crime than to take his life, and the modern reader recoils from that until he
thinks about what he himself believes. If a man believes the grave is the end, then
killing is the ultimate crime, because it ends everything. If a man believes there is a
life after this one and that it is the real one, then a killer has taken a few decades and a

man who destroys another’s faith has taken forever.

Then, wa ld yazalina yuqatilinakum batta yaruddikum ‘an dinikum ini'statd ‘i,
and they will not cease fighting you until they turn you back from your religion, if
they can. Look at the goal the ayah assigns to the enemy. It is not the land and not
the caravan. It is the religion, and the phrase /n7’stata %, if they can, hangs at the end
of the sentence with a certain weariness to it. Allah 3& says elsewhere that many of
the People of the Book wish they could turn you back into disbelievers after your
faith, out of envy from themselves. The Qur'an is not describing a war for territory.
It is describing what a man is up against, and it is telling him not to be surprised by

the persistence of it.

On Ridda

The ayah closes on apostasy, and it is a subject upon which the ordinary worshipper
is now asked to defend a ruling he has usually never had explained to him, so it

deserves a careful page.

The classical position of the fuqaha’ is that the male apostate is executed and, in the
HanafT school, the female apostate is imprisoned until she returns. Why? Because
ridda, as the fuqah conceived it and as the ayah here frames it, is not a private
matter of conscience. Read the clause again and notice that it comes at the end of a
passage about warfare. The apostate under discussion is not a man who has quietly
stopped believing and gone about his business. He is a man who has changed sides in
an armed conflict, and it is an open act of treason and a betrayal of the community,
and every legal order on earth has always treated the changing of sides in wartime as
the gravest offence in its book. Ridda in this sense is the act of the antagonist and not

of the doubter.

Set religion aside for a moment and consider the parallel, because it is exact. There is
a state, and it has a settled order, and it holds that its arrangements serve its people. A
man within it publicly denounces that order, works to pollute the minds of others
against it, undermines it, spreads terror, and causes mayhem. The state does not

shrug. It has a word for him and the word is not dissenter. Now ask what the
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disbelievers of Makkah did to the new Muslims, which was exactly this and worse,
and ask also what has been done in living memory under the heading of national
security: citizenships stripped from men who were born in the country and had
nowhere else to go, imprisonment without trial and without limit, whole categories
of person placed outside the protection of the law by administrative order. Under
that heading we have permitted everything. A community which has permitted all of
that and then finds the classical ruling on 77dda uniquely barbaric is not applying a
principle. It is applying a preference, and it should say so.

None of which is a licence for any individual to act. The ruling belongs to a court
and to a state which has heard the man and satisfied itself, and there is not, and has
never been, any permission in the Shari‘ah for a private person to appoint himself to
it.

Then the consequence: habitat a‘malubum, their deeds have come to nothing, and
the fuqahZ have drawn out what this means in the concrete. The marriage is
annulled. There is no inheritance from a Muslim relative. No act of worship
performed thereafter is accepted, and the years of worship before it are gone too. The
condition attached is fz yamut wa huwa kéfir, and he dies while he is a disbeliever, so
the ruin is not final until the life is, and while a man breathes the door is not shut,

which is the only comfort in the dyah and it is a real one.

Those Who Believed and Those Who Emigrated
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Indeed, those who believed, and those who emigrated and strove in the way of
Allah, those hope for the mercy of Allah. And Allah is Forgiving, Merciful.

al-Baqara 2:218

The previous dyah ended in the Fire and this one opens with mercy, and this is the

habit of the Qur'an, that it does not leave a reader standing in the dark for long. The



Companions of the detachment at Nakhla, who had been in agony over what they

had done, are told here where they stand.

The three verbs are worth separating. Amani, they believed. Hajari, they emigrated.
Jahadi fi sabili'llab, they strove in the way of Allah. The reward is attached to each
of these acts independently and not only to the three together, so that a man who

believed and could not emigrate has not been left out of the sentence.

A word about jihad, since the term has been so mishandled that the ordinary
Muslim now flinches at his own vocabulary. jzbad is the struggle to achieve a goal,
from the root j-h-d, to exert oneself to the limit of one's capacity. It is not a synonym
for holy war. The word for fighting is g:al, and the Qur'an uses it in the ayah before
this one and uses it precisely, and when the Qur'an means fighting it says fighting."®
Every act of gital undertaken for Allah ¥z is Jihad, and the great majority of jzhad is

not gital atall.

Then look at the verb which governs these men: ula’ika yarjuna rabmata'llab, those
hope for the mercy of Allih. Not, those have earned it. These are the Muhjiran, the
men who left their houses and their trades and their families for Allih 3, and who
went out and fought, and at the end of the accounting they hope. The Qur'an will
not permit even them to say that they have secured anything. If they hope, then the
reader of this page, whatever he has been doing with his week, may consider what his

own posture ought to be.
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They Ask You About Wine and Gambling
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They ask you about wine and gambling. Say: in both of them is great sin, and
some benefits for the people, and their sin is greater than their benefit. And they
ask you what they should spend. Say: the surplus. Thus does Allah make clear to

you the signs, so that you may reflect.

al-Baqara 2:219

Khamr was not prohibited in a sentence. It was prohibited in stages, and the stages
are one of the most instructive things in the whole of the Shari‘ah, because they show

the wisdom of Allah 3& in taking a thing away from a people who were soaked in it.

Imam Ahmad & e - records that ‘Umar «e & 2, used to say, O Allah, give us a
clear ruling concerning wine. This ayah came dov;n, and it was recited to him, and
he said it again. Then the ayah of Sarat al-Nis@’ came down, that you shall not
approach the salih while you are intoxicated, and it was recited to him, and he said it
again. Then the ayah of Sarat al-Ma’ida came down, that wine and gambling and the
sacrificial altars and the divining arrows are an abomination from the work of
Shaytan, so avoid it, and it ended by asking, fz hal antum muntabin, will you not

\
then desist. And ‘Umar « &) o> said, we have desisted, we have desisted. "¢

Consider that final question. Allih #£ did not say, it is forbidden. He asked whether
they would stop, and a question of that kind, put by the Master to the servant, is
heavier than a command, because it gives the servant the dignity of answering. ‘Umar
£ &) 2, answered it twice, and the doubling is the sound of a man closing a door

and then locking it.

The word kbamr comes from kbamara al-‘aql, that it curtains the intellect, and
from the same root comes khimar, the covering a woman puts over her head. The

Arabic has named the thing for what it does to the mind and not for what it does to
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the mood, and the naming is itself the ruling. The definition is functional, and the

Prophet L€ made it so explicitly:
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Whatever intoxicates in a large quantity, a small guantity of it is unlawful.

Anything with the potential to intoxicate falls under the ruling, whatever it is made
from and whatever it is called, and the man who looks for a substance which is
technically outside the list has understood the words of the hadith and missed its

subject.

Ithm, and Not Harm

The ayah says fihima ithmun kabir, in both of them is great sin. The word is ithm,
sin, and not darar, harm, and the distinction is the whole of the matter. Even if wine
did no damage at all, if it improved the health and lengthened the life, its zzbm would
remain, because Allih 8% has called it a sin and that is sufficient. This is what it

means to be a servant. The reasons are a mercy and not a condition.

Having said that, we know what it does, and the list is not academic. Broken families.
Domestic violence. Sexual violence, the great majority of which involves it
somewhere. Reckless driving and the funerals which follow. Liver disease and cancer
of the mouth and throat and oesophagus. Every one of those is a benefit the ayah
acknowledges and then outweighs, because the dyah does concede mandafiu li'l-nas,
benefits for the people, and the Qur'an is not so unserious as to pretend that a thing
which enslaves half of humanity has nothing to offer. It says the sin is greater. That is

all it needs to say.

The Prophet %€ did not confine the prohibition to the drinker. He cursed ten in
respect of wine: the one who presses it, the one who has it pressed, the one who
drinks it, the one who carries it, the one it is carried to, the one who serves it, the one
who sells it, the one who takes its price, the one who buys it, and the one it is bought
for."” The whole chain is inside the ruling, from the field to the glass, and there is no

clean position anywhere along it.

Now compare two prohibitions, because the comparison teaches something about
our religion which no argument can teach. In the Two Sahihs, Anas ibn Malik o2,

ce A says that he was serving wine to Aba Talha and Aba Dujana and Muadh ibn
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Jabal and others, and a man came and said that wine had been prohibited, and they
said, pour it out, and they poured it out, and it ran in the streets of Madinah. That is
the whole report. Not a single question was asked. The vessels in their hands, the

drink already poured, and it went into the street.

Then look at the United States between 1920 and 1933, which prohibited alcohol by
constitutional amendment, with a police force and a navy and a customs service and
prisons to enforce it, and which produced instead a smuggling industry, an organised
crime syndicate which outlived the ban by fifty years, a nation which drank in cellars,
and a repeal. The difference between the two was not the strength of the law. It was
that the Companions e &) &) had somewhere to put the command when it
arrived, and a nation which has no iman has nowhere to put a law except in a filing

cabinet, from which it can always be removed.

Maysir

Now the second half of the question. The word maysir, says Mufti Shafi* & 4 -y, 18
from yusr and means to distribute, and the one who distributes is called yasir.'* In
the days of ignorance the Arabs had several games of chance and one of them was
this. They would slaughter a camel and then gamble over the distribution of the
meat, drawing arrows, and some would take more than one share and some would
end with nothing, and the man who was left with nothing had to pay for the whole
camel. The meat itself went to the poor and the gamblers did not eat it, which is the
detail that people reach for when they want to make the practice sound charitable,

and it changes nothing, because a man was still ruined by an arrow.

If money is staked on a game of cards, that too is maysir, and the fuqaha’ have not
found the question difficult. The essence of the thing is the transfer of wealth on the

outcome of chance, and the name of the game is irrelevant.

The lure is the same now as it was then. Maysir is perceived easy money, and there is
no faster way to double what you have, or treble it, or quadruple it, depending on
how many are at the table. The Prophet L€ reached so far around this that he

legislated for the sentence which precedes the act:

Whoever says to his companion, come, let me gamble with you, let him give charity.
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The words alone require an expiation. If the sin of the invitation is that great, the

reader may work out for himself the sin of the sitting down.

And in the early days gambling was permitted, as drinking was, and there is an
episode from that period which the ‘ulama mention with some care. When the
ayahs of Sara al-Ram came down, that the Byzantines had been defeated and would
be victorious again within a few years, the disbelievers of Makkah denied the
prophecy, and Sayyiduna Aba Bakr al-Siddiq 4= & 2, challenged them with a
wager, which was a thing of the nature of gimar and ’permitted at that time. The
prophecy came to pass, and Aba Bakr 4= ils\ 2 collected the stake and brought it
to the Prophet £ who was pleased with wh:;t had happened and told him to give
the money away in charity. He was protected from it before it was forbidden, which
is a thing Allah 32 does for those He loves, and the money never entered the
household.

What the Research Says

It is worth setting down what is now known about gambling, not because the
Qur'an requires the corroboration, but because the ordinary worshipper is
surrounded by an industry which advertises during the football and calls itself

entertainment, and he should know what it knows about him.

Gambling stimulates the reward system of the brain in much the same way as drugs
and alcohol do. Problem gambling triggers the release of dopamine, which is what
makes it addictive in the strict sense and not merely habitual. And there is a
mechanism which the industry understands very well, called the near miss, whereby
the gambler who almost wins is reinforced more strongly than the gambler who
plainly loses, because the brain reads the near miss as evidence that a win is
imminent, and the machines are designed to deliver it. Then there are the cognitive
distortions which come with it: the settled conviction that one can predict or
influence an outcome which is by construction pure chance, and the overconfidence

and the impulsive decisions and the repeated losses which follow from it.

Look again at the word the Qur'an used. Khamr, because it curtains the mind. The
Book named the mechanism fourteen centuries before anybody scanned a brain, and

the ayah closes by asking us to reflect.
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Spend the Surplus, and the Family First

Then the ayah turns, in the same breath, back to the question of the two hundred
and fifteenth ayah. They ask you what they should spend. Say: a/-4fw, the surplus,

the part which is over and above your need.

\
The Companions e 4l 42, were men who would have given everything, and
some of them tried, and the answer here restrains them. Note that this is the second
answer to the same question, and the first answer named the recipients and this one

names the measure, and between them the matter is settled.

The Prophet € set out the order in a conversation which Aba Hurayra < & @2
reports. A man said, O Messenger of Allah, I have a dinar. He said, spend it’ on
yourself. He said, I have another. He said, spend it on your wife. He said, I have
another. He said, spend it on your child. He said, I have another. He said, you know

best, meaning that from that point it was for him to judge where it should go."”

The same ordering appears in the hadith of Jabir 4= & 2, in a form which reads

almost like a statute:
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Begin with yourself and give charity to it. If anything is left over, then to your family. If

anything is left over from your family, then to your relatives. If anything is left over from
your relatives, then like this and like that.

Four tiers, each conditional on a surplus from the one before, and the last one waves
a hand at the world. This is why the man who impoverishes his own household in
order to be generous to strangers has not been generous. He has moved a burden

from a place where it was his duty to a place where it earned him a reputation.

The Prophet L& also said:
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O son of "Adam, that you give away the surplus is better for you, and that you withhold it is

worse for you, and you are not blamed for what is barely sufficient.
Y Y 'y



Three clauses, and the third is the one which the anxious reader needs. Giving the
surplus is better. Holding the surplus is worse. And the man who has only enough is
not blamed for keeping it, and he should stop feeling guilty about a thing his Lord

has excused him from.

They Ask You About the Orphans
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In this world and the Hereafter. And they ask you about the orphans. Say: setting
their affairs right is best. And if you mix your affairs with theirs, they are your
brothers. And Allah knows the one who corrupts from the one who sets right. And
had Allah willed, He would have burdened you. Indeed, Allah is Mighty, Wise.

al-Baqara 2:220

The ayah opens with a fragment, fil-dunyi wa'l-akbira, in this world and the
Hereafter, and the reader will notice that it belongs grammatically to the end of the
previous dyah, so that the reflecting we were asked to do is reflecting upon both
houses and not upon one. The division of the ayahs falls where it falls and the sense
runs across it, which is a thing the Qur'an does often enough that the reader should

not stumble at it.

Then the question about the orphans, and it needs its history. When the ayah of
Strat al-Nis? came down, that those who consume the property of orphans
wrongfully are consuming fire into their bellies and will burn in a blaze, the
Companions = & & who had orphans in their care were terrified, and they did
what frightened and conscientious men do. They separated everything. The orphan's
food was cooked apart and served apart and his drink was kept apart, and when the
orphan did not finish his portion, it was kept for him and nobody touched it, and it

sat there until he ate it or until it spoiled and was thrown away.”’
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Consider the household this produced. Two kitchens under one roof. A child eating
alone at a separate plate while the family ate together, and food going into the bin in
a society which had very little of it, and all of this done out of piety and out of a real
fear of the Fire. The scrupulousness was not a fault. It was a good instinct applied
without knowledge, and the result was that a fatherless child was made to feel, three

times a day, that he was a legal problem rather than a member of the house.

So Allih ¥ sent this ayah down to make life easier for them, and look at how it does
it. Qul islabun labum kbayr, say, setting their affairs right is best. The standard is not
separation but improvement, and the question a guardian must ask is not whether
the arrangement keeps his hands technically clean but whether it makes the orphan's

position better.

Then the sentence which repaired the household: wa in tukbalitibum fa
tkhwanukum, and if you mix your affairs with theirs, they are your brothers. The
word mukhbalata is the mixing of two things into one, and the dyah permits the joint
pot and the shared table and the common expense. And the reason it gives is not a
legal reason at all. It is a description: they are your brothers. Allah 3 did not say, it is
permitted within limits. He named the relationship, and once the relationship is
named the question of the separate plate answers itself, because nobody serves his

brother at a different table in order to protect himself from him.

The safeguard is in the next clause and it is a heavy one: wallabu ya‘lamu al-
mufsida min al-muslib, and Allah knows the one who corrupts from the one who
sets right. The Shari‘ah has relaxed the accounting in this world and it has not relaxed
it anywhere else, and the guardian who takes the licence of mixing and uses it as a
cover for helping himself has not been given a concession. He has been given a rope.
The fuqaha’ have accordingly permitted the executor to spend from the orphan's
estate in reasonable proportion, on condition that he intends to repay it when he is

able, and the detail of it belongs to Stirat al-NisZ’, where Allah 3 has set it out.

Then: wa law sha’allabu la a‘natakum, and had Allih willed, He would have
burdened you. He could have left the two kitchens standing. He could have made
the separation the law and the Companions = & < would have carried it, since
they were already carrying it voluntarily. He chose not to, and the ayah tells us that
the ease we have been given was a decision, and that a religion which could have been
made unbearable was deliberately not made so. The ordinary worshipper who finds

his religion demanding should sit with that for a moment. It is the light version.
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Do Not Marry the Idolatresses
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And do not marry idolatresses until they believe. A believing slave-woman is better
than an idolatress, even though she may please you. And do not give in marriage to
idolaters until they believe. A believing slave is better than an idolater, even though
he may please you. Those call to the Fire, and Allah calls to the Garden and to
forgiveness, by His leave. And He makes His signs clear to the people, so that they
may take heed.

al-Baqara 2:221

The prohibition here is on marriage with idolaters, in both directions, and it is
qualified elsewhere in one direction only. Strat al-M#’ida permits a Muslim man to
marry the chaste women of those who were given the Book before us, and that
exception is real and it is not abrogated, and the ‘ulama’ have understood our ayah in
the light of it. The reason for the exception is that we share two of the three cardinal
tenets with the People of the Book: the one God, and the Last Day. What they do
not share is the third, which is the messengership of Muhammad L€ and in Islam
that belief is cardinal and without it no man is a Muslim. But the distance is shorter.
The danger of corruption in that household is real and it is not the same danger as

the other, and the Shariah has legislated according to the difference.

Why is the marriage itself the site of the ruling? Because of what marriage is.
Marriage requires a level of devotion to another human being which nothing else in
life requires, and that devotion has a direction, and if the person to whom you are
devoted is walking somewhere, you will find yourself walking there. This is not a
theory. Consider the case of a very famous man of the Indian screen, married in 1991

to a Hindu wife, who has been at pains to explain over the decades that both faiths
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are honoured in his house, that there is an idol in one room and a Qur'an in another,
and that his children are told they are Indians first, and that humanity is their
religion. He is not a wicked man and he has never claimed to have left anything. He
has simply been devoted, and the devotion took him where devotion takes people,

and the children are where the devotion arrived.

And observe what the ayah offers in exchange. Wa la amatun mu’minatun kbayrun
min mushrikatin wa law ajabatkum, a believing slave-woman is better than an
idolatress, even though she may please you. Understand who a slave-woman was in
that society. She was the bottom of it. She had no lineage worth naming, no
property, no protector, and no standing whatsoever, and the Qur'an places her above
the free idolatress with everything, and it does so on the single ground of her 7mdan.
Then the clause wa law ajabatkum, even though she may please you, concedes the
attraction rather than denying it. The Qur'in does not tell the man that he is not

drawn. It tells him what the drawing is worth against the scale it has just set out.

Then the reason, and it reaches past the marriage into the eternity beyond it: #la’ika
yad‘nna ila'l-nar, those call to the Fire. Not, those are in error. They call, and the
calling is what a spouse does merely by living beside you for forty years, without a
single argument about religion ever taking place. And against it, wa llahu yad % ila'l-
Jannati wa'l-maghfirati bi idbnih, and Allah calls to the Garden and to forgiveness,
by His leave. Two invitations, and a man accepts one of them every morning without

noticing that he has voted.

Marthad ibn Abi Marthad

There is an incident which the ‘ulama’ bring at this place, and it deserves to be told in

full, because it puts flesh on the ruling in a way no argument does.”

There was a man called Marthad ibn Abi Marthad «e 4l 2> and he was so large
and so strong that he would go into Makkah and take Muslim prisoners held by
Quraysh and carry them, on his back, the whole way to Madinah. There was also a

woman at Makkah named ‘Aniq, and she was a prostitute, and in the days before
Islam she and Marthad had been friends.

He arranged with one of the prisoners to carry him out, and he tells the rest himself.
He came in at night and hid in the shadow of a wall, and the moon was full, and

‘Aniaq came out and saw the blackness of his shadow under the wall and came over



and knew him. Marthad, she said. Marthad, he answered. Welcome, she said, come

and spend the night with me. And he said: ‘Anaq, Alldh has forbidden fornication.

So she screamed. O people of the tents, this man is carrying away your prisoners.
Eight men came after him and he ran to Mount Khandama and found a cave and
went down into it, and they came to the mouth of the cave and stood there and
urinated, and it wet his head, and Allah #& blinded them from seeing him. When
they had gone he went back and picked up his prisoner and, he says, what a heavy
man he was. He carried him to al-Idhkhir and untied his bindings, and then carried

him again, exhausted, all the way to Madinah.

Then he came to the Messenger of Allih L€ and asked: O Messenger of Allah, may I
marry ‘Aniq? He asked it twice. And the Prophet L€ said nothing at all, and gave
him no answer, until the revelation came down that the fornicator marries none but
a fornicatress or an idolatress, and the fornicatress is married by none but a
fornicator or an idolater, and that is forbidden to the believers. And then the

Prophet € said: Marthad, a fornicator marries none but a female fornicator.

Sit with that story rather than moving on from it. This is a man who had just refused
her, at the risk of his life, in the dark, with nobody watching and every excuse
available. He had been hunted and humiliated and had carried a man on his back for
a hundred miles. His imdan was not in question and had just been tested in the
hardest way a man's iman can be tested. And still the answer was no. Not because he
was suspected of anything, but because the marriage was not permitted, and the
strength of the man is not a factor in the ruling, and the sincerity of the man is nota
factor in the ruling. The reader who imagines that he personally would be the
exception, that his faith is strong enough to carry two, may consider that Marthad's
was stronger, and Marthad was told no, and the silence of the Prophet € while he

waited for the revelation is one of the most eloquent silences in the Sunnah.

Marrying the People of the Book Today

The exception exists, then. The question is whether the ordinary Muslim man in our
countries should be reaching for it, and the answer of the ‘ulama’ has for a very long

time been that he should not.

Mufii Shafi‘ dil 4~ -, begins with the hadith which every Muslim knows and few
apply.”
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A woman is married for four things: for her wealth, for ber lineage, for ber beanty, and
for ber religion. So take hold of the one with religion, may your hands be in the dust.

A man is directed to marry a woman who keeps the religion, so that she becomes a
source of strength to him in a thing they are both pursuing, and so that their
children have the chance to grow up under two people who are going the same way.
Now, says Mufti Shafi fn\ 4, if marriage to a Muslim woman who does not
practise was already looked upon without favour, on what basis would marriage to a

woman outside the religion altogether be looked upon with favour?

Sayyiduna ‘Umar al-Firaq «s & 2, acted on exactly this. When he learned that
such marriages were becoming common amongst the Muslims of Iraq and Syria, he
stopped them by executive order, and the reason he gave was that these marital
relations cause corruption in Muslim families both religiously and politically.” Al-
Tabari & 4 -y preserves the other half of his concern, that he disliked the practice so
that the Muslims would not refrain from marrying Muslim women, which is a
consideration nobody thinks about and which is the whole of the matter for the

women of a community whose men are looking elsewhere.

The exchange with Hudhayfa «» & & 2} makes the position exactly. Hudhayfa
married a Jewish woman, and ‘Umar a¢ & @2 Wrote to him: divorce her. He

wrote back: do you claim that she is unlawful for me, that I should divorce her? And

“Umar e 4 o2 replied: no. But I fear that you might marry the worst of them.*

That is a lesson in figh as much as in marriage. ‘Umar 4¢ A 2, did not have the
authority to make unlawful what Allah 3% had made lawful anzl he did not pretend
to it. He said, no, it is lawful, and then he said, and I am telling you to leave her
anyway, because I am responsible for what this becomes when a hundred men do it.
The permission is one question and the wisdom is another, and a man who cannot
tell them apart will end up doing every lawful thing available to him and wondering

why his life is in pieces.

There is a further matter which is particular to our times and which the ordinary
worshipper must think about honestly. The exception in the Book is for the People
of the Book. If one were to look into the lives of the great mass of Europeans and

Americans who are entered as Christian or Jewish in a census return, one would find
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that an enormous number of them have nothing to do with Christianity or Judaism
in any sense the Qur'an would recognise. They are irreligious, and often frankly so.
They do not believe in Isa pu\ 4Je and they do not believe in the Injil. They do
not believe in Masa (-‘JMJ\ e and they do not believe in the Tawrah. A very large
number of them do not believe in God at all, and do not expect a Day of Judgment.
The Qur'anic permission was given for a woman who worships the one God and
awaits the Last Day and holds a revealed Book to be from Him. It is obvious that
such people do not come under the purview of that injunction, and marriage with
their women is not covered by the exception at all, and the man who marries on the

strength of a box ticked on a form has taken a licence which was never issued to him.

Why the Ruling Runs Harder Against the Woman

The reader will have noticed that the Shariah permits the Muslim man to marry a
woman of the Book and does not permit the Muslim woman to marry a man of the

Book, and this is felt as an asymmetry, and it is one, and it has a reason.

The husband in the Shariah has been given a controlling and care-taking role in the
household, and the structure of the family runs through him. So the likelihood of a
wife being influenced by the beliefs and views of the man she has married is not
remote. It is ordinary. Where a Muslim woman remains in a marriage with a Kitabi
husband, the chances of her religion being worn down are strong, and the chances of
the children's religion surviving are weaker still, since they will take the faith of the
house and the house is his. The Shariah has not made a judgement about the
capacity of women. It has made a judgement about the physics of the arrangement it
itself established, and it has declined to place a believing woman inside a structure

which is designed to carry her somewhere she should not go.
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They Ask You About Menstruation
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And they ask you about menstruation. Say: itis a harm, so ket‘p away from
women during menstruation, and do not approach them until they are pure. Then
when they have purified themselves, come to them from where Allah has
commanded you. Indeed, Allah loves those who turn to Him in repentance, and
He loves those who keep themselves pure.

al-Baqara 2:222

Imim Ahmad o 4 - records from Anas 4 & 2, that the Jews of Madinah,
when a woman menstruated, would not eat with herﬁand would not sit with her and
would not remain with her in the house. She was put out. The Companions &) @)
N’& saw this and asked the Prophet € about the matter, and this ayah came do;vn,
and the Prophet LE said:
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Do everything except intercourse.

Five words, and they demolished a whole architecture of exclusion. The Qur'an
restricted one act and the Sunnah made explicit that it had restricted one act, and
everything else in the life of the household continued unaltered. This is the answer to
a question which is asked about our religion constantly and usually in bad faith, and

the answer is in the Sunnah and it is not obscure.

Look at what our Prophet Le actually did, because the reports are numerous and
they are not disputed. He ate from the same plate as his menstruating wife. He slept
beside her. He prayed while his garment was touching her, and while she lay on the
bed in front of him. She would comb his hair and wash it, and she did this while he

was in 7%kaf in the masjid, leaning his head out to her. He would recite the Qur'an
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with his head in her lap while she was menstruating. Every single one of those acts
was a deliberate contradiction of a custom which had treated the woman as
contaminated, and he did them in public, in a small city, where everybody was

watching.

The word the ayah uses is 2dh4, a harm or a hurt, and the Qur'an has been careful. It
did not say najis, filthy. It named a discomfort and a condition, and it did not name a
defilement of the woman, and the ‘ulam# have insisted on the distinction. What is
being protected here, in an dyah which answers a question from men, is the woman,
from intercourse at a time when it is a harm to her, and the other intimacies of

husband and wife are left exactly where they were.

What She Does and Does Not Do

The rulings of the hayd may be set down briefly, since the ordinary worshipper needs
them and they are often muddled. She does not pray, and she does not make up the
prayers afterwards, and this is a mercy and not a deprivation, since the fugah note
that the burden would be considerable. She does not fast, and she does make up the
fasts. She does not perform fawdaf, and she performs every other act of the Hajj and
the ‘Umra, and stands at ‘Arafa with everybody else. She does not recite the Qur'an,
though she may say the ayahs which are supplications, and a teacher may break the
words and the verses in the manner the fuqaha’ have described. She does not enter
the masjid. And she makes du@, all of it, without limit and without condition, at
any hour of the day or night, and the door which the Qur'an calls the nearest of all

doors is not closed to her for a single moment.

Then the closing of the ayah, and it is one of the most beautiful closings in the stira:
inna'llaha yubibbu al-tawwaibina wa yubibbu al-mutatabbirin, indeed Allah loves
those who turn to Him in repentance, and He loves those who keep themselves
pure. Two loves, side by side. The first is for the one who has fallen and come back
and the second is for the one who has kept himself clean, and the Qur'an has put
them in the same sentence with the same verb, so that neither of them may look

down on the other.

From Where Allah Has Commanded You

The clause fatabunna min baythu amarakumu'llah, come to them from where

Allih has commanded you, has a plain meaning and the fuqaha’ have drawn a ruling
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from it which must be stated, however uncomfortable it is to state, because it is asked

about and because silence has left people confused.

Anal intercourse is unlawful, and it is unlawful absolutely, and the marriage does not
make it lawful. The Prophet LE said:
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Allah is not shy of the truth. Do not come to women in their backsides.

He said it three times, says the narration of Khuzayma ibn Thabit al-Khatmi &) @2
&g, and the prefacing of it with those words tells the reader why it is being said ;n a
public gathering by a man of the most extreme modesty. Some things must be said,
and a teacher who leaves them unsaid because he finds them awkward has spared

himself at the expense of the people who needed to know. And:
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Allah will not look at a man who comes to a man, or to a woman, in the backside.

There is a report which shows how the early ‘ulama” handled the question when
somebody tried to put a permission in their mouths. Isma‘l ibn Rah said that he
asked Malik ibn Anas il 4~ -y what he said about this practice, and Malik said: you
are not an Arab. Does intercourse occur anywhere but in the place of pregnancy? Do
it in the fa77 only. And Ismal said: O Abta ‘Abdullih, they say that you permit it.
And Malik said: they are lying about me. They are lying about me.”

His answer to the fabrication was not a legal argument. It was an appeal to the
language: the word for intercourse in Arabic refers to the place from which a child
comes, so a man who is not doing that is not doing the thing the word names, and
the Arab ear should have known it without being taught. This was the settled
position of Said ibn al-Musayyib, Aba Salama, Tkrima, Tawas, ‘At2’, Sald ibn
Jubayr, ‘Urwa ibn al-Zubayr, Mujihid ibn Jabr, al-Hasan, and the generality of the
‘ulamZ’ of the Salaf, and a number of them used language about the practice so
severe that they called it kufr, meaning by that the gravity of it rather than an

expulsion from the religion.



Your Wives Are a Tilth for You
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Your wives are a tilth for you, so come to your tilth as you wish. And send abead
something for yourselves, and fear Allah, and know that you will meet Him. And
give good news to the believers.

al-Baqara 2:223

Imim al-Bukhari & a~ -y records from Jabir «s & 2, that the Jews of Madinah
used to say that if a man came to his wife from behind, meaning in the place of
pregnancy, the child would be born cross-eyed. The Companions & &) o2, had

heard this and it had settled in as these things do, and this ayah came down.”

So the word hbarth, tilth, is doing exactly one piece of work in this dyah, and the
reader who has been told that it degrades women has been told so by somebody who
did not trouble to find out what it was answering. The metaphor is agricultural and
it identifies the place, which is the place from which something grows, and having
identified the place, the ayah says anna shi’tum, as you wish, and thereby throws out
the superstition which had been governing people's bedrooms. That is the whole of
it. The manner is open and the place is fixed, and the previous ayah fixed the place

and this one opens the manner.

Then the dyah does something no reader expects. In the middle of a sentence about
intimacy it says: wa gaddimi li anfusikwm, and send ahead something for
yourselves. The mufassiriin read it two ways and both are good. The first is the wide
sense: in all your pleasure and your delight, do not forget the 4khira, and send
something forward, because you are going there. The second is the particular sense,
that a man should say the name of Allah #& and make the supplication which al-
Bukhari & 4~ -y records from Ibn ‘Abbis Leze & V3T
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If one of you, when he wishes to come to bis wife, says: in the name of Allah, O Allah keep
Shaytan away from us and keep Shaytan away from what You provide us, then if a child
is decreed between them from that, Shaytan will never harm bim.

Then the ayah closes with wa rtaqi llaba wa'lami annakum muliqih, and fear
Allah and know that you will meet Him, and then, most unexpectedly, wa
bashshiril-mu’minin, and give good news to the believers. The reader should ask
what the good news is, since none has been stated, and the answer is that the good
news is the meeting. A man is told that he will meet his Lord and it is announced to
him as glad tidings, and the man who has spent his life dreading that sentence has

not understood who it is he is going to meet.

Do Not Make Allah a Target for Your Oaths
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And do not make Allah a target for your oaths, against your doing good and being
mindful of Him and setting things right between people. And Allab is All-
Hearing, All-Knowing.

al-Baqara 2:224

The theme running through these pages is marriage and the relations of a household,
and the reader may wonder what oaths are doing in the middle of it, and the answer
is that he has never been in an argument at home. Oaths are what people reach for
when they are angry, and the next ayahs will deal with the oath a man swears against

his own wife, and the Qur'an is laying the groundwork for it.

The word ‘urda means a thing set up in the way, a target or an obstacle, and the ayah
forbids a man to set the name of Allah 8 up as a barricade across the road to a good

he ought to be doing. The construction is this: a man says, by Allah, I will never
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speak to my brother again, and then his conscience begins to work on him, and
instead of going to his brother he says that his hands are tied, that he has taken the
name of Allih & upon it and now cannot go back. He has made his Lord's name
into a wall and he is sheltering behind it, and the ayah tells him that the wall is not
there.

The ruling which follows from it is settled and it is in the Sahihayn: a man who
swears an oath and then sees that something else is better should do the better thing
and expiate his oath. Do the good, and pay the kaffara. The oath does not sanctify

the wrong; it merely costs something to leave.

The reader should think of Sayyiduna Aba Bakr 4¢ & 2, in the affair of the
slander, when he swore that he would never again spend c;n Mistah, who was his
relative and whom he had been supporting, and who had repeated the lie against
Aisha e & 2> Who was Aba Bakr's own daughter. It was, by any human
measure, a justiéed oath. And Allih 3£ sent down in Sarat al-Nar, let them pardon
and overlook, do you not love that Allah should forgive you. And Aba Bakr & >3
«¢ said, yes, by Allah, I love that Allih should forgive me, and he restored 'the
payment and never withdrew it again. There is also the incident of ‘A’isha & =3
e and ‘Abdullih ibn al-Zubayr L & 2 when she swore never to speaI; to
him, and men had to intercede for months: and when she broke the oath she freed
slaves in expiation until she had freed a great number of them, and she wept

whenever she remembered it.>”

And there is a second sense in the dyah which the mufassiran also give: do not make
Allah's name a thing you throw around. Take His name when you must, and do not

take it in jest, and do not scatter it over the trivia of your day.

The Kaffara of an Oath

The expiation is set out in Sarat al-M#’ida and it should be known, since a man who
does not know what it costs will not break an oath he ought to break. He may free a
slave, which is of no application in our times. Or he may feed ten destitute people,
morning and evening, or one destitute person for ten days. Or he may clothe ten
destitute people, giving each of them one garment or more, the minimum being that
in which the salab is valid. He may give the equivalent of these in money. And if he

is capable of none of the three, then he fasts three consecutive days.
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Allah Will Not Take You to Task for the Idle Word
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Allah will not take you to task for what is idle in your oaths, but He will take you
to task for what your hearts have earned. And Allah is Forgiving, Forbearing.

al-Baqara 2:225

Having tightened the matter of oaths in the previous ayah, the Qur'an now loosens
it, which is its way, and the loosening is in the word /zghw. It means the idle thing,

the speech which carries no weight and was never meant to.

The fuqaha’ have identified two situations under it. The first is the zakya kalam, the
phrase a man says out of habit with no intention of an oath in it at all, as a man will
say, I swear on my mother's life, when his mother has been dead for twenty years,
which shows that he did not mean an oath, because a man cannot swear on a life
which is over. The tongue was moving and the heart was not, and this is the very
definition of Jaghw. The second is where a man swears about the past believing what
he says to be true, and it turns out not to be. He said, by Allah, I locked the door,
and he was certain of it, and he had not. There is no sin in it, because the heart

intended the truth.

Against this stands the yamin al-ghamais, the oath which plunges, so called because
the ‘ulama’ say it plunges its swearer into the Fire. It is an oath over the past which is
deliberately false, and a man who takes it is a man who has decided to use the name
of Allah % to sell a lie. Itis a major sin and, in the majority position, no expiation
lifts it, because it is not the kind of thing an expiation is for, and nothing remains for

it CXCCpt repentance.

The distinguishing line in the ayah is bima kasabat quliibukum, by what your hearts
have earned. Note the verb kasaba, to earn, which is a verb of deliberate acquisition,
and note that it is attached to the heart and not to the tongue. Allah 3 takes a man
to account for what his heart went out and got, and the words which fell out of his

mouth on the way are not the subject of the accounting. This is the mercy of a Lord
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who knows the difference between a man's speech and a man's intention, and it
closes, fittingly, with two names: ghafiir, Forgiving, and balim, Forbearing, which is

the One who sees the offence and does not hurry.

Those Who Swear Off Their Wives

For those who swear off their wives there is a waiting of four months. Then if they
90 back, Allab is Forgiving, Merciful.

al-Baqara 2:226
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And if they resolve upon divorce, then Allah is All-Hearing, All-Knowing.

al-Baqara 2:227

The oath which the previous dyahs prepared us for now arrives, and it has a name.
112’ is the oath of a man that he will not go near his wife, and it was a weapon in the
days of ignorance, and the reader should understand how it was used before he can

see what the Qur'an did to it.

An Arab who was angry with his wife and did not wish to divorce her would swear
that he would not touch her, and then he would leave her there. He was not obliged
to release her and he was not going to come back to her, and she could not marry,
and she could not go, and she had no claim on him, and she could remain in that
condition for the rest of her life. It was a punishment with no term attached to it and
the woman had no way out of it, and this is precisely what the Qur'an has here

abolished, by the simple device of putting a clock on it.

The fuqaha’ have examined the oath in four situations. Where no time limit was

fixed at all. Where a limit of four months was fixed. Where a limit of more than four



months was fixed. And where the limit was less than four months. The first three are
ila’ in the Shari‘ah and the fourth is not, because the oath in that case expires before

the law would have intervened and the matter resolves itself.

Then the ruling: tarabbusu arba‘ati ashbur, a waiting of four months. At the end of
it, one of two things has happened and there is no third. Either the man has gone
back, in which case Allah ¥£ is Forgiving and Merciful and the marriage stands, or he
has not, and in the HanafT school the divorce falls automatically at the expiry of the
term, without the man having to say anything, and it falls as b42%z, an irrevocable

divorce, so that he cannot simply reach out and take her back. She is free.

Consider the design of that. The man is given four months, which is a generous
provision for his temper and his pride and whatever it was that made him swear. And
when they are up, the law acts on its own and does not wait for him. He does not
have to be found, or persuaded, or brought before anybody. The four months end
and the woman is out, and this is the answer of the Shariah to the man who wished

to keep a woman in a cupboard.

What counts as going back? Shaykh al-Kandhlawi & e -y notes the two ways, either
by breaking the oath verbally or by resuming relations, and some of the Hanafis have
held that it must be physical, and that the verbal breaking suffices only where the
man is unable, through illness or absence or the like.”® The logic is sound. The harm
which was done to her was physical abandonment and a verbal retraction which

changes nothing on the ground has not undone it.

And a point which the ordinary worshipper must understand, because it is a
common confusion. Staying away from one another without an oath is not 72’ and
carries none of this. Two people who are not speaking, who have been sleeping in
separate rooms for a year and cannot look at each other over breakfast, are not in #/2°,
and the four months are not running, and the law is not going to come and rescue
either of them. //4’is triggered by the oath, and where there is no oath there is only a
marriage which two people are quietly allowing to die, and the Sharf‘ah has left that

to their consciences, which is a heavier place to leave it than a court.

Then the second ayah: wa in ‘azami al-taldga fa inna'llaba sami‘un ‘alim, and if
they resolve upon divorce, then Allah is All-Hearing, All-Knowing. The two names
at the end are not decoration. Sami, the One who hears, hears the oath which was

sworn in a private room with nobody present. ‘A/im, the One who knows, knows



what was in the heart of the man who swore it, and whether he swore it to correct
her or to break her. Every man who has ever used this device has done so in the belief
that the arrangement was between him and his wife, and the ayah tells him who else

was in the room.

One further ruling which the fuqah mention and which the ordinary worshipper
does not usually anticipate. If a man gives the divorce and takes her back within the
four months, she remains unlawful to him until he breaks the oath and pays for it,
because the oath is a separate matter from the marriage and it does not dissolve with
it. The oath is an obligation in its own right and it must be dealt with in its own

right.

117 in the Sira

There is an episode in the life of the Prophet L€ which the ‘ulama’ discuss here,
when he withdrew from his wives - & o2, and sat in his loft for a month, which
was twenty-nine days, and the rumour went round Madinah that he had divorced
them, and ‘Umar «¢ 4‘53\ e?, came to him in a state, and the affair is recorded at
length in the Sahthayn.”” The reports differ as to what occasioned it, and the ‘ulama
say either that all three of the following matters were in it or that it was only one of

them.

The first is the honey, when one of the wives told him that his mouth carried a smell
from it, and he resolved not to take it again, and the affair is dealt with in Sarat al-
Tahrim. The second is the matter of Mariya al-Qibtiyya L= &) 2 and the oath he
took on account of Hafsa L A 2> which is also in Sarat al—%ahrim. The third is
the request of the wives for a wide;w stipend, which is answered in Sarat al-Ahzab, in

the ayahs which gave them the choice between this world and Allah #& and His
Messenger £€ and the home of the Hereafter, and every one of them chose Allih M.

What the reader should take from it is that the withdrawal of the Prophet L had a

term and it was short and it ended, and that he did not use the device the ayah is

abolishing. He did not leave anybody suspended.



The Divorced Women Shall Wait Three Courses
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And the divorced women shall wait by themselves for three courses. And it is not
lawful for them to conceal what Allah has created in their wombs, if they believe
in Allah and the Last Day. And their husbands have more right to take them back
in that period, if they desire reconciliation. And for them is the like of what is upon
them, in fairness. And for men over them is a degree. And Allah is Mighty, Wise.

al-Baqara 2:228

Now the sira enters the law of divorce properly, and it will stay in it for a dozen
ayahs, and the reader should keep hold of one thing throughout: every clause of it is

a restraint upon a man who previously had none.

The waiting period is thalathata quri’, three quri’, and the word is one of those
which carries two opposite senses in Arabic, and the Companions = & &
themselves differed over it. The Hanafis and those with them hold that gu»” here
means hayd, the menstruation, and the Shafis and those with them hold that it
means tubr, the period of purity between two menstruations. The difference is old
and it is honourable and both parties have their evidence, and it produces a

difference of a few weeks in the length of the %dda and nothing more.

Why is there an %dda at all? For three reasons which the ‘ulam’ give. To establish
whether she is carrying a child, so that lineage is not confused. To give the man a
period in which to come to his senses, which he very often does. And to mark the

ending of a thing which ought not to be ended in an afternoon.

The Table of the ‘Idda

The reader should have the cases in front of him, since he will be asked about them.



Where there has been no khalwa, no privacy between them at all, there is no %dda,
and she may marry the same day. Where the woman is pre-menstrual or has passed
the age of menstruation, the period is three Islamic months. Where she menstruates,
it is three hayd on the Hanaf position. Where she is pregnant, it runs until the
childbirth, however long or short that turns out to be, so that a woman who is

divorced and delivers an hour later has completed her %dda in an hour.

And the divorce itself should be one, pronounced in a z#br in which there has been
no intimacy, and this is the sunni divorce which the fuqaha’ describe and which
almost nobody in our communities performs, because almost nobody in our

communities is thinking clearly at the moment they perform it.

What She May Not Conceal

Then: wa [ yabillu labunna an yaktumna ma kbalaga'llabu fi arbamibinn, and it
is not lawful for them to conceal what Allah has created in their wombs. The Qur'an
is legislating against a temptation and it is worth understanding the temptation

before judging the clause.

A woman who has been divorced and is pregnant faces an %dda of up to nine
months, and she may not want nine months. She may want three, and to be gone,
and to be finished with the man and his family and the whole business, and she may
be entirely justified in wanting it. So the temptation is to say nothing, and the
Qur'an closes it, and it closes it not with a penalty but with a condition: 7z kunna
yu'minna bi'llabi wa'l-yawmi'l-akbir, if they believe in Allah and the Last Day.
There is no court which can examine this. It is a matter which lives entirely inside the
woman, and the Qur'an addresses it to her imdn, because that is the only place from
which it can be governed. And the reason it matters is that there is a third party in
this whose interests nobody in the argument is representing, which is the child, and
a child whose father does not know he exists has been robbed of a name and a

maintenance and an inheritance before he has drawn breath.

Their Husbands Have More Right

Then: wa bu‘nlatubunna abagqu bi raddibinna fi dbalika in aridi islaban, and
their husbands have more right to take them back in that period, if they desire

reconciliation.

The right of return applies to the 7477 divorce, the revocable one, and there the man

may take her back within the %dda without a new contract and without her consent.



Where the divorce is b4’%n, irrevocable, he may return to her only by a fresh nikab,

with her agreement and a new dower, and she is under no obligation to give it.

The condition attached is the whole clause: iz arddu islaban, if they desire
reconciliation. The right to take her back was given for repair and for nothing else,
and a man who takes her back for any other reason has exercised a right which was

not granted to him. The next ayahs will name the abuse exactly.

For Them Is the Like of What Is Upon Them

Then a sentence which changed the world: wa labunna mithlu'lladbi ‘alaybinna

bi'l-ma ‘raf, and for them is the like of what is upon them, in fairness.

Read it carefully. Their rights are due to them just as the rights of the men are due
from them. The obligations run in both directions and they are described as mzhl,
the like, and this was said to a society in which a woman's rights over her husband
were, in the plain sense, none. Mufti ShafT' 4‘3\ 4a~ notices a further hint in the
wording, that the rights of the women are mentioned first, and takes it as a
suggestion that the men should be the ones to move first, and should give before

they claim.”

There is an incident which shows how the women of that generation heard these
things. Umm Salama L 4‘1)\ 2, pointed out to the Prophet L€ that the women
were not being addressed dire;tly in the Qur'an, that the revelation spoke of the
believers and the men and left the women to be understood. And Allih 3% sent
down the ayah of Sarat al-Ahzib: innal-muslimina wa'l-muslimati wa'l-
mu’minina wa'l-mu’minati wa'l-qanitina wa'l-qanitat, and it goes on, ten pairs,
each masculine noun followed by its feminine, through the truthful and the patient
and the humble and the giving and the fasting and the guarding and those who
remember Allih 3% much, and it closes with forgiveness and a great reward for both.
A woman asked a question and the answer came down from above the seven

heavens, and the answer was a list.

And the Qur'an states the settlement with total clarity elsewhere: man ‘amila
salihan min dbakarin aw untha wa buwa mu’minun fa la nubyiyannabu bayitan
tayyiba, whoever does righteousness, whether male or female, and is a believer, We
will surely give him a good life. The wage is identical and the workers are not

distinguished.
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A Degree Above Them

Then the clause which is quoted at us more than any other in the stara: wa li'l-rijali

alaybinna daraja, and for men over them is a degree.

Begin with what is obvious and is now denied. Men and women are not the same. It
would be a calamity if they were, and a mercy that they are not. They are different
and they are complementary, with different emotional constitutions and different
physical characteristics and different capacities, and every human society that has
ever existed has known this, and the recent attempt to unknow it has not gone well

for anybody, least of all for women.

Then observe that a degree of authority exists in every walk of life without anybody
imagining that it settles the question of human worth. There is a man in charge of
the ward and a man in charge of the site and a man in charge of the aircraft, and
nobody has ever concluded from the seating plan that the passengers are inferior
beings. Every social unit needs one person in charge of it in order to function, and

the family is a social unit, and the man has been given the leading of it.

What that leadership does not imply is superiority. Remember what Aba Bakr &
Lo 4.\\\ said when he was appointed to the Khilafa, which is the highest office the
Ummah has: I have been appointed over you and I am not the best of you. There is
the Islamic understanding of authority in one sentence, from a man who had just

been given all of it.

Now here is the part which the ordinary Muslim man does not want to hear and
which the mufassiriin have been saying for a thousand years. Ibn ‘Abbis h @
lege, as al-Tabari &) 4 -y reports him, explains the degree by saying that the men are
instructed to fulfil their duties and responsibilities towards the women
unconditionally and in full, while overlooking it when the women fall short of
theirs.”” That is the degree. It is a degree of responsibility and not a degree of
privilege, and a man who has been given it has been given more to do and not more

to enjoy.

\
Al-Razi &l 4a~, goes further and reads the clause as a threat.’” The mention of the
advantage, he says, is like an open warning to men against abusing or hurting their
wives, because the more divine favour is granted to a man, the more repugnant it is

for him to sin with it, and the more he deserves rebuke. The clause which men quote



in order to end an argument is, in the hands of one of the greatest mufassiran of the

Ummabh, the clause which makes their sin worse.

It was never meant as a licence for overbearingness or tyranny. The relationship of a
husband and a wife in this religion rests on love and compassion and cooperation,
and it includes consultation, and the Qur'an says of the weaning of a child two ayahs
from now that it is to be by mutual consent and consultation, which tells the reader

what kind of household is envisaged.

Men are tested by leadership. Women are tested by playing the complementary role.
Both are examinations and neither is a prize, and the man who reads this clause and

feels pleased with himself has failed his at the moment of reading.

The ayah closes: wa llahu ‘azizun bakim, and Allah is Mighty, Wise. ‘Aziz, so that
the man who has been given the degree remembers that there is a Might above his
own. Hakim, so that the woman who has been placed under it knows that the
arrangement was not arbitrary and that the One who made it knew what He was

doing.



Divorce Is Twice
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Divorce is twice. Then either retaining in fairness or releasing with excellence. And
it is not lawful for you to take back anything of what you have given them, unless
the two of them fear that they will not maintain the limits of Allah. Then if you

fear that they will not maintain the limits of Allah, there is no blame on either of

them in what she gives up to free herself. These are the limits of Allah, so do not
transgress them. And whoever transgresses the limits of Allah, those are the
wrongdoers.

al-Baqara 2:229

Al-talagu marratan, divorce is twice, and the whole of the reform is in those three
words. Before Islam a man could divorce and take back without limit, and he would
do it as a torture, releasing her as her %dda approached its end and taking her back
on the last day, and doing it again, and again, so that she was neither married nor free
and could be held in the corridor for as long as he found it amusing. The Qur'an said

twice, and the corridor became a corridor with a door at the end of it.

The marratan is the limit within which a man may perform ruji, return, without
her having to marry somebody else first. Two. After the second, he stands at a fork
with two roads and no third: fz imsakun bi ma‘rafin aw tasribun bi ihsan, either

retaining in fairness or releasing with excellence.

Look at the two nouns, because the choice of them is the whole ethic of the passage.
To keep her is to be done b7 ma 74f, in fairness, in what is recognised and decent. To

let her go is to be done b7 ihsan, with excellence, which is a higher word than fairness.



The Qur'an has demanded the higher standard of the man at the moment he is
leaving, which is exactly the moment when every human instinct says that the
standard has lapsed. A man is at his worst in a divorce. That is when he is told to be

at his best.

Khul*

Then the ayah turns to the money, and it begins with a prohibition: wa la yabillu
lakum an ta’kbudbi mimma ataytumithunna shayan, it is not lawful for you to
take back anything of what you have given them. Not a thing. The dower is hers and
the gifts are hers and the man who is leaving has no claim on any of it, and the
practice of a family stripping a departing woman of what was given to her at the

wedding is theft, and it is theft with an ayah of the Qur'an standing against it.

Then the exception, and it is narrow: unless the two of them fear that they will not
maintain the limits of Allih 8. This is £bul, where the woman seeks the release and
gives something back to obtain it, and the word zftadat in the ayah, from fidya, a

ransom, tells the reader what is happening. She is buying her way out.

The rulings on it are these. The amount must be agreed between both of them, and
it is not for him to name a figure and present it. If the husband is the one at fault, he
should not force her to pay anything at all, and the fuqaha® have said this plainly.
Gifts do not need to be returned. And the tie remains, in the technical sense, in the
husband's hand, in that the kbul“is effected by his release of her upon the agreed

terms.

Against the abuse of it in the other direction, there is a hadith which must be given,
because the ayah gives a right and the Sunnah guards it from being played with.
Thawban <& &1 s>, reports that the Messenger of Allah 35 said:
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Any woman who asks ber busband for a divorce without some hardship, the fragrance of

the Garden is forbidden to ber.

Note the condition in the middle of it: /7 ghayri ma ba’s, without some hardship.
The hadith is not aimed at the woman with a reason. It is aimed at the woman who

has no reason at all and wants out because she is bored or because somebody has told



her she can do better, and the reader who quotes this hadith at a woman who is

being beaten has not read to the end of the sentence.

Then the closing: tilka budiidu llahi fa la ta‘tadiba, these are the limits of Allah, so
do not transgress them. The word hudiid is repeated three times in this ayah, and a
hadd is a boundary marker, the stone at the edge of a field. The Qur'an has not asked
us to admire the field. It has told us where the edge of it is, and the man who steps
over it is named in the last clause without any softening: fa ula’tka humu l-zalimiin,

those are the wrongdoers.

Then She Is Not Lawful for Him
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Then if be divorces ber, she is not lawful for bim after that until she marries a
husband other than bim. Then if e divorces ber, there is no blame on the two of
them that they return to each other, if they think they can maintain the limits of
Allah. And these are the limits of Allah, which He makes clear for a people who

know.

al-Baqara 2:230

This is the third divorce, and it is the end of the road which the previous ayah
described, and the reader should understand what the Shariah thinks of it. The
pronouncing of the third is zaldq al-bid‘a, the divorce of innovation, and a great
many of the ‘ulam’ have held it to be impermissible outright, and none of them has
ever held it to be a good idea. It is valid and it is sinful, which is a combination the
fuqahZ are entirely comfortable with and which the layman finds confusing, and the
confusion has cost this Ummah more marriages than any other single

misunderstanding in the law.
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Once it has been said, she is not lawful to him hatta tankiba zawjan ghayrab, until
she marries a husband other than him. And the ‘ulama’ have added, on the authority
of the Sunnah, that the marriage must be a real one. The woman of Rifaa came to
the Prophet %€ and told him that her second husband was of no use to her, and he

said:
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No, not until you taste his sweetness and be tastes yours.

Then, if that second husband should divorce her of his own accord, and her %dda
from him is completed, there is no blame on the two of them returning to each
other, on a condition: 7z ganna an yugima hudida'llab, if they think they can
maintain the limits of Allih. Two people who have already failed once are permitted
to try again if they honestly think they can do it, and if they do not honestly think

50, the permission was not for them.

Now the ugly business. There is a practice called balila, in which a man is arranged
for, and paid, and the marriage is contracted with the understanding that he will
divorce her in the morning, and this is done in order to return a woman to a
husband who threw away his three. On this the Prophet L2 was explicit, and he
cursed the muballil and the muballal lah, the one who makes her lawful and the one
for whom she is made lawful, and a curse from the mouth of the Messenger of Allah
%€ is not a manner of speaking. ‘Umar «s & 2, said that no muballil and no

muhallal lah would be brought before him but that he would stone them both.

The whole of the second marriage in the ayah is meant to be an accident from the
man's point of view. It is the wall at the end of the road, and its function is to make
him think before the third word leaves his mouth, and a man who plans his way

through the wall has taken the deterrent and turned it into a turnstile.
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Retain Them in Fairness or Release Them in Fairness
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And when you have divorced women and they have reached their term, then
retain them in fairness or release them in fairness. And do not retain them to
harm them, so that you transgress. And whoever does that has wronged himself.
And do not take the signs of Allah in jest. And remember the favour of Allah upon
you, and what He has sent down to you of the Book and the wisdom, admonishing
you thereby. And fear Allah, and know that Allab bas knowledge of everything.

al-Baqara 2:231

This ayah concerns the 7477 divorce, the revocable one, meaning the first or the
second, said in clear words of divorce and not in words which are left to
interpretation. The %dda is running and the man has the right of return, and the

ayah is about how he uses it.

Ibn ‘Abbis legze & 2, describes the practice which occasioned it, and it is worth
having in the mind's éye.m A man would divorce his wife, and when her %dda came
near its end he would take her back, not to live with her, but to harm her, and to
stop her marrying anybody else. Then he would divorce her again and she would
begin a new %dda, and when that approached its end he would take her back once
more, and so the term was prolonged for her indefinitely. The right of return, which
was given as a mercy for the repair of a marriage, was being used as a mechanism of

imprisonment.

So the Qur'an names it: wa la tumsikahunna divaran li ta‘tadi, and do not retain

them to harm them, so that you transgress. The word dirar is deliberate harm, and
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the Qur'an has looked into the intention behind a technically lawful act and
forbidden the act on account of the intention. A man performing an entirely valid
rujit, with the correct words, in the correct period, has committed a sin, because of

what was in him when he did it.

And then the sentence which no man expects: wa man yafal dhalika fa gad zalama
nafsab, and whoever does that has wronged himself. Not, has wronged her. He has
wronged her too, and the Qur'an knows it, and it goes past her and says that the man
has wronged his own soul, which is the more urgent injury and the one he had not

considered. He thought he was holding somebody. He was holding himself.

Then: wa la tattakbidbi dyati'llabi huzuwa, and do not take the signs of Allah in
jest. There is no joke in divorce, and the Prophet L€ made the ruling on it as clear as
language allows:
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Three things: their earnest is earnest and their jest is earnest. Marriage, divorce, and the

taking back.

The man who said it in a temper meant it. The man who said it as a joke meant it.
The man who said it to frighten her meant it. The law does not enquire into his
mood, and every year in our communities a marriage of fifteen years is ended by a
sentence which its author would give his right arm to withdraw, and it cannot be

withdrawn, and this hadith is the reason.

A practical matter for the ordinary worshipper, since the ayah is about ambiguity
and its harms. Do not leave a woman in limbo. If a man takes her back, let him do it
in front of witnesses, so that there is proof of it, and so that a dispute six months
later about whether the marriage exists does not have to be settled by two people’s

memories of an argument.

Then the closing of the dyah, which lifts out of the law entirely: remember the
favour of Allah 3£ upon you, and what He sent down to you of the Book and the
wisdom. In the middle of the ugliest business two people ever transact, the Qur'an
asks the man to remember that he was given a Book. It is a way of asking him who he

is, and it is asked at the one moment in his life when he has forgotten.
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Do Not Prevent Them
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And when you have divorced women and they have reached their term, do not
prevent them from marrying their busbands when they have agreed between
themselves in fairness. That is an admonition for whoever among you believes in
Allah and the Last Day. That is purer for you and cleaner. And Allah knows,

and you do not know.

al-Baqara 2:232

The %dda is over now and the man's right of return has expired, and the woman is

free, and the ayah turns to a different obstacle, which is her own family.

Al Bukhart &l a~ -y records the occasion from Ma‘qil ibn Yasir <& & 2 His sister
had been married and divorced, and the %dda passed, and the m;n came back
wanting to remarry her, and she wanted it too. And Maqil said no. He said, I gave
her to you and honoured you with her and you divorced her, and now you come
back to me. By Allah, she will never return to you. And this ayah came down, and
Maqil <& 4‘3\ 2, heard it and said, now I will do it, my Lord, and he married her to

him and expiated his oath.**

Notice who is being addressed. Not the woman, and not the husband, who had both
agreed. The brother. His motives were not disreputable, as he saw them. He was
protecting his sister and he had been slighted and his pride was in it, and it is
remarkable how closely that resembles the way the same conversation goes in our

houses today.

The word is ld tadulithunna, do not prevent them, from %dl, which is the

withholding of a woman from marriage, and the fuqaha’ have made a body of law
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out of it, and it exists precisely because the family of a woman is the party most likely

to do her this injury.

We must battle this taboo, and we must not pretend that it is somebody else's
problem. Look honestly at how a divorced woman is treated in our communities.
Her remarriage is not facilitated, it is tolerated at best, and the proposals which come
to her are of a different order from the proposals which come to her sister. Two
things are doing this, and both should be said out loud so they can be seen for what
they are. The first is the wondering: why did the first husband divorce her, and what
is it that we have not been told, and there must be something. The second is uglier
and it is rarely admitted, which is that the community regards her as used, and
therefore as a lower category of person, and a family which would not say that

sentence in a gathering will act on it in every decision it makes about her for the rest

of her life.

Now read the ayah again. Dhalikum azka lakum wa athar, that is purer for you and
cleaner. Purer for whom? For you, the men of the family who are blocking it. The
Qur'an says that facilitating her marriage cleans them, which is a rebuke of a very
high order, because it tells the guardian who thinks he is protecting the family's
honour that the dirt in this transaction is on his own hands and that the marriage he

is blocking is the thing which would wash it off.

And it closes: wa llabu yalamu wa antum la ta‘lamin, and Allah knows and you
do not know, which is the same seal as the ayah of the fighting, and it is put here for
the man who is certain that he knows what is best for his sister. He does not know.

Allah 3% knows, and Allih 3£ has told him what to do, and the telling is the end of

the discussion.



Mothers Shall Suckle Their Children
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And mothers shall suckle their children for two full years, for whoever wishes to
complete the suckling. And upon the one to whom the child is born is their provision
and their clothing, in fairness. No soul is burdened beyond its capacity. No mother

shall be harmed on account of her child, nor the one to whom the child is born on
account of his child. And upon the beir is the like of that. Then if the two of them
desire weaning, by mutual consent and consultation, there is no blame on them.
And if you wish to have your children suckled, there is no blame on you when you
hand over what you have given, in fairness. And fear Allah, and know that Allah
is Seeing of what you do.

al-Baqara 2:233

The reader will notice that in the middle of a long passage about divorce, Allah e

stops and speaks about a nursing infant, and the placement is not accidental.
Children are what two separating people fight over. They are the most disputed
property in every divorce which has ever occurred, and they are the one party to it

who has no voice, and the Qur'an has put them in the middle of the law of divorce

precisely where the argument is loudest.
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The period is bawlayni kamilayn, two full years, and the word kamilayn forecloses
any argument about the counting. On the HanafT position the outer limit is thirty
months, taken from the ayah of Sarat al-Ahqaf where the carrying and the weaning
together are given as thirty months, and beyond that there is no dispute at all

amongst the ‘ulama’ that the period has ended.

Then the maintenance: wa ‘alal-mawlidi labu rizqubunna wa kiswatubunna bi'l-
marif, and upon the one to whom the child is born is their provision and their
clothing, in fairness. Look at the phrase the Qur'an uses for the father. Not a/-ab, the
father, which was available and is shorter. Al-mawlid: labu, the one for whom the
child was born, the one to whom it was given. The Qur'an is pulling on the man's
heartstrings in the middle of a legal clause, and it is telling him what the child is

before it tells him what he owes.

What he owes is the mother's food and the mother's clothing, and this runs while she
nurses, and it runs after the divorce, and it runs through her %dda and beyond it,
and the reader should be clear about what that means. A man who has divorced his
wife is still, by the plain words of the Qur'an, paying for her food and her clothes for
as long as she is feeding his child. The relationship has ended and the obligation has
not, and the child remains the responsibility of the father throughout.

The mother, for her part, cannot take payment for the nursing itself, even after the
separation, because it is her responsibility, and the maintenance she receives is on a
different account. The measure of the maintenance is bz 7-ma 7if, in fairness, and the
fuqah have differed over whether it is set by the husband's capacity or by mutual
agreement, and the HanafTs have their position on it, and the governing principle is
the sentence which follows: /a tukallafu nafsun illa wusaha, no soul is burdened

beyond its capacity.

Do Not Use the Child

Then the clause which is the heart of the ayah: [ tudarra walidatun bi waladiba wa
la mawladun labu bi waladib, no mother shall be harmed on account of her child,

nor the one to whom the child is born on account of his child.

Read it twice. It forbids the same act in both directions and it names the weapon.
The weapon is the child. A mother must not be harmed by means of her child, and a
father must not be harmed by means of his child, and the Qur'an has anticipated,

fourteen centuries in advance, the whole miserable repertoire of the modern
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separation: the mother who refuses to nurse in order to hurt him, the father who
withholds the money in order to hurt her, the access which is granted and
withdrawn according to who said what last week, the child carried into the room as

an argument.

Even in the matter of nursing, neither of them can be forced. She cannot be
compelled to nurse in order to satisfy him, and she cannot refuse in order to punish
him, and the same holds on his side, and the Qur'an has removed the child from the
arsenal of both parties in a single clause. Parents are not permitted to use their

children as instruments of harm. That is the ruling and it is not qualified.

Then the weaning, if it comes early: @n taridin minhuma wa tashawur, by mutual
consent and consultation. Two words, and they describe a household. 7arads, that
both are content, and tashawur, that they have talked about it. This is a decision
about an infant's feeding and the Qur'an requires a conversation and an agreement,
and the reader who was told two ayahs ago that men have a degree above women
may consider what that degree amounts to here, which is nothing at all. And then
the wet-nurse, if they want one, is permitted, on condition that what was agreed is

handed over in fairness, which is to say, pay her.

And the seal: wa'lama anna'llaba bima ta‘malina basir, and know that Allih is
Seeing of what you do. Not Hearing, at this place, though the sira uses that name
often. Seeing. Because the harm this dyah forbids is not usually said out loud. It is
done, in a doorway, on a Saturday, when nobody is listening, and Allah M2 is

watching it.

The Age of Suckling in the Hadith

The two years are not merely a recommendation for the health of the child. They are
the boundary of a legal effect, since suckling establishes zzbrim, the prohibition of
marriage, between the child and the woman who nursed him and her family, and the
question of when the milk does this and when it does not is therefore a question of

who a man may marry twenty years later.

The Prophet LE said:
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Nothing establishes probibition from suckling except what opens the intestines, at the

breast, and is before the weaning.
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ALTirmidhi & 4~ -, takes from this that suckling establishes prohibition before the
end of the two years and that whatever occurs after that does not. Al-Daraqutni 4=~ ,
4‘7\)\ narrates it in the plainer form, that nothing establishes prohibition from suckling
except what is within the two years, and Malik & am -y relates it from Ibn ‘Abbas 3
loge 4&5\ traced to the Prophet £€ and in the more authentic narration through
Thawr from ‘Tkrima from Ibn ‘Abbas e & 2, there is an addition: and what is

after the two years is nothing.”

\
Imam Ahmad 4 4&, records a report which touches this matter from the other

side, and it is one of the tenderest things in the books. When Ibrahim, the son of the
Prophet L¢ died, and he died before the age of two, the Prophet LE said:
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My son has died at the breast. He has one who will suckle him in the Garden.

A father buried his son and the comfort he took, and the comfort he offered, was
that the child would be fed.

There is a difference over suckling after the two years. ‘Aisha e & 2, held that it
does establish zabrim, on the strength of the incident of Salim and ti1e wife of Aba
Hudhayfa, and the other wives of the Prophet £€ did not agree with her and held
that it was a dispensation particular to that case. The position of ‘A’isha & >3
has been taken up in some quarters and made into a practice, and men have b'een
given a woman's milk in order to establish a hurma and thereby permit a mixing
which the Shari‘ah did not otherwise permit, and the ordinary worshipper should
know that the great majority of the ‘ulama’ have never accepted it, and that a device
engineered to reach a result the law was designed to prevent is not a piece of figh. It is

an evasion wearing the clothes of one.

Custody and Its Ages

The ayah has established that the child is a responsibility and not a possession, and
the question which follows from it in every separation is who has the child, and it is
worth setting out what our school actually says and on what basis, because the

ordinary worshipper has usually been told the ages and never told the reasoning.

In al-Hiddya of al-Marghinani and Bada’i‘ al-Sand’i of al-Kasani, which are two of

the foundational HanafT texts, the rule is that the mother has the right of custody of



a boy until seven and of a girl until nine.* The reasoning is developmental rather
than textual. A boy at around seven begins to need male company and male training,
the congregational prayer and the discipline and the shaping which a father gives,
and a girl approaching puberty needs maternal care and the instruction in modesty

which a mother gives, and so she stays longer.

And here is the thing the reader ought to know and is usually not told: there is no
authentic hadith which states these ages. Not one. The ‘ulama’ derived them from
urf, the custom of the people, together with their understanding of how children
develop, and there are narrations in which the Prophet L& allowed a child who was
old enough to discern to choose between his parents, and those narrations
influenced the later rulings. This is what figh is, and the man who imagines that
every ruling in the books is a verse or a hadith in disguise has not understood the

discipline he is defending.

Which is why the later HanafTs were able to move. Ibn ‘Abidin & am -y mentions
that where a child is mature enough to express a preference, the child's choice may
override the fixed limits, and the ‘ulam3a” have held that maslaba, the welfare of the
child, can override the mother's default right where there is a real concern about the
upbringing. Many contemporary HanafT scholars accordingly apply these principles
with flexibility, whether the child's best interest requires a longer stay with the

mother or an earlier transition to the father.

The ages are a default and not a dogma. The principle underneath them is the
welfare of a child, and the dyah above them says that the child must not be used as a
weapon, and a parent who cites a/-Hidaya at a judge while doing exactly what the

ayah forbids has won a point and lost the case.
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Those of You Who Die and Leave Wives
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And those of you who die and leave wives bebind, they shall wait by themselves for

four months and ten. Then when they have reached their term, there is no blame

upon you in what they do for themselves in fairness. And Allab is Aware of what
you do.

al-Baqara 2:234

The %dda of the widow is four months and ten days, and it is by consensus, and it
applies whether the marriage was consummated or not, which is a departure from
the rule of the divorced woman, and the reason is that this %dda is not only about
the womb. It is about the mourning of a marriage which death and not a man has

ended. Where the widow is pregnant, her term runs until the childbirth.

The ‘ulama’” have looked for the wisdom in the four months and ten, and one thing

they mention is the hadith of the stages of creation:
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The creation of each of you is gathered in his mother’s belly for forty days as a drop, then be
is a clinging thing for the like of that, then be is a lump of flesh for the like of that, then the

angel is sent to bim and breathes the soul into him.

Three periods of forty are a hundred and twenty days, which is four months, and the
ten are added over them, and the ‘ulam®’ say that at the end of that term the matter is

settled beyond doubt.

The mourning itself is regulated. The Prophet LE said:
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1t is not lawful for a woman who believes in Allah and the Last Day to mourn for a dead
person_for more than three days, except for a busband, for four months and ten.

Consider what that hadith does. It sets a ceiling on grief for everyone, a father, a
mother, a child, three days, and then it makes one exception, and the exception is the
husband, and it is forty times longer. This is the Sharfah's estimate of what a

marriage is.

The Two Sahihs record that Umm Salama L & 2, said that a woman came and
said, O Messenger of Allah, my daughter's husbanci has died and she is complaining
of her eye, may we put kohl in it? And he said no. She asked again, and he said no.
She asked a third time, and he said no. Then he said:
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1t is only four months and ten, and one of you in the days of ignorance would remain for a

year.

The last clause is the commentary on the whole ruling. In the jahiliyya the widow
was put in a hut in the worst clothes she owned for a full year, and at the end of it she
was given an animal and made to rub herself against it and throw a piece of dung,
and that was her release. Four months and ten, says the Prophet L€ and the tone of

it is the tone of a man pointing out that the burden has already been cut by two
thirds.

During the term she does not beautify herself, and the purpose of the restriction is
precise: she is not to be making herself attractive to men for marriage while the term
runs. When it ends, she may, and the ayah says so: fa ld junaba ‘alaykum fima
fa‘alna fi anfusibinna bi'l-ma‘rif, there is no blame upon you in what they do for
themselves in fairness. Note who is addressed. Not the widow. Yox, the community,
the family, the people who will have opinions. There is no blame o7 yox in what she
does, meaning: it is not your business, and the Qur'an has closed the file which our

aunties keep open for years.
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No Blame in Hinting
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And there is no blame upon you in what you hint of a proposal to the women, or
conceal within yourselves. Allah knows that you will be mentioning them. But do
not promise them secretly, unless you speak a word that is fair. And do not resolve
upon the tie of marriage until the prescribed term has reached its end. And know
that Allah knows what is within yourselves, so beware of Him. And know that
Allah is Forgiving, Forbearing.

al-Baqara 2:235

The woman is in her %dda, then, whether from death or from divorce, and a man is
interested, and the Qur'dn addresses a situation which the fuqaha could have

handled with a prohibition and which Allah 3 has handled with an understanding.

What is permitted is 2z 7id, the hint, the indirect approach, the sentence which says
something without proposing anything: that a man in my position is looking to
marry, or that Allah 3& may send you someone good. What is forbidden is the formal
contract and the private promise, and the settling of the thing while the term is still
running. And any nzkah contracted during the %dda is invalid, and the fuqaha’ have
added that a man who contracts one and consummates it may not marry her
afterwards at all, by way of closing the door on the man who would take the risk and

reckon the cost.

But look at the middle of the ayah: a/ima llahu annakum satadbkuranabunn, Allah

knows that you will be mentioning them. Read that again, because it is one of the
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most humane sentences in the Book. Allih 3% is not pretending that the men will
not think about it. He says that He knows they will, and He says it before He forbids
the thing He forbids, and He does not scold them for it. There is a difference
between a thought and an act, and the Qur'an has just conceded the thought, out
loud, in the legislation itself.

Which makes the seal of the ayah heavier and not lighter: wa lams anna'lliba
yalamu ma fi anfusikum fa'bdbarih, and know that Allah knows what is within
yourselves, so beware of Him. He knows you will think of them, and He knows the
difference between thinking of them and scheming, and He has told you that He can
tell the two apart. The same teaching stands in Sarat al-Qasas, that your Lord knows
what their breasts conceal and what they declare, and in Sarat al-Mumtahana, and I
know what you concealed and what you declared. And after all that, the closing:
ghafurun balim, Forgiving, Forbearing. He knows the whole of what is in a man and

He is still slow to punish him for it.

No Blame Upon You If You Divorce
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There is no blame upon you if you divorce women whom you have not touched, nor
fixed for them an obligation. And provide for them, the wealthy according to bis
means and the straitened according to bis means, a provision in fairness, an

obligation upon those who do good.
al-Baqara 2:236
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And if you divorce them before you have touched them, and you have already fixed
for them an obligation, then half of what you fixed, unless they forgo it, or the one
in whose band is the tie of marriage forgoes it. And that you forgo is nearer to
taqua. And do not forget the grace between you. Indeed, Allab is Seeing of what
you do.

al-Baqara 2:237

Two cases, and they are neighbours, and the difference between them is a single fact.
In both, the zzkah has been contracted and the marriage has not been consummated.

In the first, no dower was named. In the second, it was.

Where no dower was named and there has been no khalwa, no dower is owed, and
the man must give a mut‘a, a gift, and the Qur'an has measured it in a way which
prevents every argument that could arise: @lal-misi% qadarubu wa ‘ala'l-muqtiri
gadarub, upon the wealthy according to his means and upon the straitened
according to his means. The measure is his capacity and not her expectation, and a
poor man is not to be shamed and a rich man is not to be permitted a token. The
fuqaha’ have said that the minimum is a set of clothes and, on the position of Imam
Abu Hanifa ) am -, the maximum she may demand is half of what a dower for a

woman like her would have been.

Where the dower was named, half of it is owed, and half of it is owed automatically,
without any conversation. Note the movement between the two dyahs, which is the
sort of thing the reader misses at speed: the half which is the minimum in the second
case was the maximum she could demand in the first. The floor and the ceiling have

changed places because a figure was written down.



Then the release: unless they forgo it, or the one in whose hand is the tie of marriage
forgoes it, meaning that she may waive her half, or he may waive his half and give her
the whole. And the Qur'an names the better course without commanding it: wa an
ta'fii agrabu li'l-taqwa, and that you forgo is nearer to taqwd. The husband should
ideally return all of it, especially where he has the capacity, and no court will make
him, and Allih 8% has told him where the higher ground is and left him standing

next to it.

And then a sentence which ought to be read at every one of our separations: wa la
tansawit I-fadla baynakum, and do not forget the grace between you. There was
grace between you. There were the months of the engagement and the hopes of two
families, and it has come apart, and the Qur'an asks the two of them not to forget

that it was once good. Nothing in the law requires this. It is asked of them anyway.

The phrase alladhbi bi yadibi ‘ugdatu’l-nikah, the one in whose hand is the tie of
marriage, is read by the majority as the husband, and the ‘ulamZ’ take from it that the
authority to continue or to terminate the bond rests with him. He pronounces the
talag, and the woman does not divorce her husband. What she has instead is the
kbul of the two hundred and twenty-ninth ayah and the faskh before a qadi, which
is a route out and is not the same route, and the reader who wishes to understand
why the Sharf‘ah arranged it this way should read the addendum at the back of this

volume.

A Word on the Delay

These two ayahs describe a marriage which was contracted and not consummated,
and they treat it as an unusual case which has gone wrong. In our communities it has
become the normal case which has not yet gone wrong, and it deserves comment,

because I am asked about it constantly.

A nikah is performed and then the couple are kept apart for a year, or two, or three,
until the wedding can be afforded, or until the studies are finished, or until the hall is
available. They are married. They are, in the sight of Allah 3&, entirely and
completely married, and the families will not permit them to meet alone, or to spend
a night together, or to behave in any way as what they in fact are. We have taken the
nikah, which is a transformative and empowering legal relationship, and reduced it
to a ceremonial placeholder, and we have made it into something not far from

misyar.
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The only sound reason to delay between the nzkah and the rukbsati is that it is
physically impossible, that they have obligations in different cities, or that the

husband cannot yet provide for the wife. Those are real. Waiting for a venue is not.

And consider what the delay does. It creates emotional and psychological and
sometimes sexual frustration in two people who have been given permission and
denied access, and it puts them in the way of a temptation which the marriage was
designed to remove, and it weakens the marriage before it has begun. This goes
against the spirit of Islam, and the proof of it is these very ayahs, which legislate for
the unconsummated marriage as a misfortune to be compensated and never once

contemplate it as a plan.

Guard the Prayers, and the Middle Prayer
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Guard the prayers, and the middle prayer, and stand before Allah devoutly.
al-Baqara 2:238
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And if you are in fear, then on foot or riding. Then when you are secure,
remember Allah as He taught you what you did not know.

al-Baqara 2:239

Eleven ayahs of divorce, and then this. The reader who has been paying attention
will feel the interruption and should ask what it is doing there, because the

mufassiran have asked the same question and the answer is worth having.

The Qur'an has been legislating for people at the worst moment of their lives. It has
dealt with the oath sworn in anger, the woman held in the corridor, the child used as

a weapon, the family blocking a remarriage, the money withheld. And then it says:
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guard the prayers. Because the prayer is what is failing in every one of those
households, and a man who is standing before his Lord five times a day is not the
man who does those things. The prayer has an indispensable function in the
spiritual education of a human being. It instils the ideals of goodness and purity and
it nurtures the disposition to obey the commands of Allah 3Z it fosters adherence to
piety and religious seriousness, and Allih 3 has said of it in Sarat al-‘Ankabit that it
forbids indecency and wrongdoing. Put the prayer back into the middle of those

eleven ayahs and most of what they legislate against does not occur.

The verb is hafizi, from bifz, to guard, and it is the verb used for guarding a treasure
and guarding a frontier, and it means the prayer at its time, in its form, without
erosion. In the Sahihayn, Ibn Mas‘ad 4 & s, asked the Prophet £ which deed
is most beloved to Allih 3%, and he said, the I;rayer at its time. Then he asked, then
what, and he said, jihad in the way of Allah. Then he asked, then what, and he said,

kindness to parents. The prayer at its appointed hour is placed above jihad.

The Middle Prayer

Then wa l-salati'l-wusta, and the middle prayer, and it is singled out from the five
after they have already all been named, which means it is being emphasised and not

excluded.

Which prayer is it? The ‘ulama’ have given nearly every answer, and the two serious
candidates are “Asr and Fajr, and the weight of the evidence is with ‘Asr. Imam
Ahmad A e - records the Prophet € saying plainly, salitn -wusta salatu'l-‘asr, the
middle prayer is the ‘Asr prayer. And Muslim records that on the day of al-Ahzab,
Alf e 4l 2, said:
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They kept us from the middle prayer, the ‘Asr prayer. May Allah fill their bearts and their
houses with fire.

He identified it in the middle of a battle, in the course of a curse, which is about as

\
unstudied a piece of evidence as exists. And Ibn ‘Umar lue al o2, reports:
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Whoever misses the ‘Asr prayer, it is as though be bas been robbed of his family and bis
wealth.

The reason “Asr is the one which needs the guarding is not mysterious. It falls in the
middle of the working afternoon, when a man is at his busiest and his most tired and
his most convinced that he will pray it later, and its window is short, and it is the
prayer which the ordinary worshipper in our cities loses more often than all the

others put together.

Standing Devoutly
Then wa qumau li'llabi ganitin, and stand before Allah devoutly. The word gunit

carries obedience and humility and length of standing, and the ‘ulama at this place
also give it the sense of silence, and some of them have said that this ayah is what

ended the speaking in the prayer, which had been permitted at Makkah.

This is why the Prophet £€ did not answer Ibn Mas‘ad 4 & 2 when he greeted
him while he was praying, and said to him afterwards, /nna jZ l-salati la shughla,
there is an occupation in the prayer. And when Mu‘wiya ibn al-Hakam al-Sulami
ce &) 2, spoke during the prayer, having only recently come to Islam and not

knowing, the Prophet £€ said to him afterwards:
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This prayer, nothing of the speech of people is fitting in it. It is only tasbih and takbir and
the recitation of the Qur'an.

\
Mu‘awiya «& 4l o2, said afterwards that he had never seen a teacher, before or
after, who taught better than that man L€ that he did not scold him and did not
strike him and did not curse him. The correction was total and there was no wound

in it.



Not Even on the Battlefield

Then the two hundred and thirty-ninth ayah, which is the measure of the whole
matter. Fa in kbiftum fa rijalan aw rukband, and if you are in fear, then on foot or

riding.

Think about what is being said. A man is in a battle. He is running, or he is on a
horse, and the enemy is on him. The prayer is not lifted. He prays walking, he prays
mounted, he prays without facing the Qibla if he cannot face it, and he prays. Imam
al-Bukhart & 4~ -, has devoted a chapter of his Sabib to it, and the details of the salar
al-khawf are set out in Sarat al-Nisa’ at the hundred and second ayah, where Allah A
says that when you are secure, establish the prayer, for the prayer has been a decree

upon the believers at fixed times.

The one exception is the case of al-Khandaq, where the fighting was so continuous
that the Prophet £ and the Companions e &) 2, could not pray at all and
prayed ‘Asr after Maghrib, and he cursed those who had kept them from it. That was
the exception, and it was one day, and the man who cannot find four minutes in an

office should measure his afternoon against it.

Then: fa idha amintum fa'dbkurullaha kama allamakum ma lam takins
ta‘lamin, and when you are secure, remember Allih as He taught you what you did
not know. The clause at the end is a reminder of where the prayer came from. We did
not devise it. We did not know how to approach Him and He taught us, and a man
who has been given the form of the approach and then treats it as an interruption to

his day has misunderstood what he was handed.
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A Bequest for Their Wives
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And those of you who die and leave wives bebmd, a beque.ft for their wives of
maintenance for a year, without expulsion. Then if they leave, there is no blame
upon you in what they do for themselves in fairness. And Allah is Mighty, Wise.

al-Baqara 2:240

The reader will notice at once that this dyah appears to contradict the two hundred
and thirty-fourth, which set the widow's %dda at four months and ten. Here she is

given a year in her husband's house.

Tbn Kathir 4| a~ -, and the majority hold that this ayah was abrogated by the ayah of
the 7dda which came before it, and that the year was the earlier ruling and the four
months and ten the later one.”” Ibn ‘Abbas Lz & 2, adds that a man used to
have to provide for his widow for a year, and that the i;rah of inheritance in Sarat al-

Nis@’, which gave her a fixed share of the estate, abrogated the maintenance.

Now the question the Companions e & & asked, and it is the reason this ayah
is worth stopping at. If the ruling has been abrogated, why is it still in the Qur'an?
And why, of all places, is it printed affer the ayah which abrogates it, so that a reader
coming to it in order will meet the answer before the question? Some of them put
this to ‘Uthmin ¢ 4:33\ 2 during the compilation, and he said: I will not move it

from its place. It came down thus, and we do not change the Qur'an.*®

Sit with that answer. He had the authority. He had the Companions (& & w2y in
front of him telling him it looked untidy, and it does look untidy, and he had every
human reason to make one small adjustment which nobody would ever have known
about. And he would not touch it, because it was not his. This honesty of the
Companions V“& 4‘1\\ ag‘ , with the revelation is itself a miracle, and the reader who

wants evidence for the preservation of the Qur'an may find it here as readily as in any
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of the arguments the scholars of kalim have constructed. A book edited by its
custodians would not have this ayah in this position. Ours does, and the

awkwardness is the proof.

Some of the ‘ulama have not read the abrogation as total, and hold that the widow
may remain in the house for up to a year and cannot be removed if she wants to stay,
though she may leave after the four months and ten if she wishes. And there is a
report in al-Tirmidhi and Aba Dawad in which the Prophet L& gave a fatwi that a
widow should stay in her husband's house even where the situation was not optimal,
where he had bequeathed her neither the house nor any maintenance, and the ruling
stood anyway. The house is hers to sit in while she grieves, whatever the paperwork

says.

For the Divorced Women a Provision
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And for the divorced women a provision in fairness, an obligation upon those who
fear Allah.

al-Baqara 2:241
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Thus does Allah make clear to you His signs, so that you may understand.

al-Baqara 2:242

The two hundred and thirty-sixth ayah gave the mut‘a and closed by calling it an
obligation upon al-mubsinin, those who do good. This one repeats it and closes by
calling it an obligation upon al-muttagin, those who fear Allih 3 and the change

of the word is the whole point of the repetition.

‘Abdur-Rahman ibn Zayd ibn Aslam explains why.>” When the first ayah came down
with “la'l-mubsinin, a man said: if I want, I will be excellent, and if I do not want, I

will not. He found the loophole in an afternoon. The obligation had been addressed
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to those who do good, so he simply declined to be one of them, and stepped outside
the addressee and kept his money. So Allah ¥& revealed this ayah, and made it an
obligation upon those who have zzgwda, and there is no man alive who will say out

loud that he has none.

\
Mufti ShafT* 4l 4=, notes that if maz4 “here means the dower, then it must be given
after kbalwa, and if it means a gift, then it is the right thing to do and the man who

40

does it has done right by her.

Then the two hundred and forty-second ayah closes the entire legal section, and the
reader should feel it close. Kadhalika yubayyinu'llahu lakum ayatibi la‘allakum
ta‘qilin, thus does Allih make clear to you His signs, so that you may understand.
Allah 32 explains the same matter in different ways to clarify it for us, and He has
just spent thirty ayahs on the inside of a household, clause by clause, and at the end
of it He does not say, so that you may obey. He says, so that you may understand,

and He puts the reasoning on us.

Have You Not Seen Those Who Went Out

o 77

ugwﬂuu;cy;,x T&\gr@,\g\jyﬁr&
@d};.u,y qu\;{\

Have you not seen those who went out from their homes, and they were in
thousands, in fear of death? So Allah said to them.: die. Then He gave them life.

Indeed, Allah is a possessor of bounty towards the people, but most of the people are
not grateful.

al-Baqara 2:243

The law stops here. From this ayah to the end of the Juz’ the Qur'an tells stories, and
the reader who has come through thirty ayahs of divorce and dower and %dda may
feel that the subject has changed entirely. It has not. Everything the law has been
teaching, which is that a man submits to the limits of Allah M2 when he does not
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want to and when nobody is watching, is about to be examined, and the

examination is a river and a giant.

The mufassiran identify these people as the people of a town in Iraqg, and the reports
name it Dawardan or the like, and the account they give is this.* A plague came
upon them and the people split in two. Some left the town and some stayed. Of
those who stayed, a great many died, and of those who left, most were saved. Then
the plague came again, and the survivors of those who had stayed remembered what
had happened, and reasoned as any of us would reason, that the ones who left had
lived and the ones who remained had died, and therefore leaving is what saves you.
So the whole town went out, in thousands, and they went out for one purpose only,

which the ayah names: hadhara'l-mawt, in fear of death.

And Allih 3¢ said to them: masi. Die. And they died, all of them, on the road, in

the open, in the very act of running.

Then, at the supplication of a prophet, whom the reports name as Hizqil r)LJ\ ae,
they were raised again. He was commanded to address the crumbled bones and say
to them, O decayed bones, Allih commands you to come together, and they came
together, and then they were dressed with flesh, and then the souls returned to the
bodies, and the people stood up and went home, and the marks of death were said to

remain on their faces for the rest of their lives.

The word #luf means thousands, and some of the mufassiran have said tens of

thousands.

What is the lesson? It is not that they were wrong to be afraid. It is that they had
turned a means into a saviour. Leaving the town was a means and it was permitted
and it may well have been sensible, and they had watched it work once and had
drawn from it the conclusion that the leaving does the saving. So Allah ¥z killed
them while they were leaving, and the demonstration is total and it does not need a
word of commentary: the means does not give life and the means does not withhold
it, and He alone gives death and He alone gives life, and He gave them both within

an hour of each other so that nobody could mistake the point.

And then: innallaba la dbu fadlin ald'l-nisi wa likinna akthari'l-nasi la
yashkurin, indeed Alldh is a possessor of bounty towards the people, but most of the

people are not grateful. They were given their lives back, which is a thing which has
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happened to no other nation, and the ayah closes by saying that most people are not

grateful, which lands, in that position, with a certain weight.

The Plague at Sargh

The Two Sahihs record an incident which the ‘ulama’ bring at this ayah, and it is the

most instructive discussion of gadar and precaution in the whole of the Sunnah.

‘Umar ibn al-Khattab ¢ &) 2 set out for al-Sham, and when he reached a place

called Sargh he was met by the commanders of the army, Aba ‘Ubayda ibn al-Jarrah
ce A 2 and his companions, and they told him that the plague had broken out
in al-Sh;m. He consulted the Muhijiran and they differed. He consulted the Ansar
and they differed. He consulted the elders of Quraysh and they were unanimous that

he should turn back. So he announced that he would ride back in the morning.

And Abua ‘Ubayda «¢ & 2> who was the governor of Syria and one of the ten

given the good news of the Garden, said to him: are you fleeing from the decree of

Allah?

And ‘Umar «e 4 2, said: would that someone other than you had said it, Aba
‘Ubayda. Meaning, a sentence like that, and from you of all people. Then he said:
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Yes. We flee from the decree of Allah to the decree of Allab.

Then he put the question to him in the language a man understands. If you had
camels and you came down into a valley with two slopes, one of them green and one
of them barren, and you grazed them on the green, would you not have grazed them
by the decree of Allah 8z andif you grazed them on the barren, would you not have
grazed them by the decree of Allih ¥&? Both slopes are His decree. Choosing
between them is not an escape from it. It is obedience to it, since He is the one who

told us to choose.

And then ‘Abdur-Rahmin ibn ‘Awf 4= & e?> Who had been away attending to
something, came and said: I have knowledge of this. I heard the Messenger of Allah

Le say:
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If it is in a land and you are in it, do not go out fleeing from it. And if you hear of it in a
land, do not go into it.

And ‘Umar <& &) &2 praised Allah 3% and went back. Notice the whole shape of
it. The Amir al—Mu;minin had already made the decision, on consultation, and he
had defended it in argument, and then a report of the Sunnah arrived which
happened to support him, and he thanked Allah 3& for it rather than pointing out
that he had been right. And notice that the quarantine, in both directions, was
legislated by the Prophet € in the seventh century.

What Is a Believer to Do in a Pandemic?

The question is not academic for anybody who has lived through the last few years,
and the reports appear to pull in two directions, and the ordinary worshipper
deserves to have them laid out honestly rather than to be given whichever half suits

the speaker.

On one side, ‘A’isha L= 4.‘1!\ 2 asked the Prophet L€ about the plague, and he told
her that it is a punishment$which Allih 35 sends upon whom He wills, and that
Allih 3§ has made it a mercy for the believers, and that there is no servant who is in a
land in which it has broken out and who stays there in patience, knowing that
nothing will reach him except what Allah 3% has written for him, except that he will
have the like of the reward of a martyr.*” And the hadith of ‘Abdur-Rahmain &) @2
«¢ above says plainly: if you hear of it in a land, do not enter it, and if it breaks ;)ut

where you are, do not leave fleeing from it.

On the other side is the conduct of Umar s 4l 2, at Sargh, who turned an army
around rather than walk into it, and behind him stands the principle the Prophet L
stated, ld ‘adwd wa ld tiyara, there is no contagion of itself and no evil omen, which
denies the independent power of the disease and does not deny the taking of
precautions, since the same man who said it also said, flee from the leper as you flee

from the lion.

The reconciliation is not difficult and the ‘ulama’ have made it. What is forbidden is
the flight of the people of Dawardin, the going out in terror in the belief that the

going out is what saves. What is required is yagin, that nothing will reach a man
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except what has been written, and then, on top of that certainty and not instead of
it, the protecting of yourself and of the people around you, because the Prophet L
said la darara wa la dirar, there is to be no harm and no reciprocating of harm, and
that principle is one of the pillars on which the fuqah have built the whole of this

discussion.*?

So the believer does not flee in panic and does not walk into the fire, and he takes his
precautions with his hand while his heart is entirely settled about who is deciding the
outcome, and if he is caught in it and stays and dies, he has the reward of a martyr.

That is the position, and it is neither of the two positions the shouting parties took.

Fight in the Way of Allah
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And fight in the way quZlab, and know that Allah is AZZ—Hmrmg, Al[-Knowz’ng.

al-Baqara 2:244

The placement is the commentary. The previous ayah has just shown a nation which
ran from death and was killed in the running, and now the Qur'an says, go and fight,

and it says it to men who have just watched the demonstration.

Apply the same yagin to the fighting. You will die at your appointed time, in your
bed or on a field, and the field does not shorten it and the bed does not lengthen it.
Allah 3 says of the hypocrites who said of their brothers, if they had obeyed us they
would not have been killed, say: then avert death from yourselves, if you are truthful.
And He says: wherever you may be, death will overtake you, even if you are in towers

built up high.

There is a scene which Ibn Kathir il a~ -y records at this ayah and which the reader
should keep.** Khilid ibn al-Walid 4. & 2 the commander of the Muslim
armies, the Sword of Allih, the veteran of th“e veterans, said while he was dying: I
have been present at such and such a number of battles, and there is not a part of my

body but it has a shot from an arrow or a stab from a spear or a strike from a sword.

87



And here I am, dying on my bed as a camel dies. May the eyes of the cowards never

taste sleep.

The greatest soldier of the Ummah spent his life trying to be killed and could not
manage it, and died on a mattress, and was sorry about it. His body was a record of
every attempt, and not one of them was the appointed one. If a2 man wanted an
argument that the hour is fixed and that no amount of danger brings it forward,

there it is, lying on the bed, complaining.

Who Is It That Will Lend Allah
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Who is it that will lend Allah a goodly loan, so that He may multiply it for him
many times over? And Allab withholds and He extends, and to Him you will be
returned.

al-Baqara 2:245

Sacrifice your life, said the previous dayah. Now sacrifice your wealth, says this one,
and the order is deliberate, because the ‘ulama’ have long observed that men who will

offer the first will hesitate over the second.

The construction is astonishing and the reader should not read past it. Man
dba'lladbi yuqridu'llah, who is it that will lend Allah. Allah 8z, who owns the
wealth and owns the man and owns the hand which will hand it over, asks to
borrow. He calls it gard, a loan, which is a thing that is returned, and He calls it
basan, goodly, which the ‘ulama’ read as meaning from what is lawful, given
willingly, without reminding anybody of it afterwards. And He undertakes to
multiply it ad4fan kathira, many times over, which is the language of Sarat al-
Baqara itself a little earlier, where the one who spends in the way of Allah Mz is like a

grain which grows seven ears, in every ear a hundred grains.

When this ayah came down, Aba al-Dahdah 4« &) 2 came to the Prophet e and
said: O Messenger of Allah, may my father and my mother be sacrificed for you, does
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Allah want a loan from us, when He is a/-Ghani, the One who needs nothing? And

the Prophet L€ said: yes. He wants to admit you into the Garden by it.*

So Abi al-Dahdih «¢ & 2, said: stretch out your hand, O Messenger of Allah.
And he stretched it out. And Aba al-Dahdah said: I own two date gardens. I own
nothing besides them. I give the loan of both of them to Allih.

And the Prophet £€ said to him: make one of them an endowment in the way of

Allah, and keep the other for the needs of your family.

And Abu al-Dahdiah <= & 2, said: then be my witness that I spend the better of
the two in the way of Allih, Ehe one with six hundred date trees in it. And he went
home and told his wife, and she was delighted with the transaction. And the Prophet
L said: how many trees laden with dates, and how many spacious palaces, are
waiting for Aba al-Dahdah in the Garden.

Read that again and look at the shape of it. He heard the question and he took it as
addressed to him personally. He asked the objection which every man's mind raises
and he asked it out loud rather than letting it settle in him as an excuse. He offered
everything and was told to keep half, which is the ruling of the surplus from the two
hundred and nineteenth ayah being applied to a live man by the Prophet L€ himself.
And then, given the choice of which half to keep, he gave the better one. Nobody
asked him to.

Then: wa llabu yagbidu wa yabsut, and Allah withholds and He extends. The two
verbs are of a hand closing and a hand opening, and they are placed at the end of an
ayah about giving in order to say who is actually doing the giving. And wa ilayh:
turja‘in, and to Him you will be returned, which settles where the repayment of the

loan will be collected.

The ‘ulam? note, as a gesture of goodwill in an ordinary loan between men, that the
borrower should return a little more than he took, provided nothing was stipulated
in advance, because a stipulated increase is 7264 and a spontaneous one is 7hsan. Allah

3% has taken the loan and undertaken the increase in the same sentence, and the

ordinary worshipper may consider what kind of a debtor he is dealing with.



Appoint for Us a King
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Have you not seen the chiefs of the Children of Isra’il after Miisa, when they said
to a prophet of theirs: appoint for us a king, and we will fight in the way of Allah.
He said: is it not likely, if fighting is prescribed for you, that you will not fight?
They said: and why would we not fight in the way of Allah, when we have been
driven from our homes and our sons? Then when fighting was prescribed for them,
they turned away, except a few of them. And Allah knows the wrongdoers.

al-Baqara 2:246

Now the long story which closes the Juz’, and the reader should have its background.

The people of Misa ('M‘ 4dc had been commanded to fight the ‘Amaliga and to
enter the holy land, and they had said to him, go, you and your Lord, and fight; we
are sitting here. For that they were made to wander in Sinai for forty years, and Masa
(M\ 4Je died there and did not enter. Eventually they went in, and they had no
king. After the prophets who followed Masa pu\ 4)c there came a stretch of some
centuries with no leader over them, and a people without a leader is a people that
anybody may attack, and they were attacked. A people from Palestine took from
them the relics of Miisa (-M\ 4Je and Hirtin f)L.J\ 4Je, and their humiliation was

complete.

So the chiefs came to their prophet, whom the reports name as Sham‘an or Shamwil,
born to the last remaining line of Lawi, and said: appoint for us a king, and we will

fight in the way of Allah.
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And the prophet, who knew them, said: bal asaytum in kutiba ‘alaykumu'l-gitilu
alla tugatili, is it not likely, if fighting is prescribed for you, that you will not fight?

They were oftended. Wa ma lana alla nuqatila 7 sabili'llabi wa qad ukbrijni min
diyarind wa abnd’ind, and why would we not fight in the way of Allah, when we
have been driven from our homes and our sons? It is a magnificent answer. It has
grievance in it and it has logic in it and it has a rhetorical question in it, and it names

a real injustice which had really been done to them, and every word of it was true.

And then: fa lamma kutiba ‘alaybimu'l-gitalu tawallaw illa qalilan minbum, then

when fighting was prescribed for them, they turned away, except a few of them.

There is the whole of it. They talked the big talk and they did not walk the walk, and
the prophet had told them to their faces that they would do exactly this and they had
been insulted by the suggestion, and then they went and did it. The distance
between a man's rhetoric about the cause and his conduct when the cause requires
something of him is the oldest distance in the world, and Allah HE closes the ayah
with wa llabu ‘alimun bi'l-zalimin, and Allah knows the wrongdoers, which is a

sentence that had been true before they turned away and was merely confirmed by it.
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Allah Has Raised Talat for You
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And their prophet said to them: Allah bas raised up Talut for you as a king. They
said: how can he have kingship over us when we are more entitled to kingship than
him, and be bas not been given abundance of wealth? He said: Allab bas chosen
him over you and increased him amply in knowledge and in body. And Allah
gives His kingship to whom He wills. And Allab is All-Encompassing, All-
Knowing.

al-Baqara 2:247

They asked for a king. They were given one. They objected.

Talat is the man the Bible calls Saul, and their objection had two limbs and both of
them are worth naming, because they are the two grounds on which men have

rejected leadership in every century since.

The first is lineage. Wa nabnu abagqu bi'l-mulki minbh, we are more entitled to the
kingship than him. Their kingship had been in the offspring of Yahadha, and Talat
was not of that house, and so the objection was, in the technical language of their

own tradition, correct. He was not from the family that this job comes from.

The second is money. Wa lam yu'ta sa‘atan min al-mal, and he has not been given
abundance of wealth. He was poor. And the ‘ulama’ note that a poor man was, in
their reckoning, self-evidently unfit, since a man who could not manage a fortune
could hardly be expected to manage a kingdom, which is an argument that sounds

better than it is and which has been made in every generation, including ours.

And the answer of their prophet dismantles both in one sentence.

Inna'llabastafabu ‘alaykum, Allih has chosen him over you. That is the credential.
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It precedes the qualifications and it does not depend on them. Then he gives the
qualifications anyway, and look at what they are: wa zddahu bastatan fi'l-1lmi wa'l-
Jism, and increased him amply in knowledge and in body. Knowledge, so that he can
decide, and body, so that he can fight, and those are the two things a war leader
requires, and neither of them is a bank balance or a family tree. The Qur'an has

named the job description and it does not resemble the objection.

Then: wa'llabu yu’ti mulkabu man yasha’, and Allah gives His kingship to whom
He wills. Note the possessive. Hzs kingship. It was never theirs to be entitled to, and
their entire objection had rested on a claim of ownership over something they had

only ever been lent.

He was a good man and he had been sent by Allah 3 and they had asked for him
and their insolence knew no bounds anyway. The lesson for the reader is a small one
and a hard one: be content with what Allah 3 has decided for you, including the
people He has put over you, and if you find yourself certain that you would have

chosen better, remember that these men were certain too, and they were arguing

with a prophet.
The Ark Shall Come to You
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And their prophet said to them: the sign of bis kingship is that the Ark will come to
you, in it a tranquillity from your Lord and a remnant of what the family of
Miisa and the family of Harin left bebind, carried by the angels. Indeed, in that

is a sign _for you, if you are believers.

al-Baqara 2:248

They wanted a sign, and the sign was a box.
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The tabit is the Ark of the Covenant, and it held the Tawrah and the relics of the
two prophets, and Bana Isra’1l had used it in battle, carried in the front line, to draw
the mercy of Allih 3. And when Jalat overcame them he took it away, and its loss

was the mark of their humiliation.

What happened to it afterwards is instructive. Wherever the disbelievers carried the
chest, they were struck with an epidemic or a calamity, and five of their cities were
laid waste. Nonplussed, they loaded it onto two bulls and drove them off, to be rid
of it. And the angels took charge of the bullocks and brought it to the doorstep of
Talat.*®

They had demanded a proof and Allih = gave them one they could not argue with,
because it was not a miracle performed in front of them which they could dispute
the following morning. It was their own lost treasure arriving at the door of the man
they had rejected, driven by two bulls with nobody holding the reins. And they saw
it, and they believed in the kingship of Talat, and he mounted his attack on Jalat

while the weather was very hot.

The thing in the Ark which the ayah names first is not the Tawrih and not the relics.
It is sakina, a tranquillity from your Lord. The word is from sukin, stillness, and it is
what Allah 3 sent down upon His Messenger L€ in the cave and upon the believers
at Hunayn, and it is the settling of a heart which has every reason to be racing. That
is what these men most needed, and Allah #& put it at the head of the inventory,
before the scripture and before the relics, because an army which is terrified will lose

whatever else it is carrying.
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Allah Will Test You With a River
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Then when Talat set out with the troops, be said: Allab will test you with a river.
So whoever drinks from it is not of me, and whoever does not taste it is of me, except
one who scoops a scoop with bis band. Then they drank from it, except a few of
them. Then when be had crossed it, he and those who believed with him, they said:
we have no power today against Jalit and his troops. Those who were certain that
they would meet Allah said: how many a small company has overcome a large
company by the leave of Allah. And Allab is with the patient.

al-Baqara 2:249
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And when they went out against Jalut and bis troops, they said: our Lord, pour out
patience upon us, and make our feet firm, and belp us against the disbelieving
people.
al-Baqara 2:250




This was against the ‘Amiliqa, to liberate the holy land, and the army marched out,

and the test was water.

Consider the design of that examination, because Allih I designed it. These are
men who have volunteered for a war. They have demanded a king in order to fight it.
They have declared that they have every reason to fight and have been insulted at the
suggestion that they might not. And the test placed in front of them is not a battle. It
is a river, in the heat, on a march, and the command is: do not drink. And there is
even a concession in the command, #/a mani'ghtarafa ghurfatan bi yadib, except

one who scoops a scoop with his hand, so that a man may wet his mouth and go on.

That is not a hard test. It is the easiest test that could have been set. And: fa sharibu

minhu illd qalilan minbhum, then they drank from it, except a few of them.

Al-Tabari & e -y records from al-Bar?’ ibn ‘Azib 4= & 2, that the number who
passed was three hundred and thirteen, which is the number of Badr, and the
Companions = &) g2, who heard that would have felt the coincidence in their

spines.”’

Now the thing which the reader must see, because it is the whole reason the story is
here. Watch what happens after the river. The ones who crossed it, and the ones who
drank and crossed anyway, look at the same enemy on the same afternoon, and they

say two different things.

The ones who failed the small test say: /a2 tagata land'l-yawma bi jalita wa junidib,
we have no power today against Jalat and his troops. And the ones who passed it say:
kam min fi'atin qalilatin ghalabat fi'atan kathiratan bi idbni’llab, how many a

small company has overcome a large company by the leave of Allah.

The men who could not decline a drink of water could not face an army. Their
courage went out of them at the riverbank and not on the battlefield, and they did
not know it had gone until they saw the enemy. This is the law which the story exists
to teach: the man who fails the small sacrifice will fail the large one, and he will fail it

while explaining, reasonably and at length, that the odds are against him.

And the Qur'an identifies the ones who held, and it identifies them by belief and not
by physique: alladhina yagunniina annabum muliqi'llab, those who were certain
that they would meet Allah. That is what was in them. Not strength and not

numbers. The settled conviction that this life ends in a meeting, which is the same
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conviction which gets a man out of bed for Fajr, and it turns out to be the same

faculty which holds a line.

Bring it home, because it is about us. There are men who talk about the rise of the
Ummah and the liberation of the holy land at length and with heat, and who cannot
pray on time. Who cannot decline a purchase. Who cannot leave a screen alone for
an hour. The river is not in the past. It is offered to us several times a day and we are
drinking from it and telling ourselves that when the great day comes we will be
found in the front rank, and Allih 3% has put this story in His Book to tell us, gently

and in advance, that we will not.

Then the two hundred and fiftieth dyah, and it is the summary of everything the
three hundred did right. They had done the small sacrifice, and they had the right
mindset, and now they make du@, because they knew that everything comes only

from Allah 3.

Look at the order of what they ask for. Rabbana afrigh ‘alayna sabran, our Lord,
pour out patience upon us. First, patience, and the verb afrigh is the emptying of a
vessel over something, so that they are not asking for a measure of patience but to be
drenched in it. Wa thabbit agdimana, and make our feet firm, because a man whose
feet move has lost before the fighting starts. Wa nsurna ‘ala'l-gawmi’l-kafirin, and
help us against the disbelieving people. The victory is asked for last. They asked for
what they needed to be, and then for what they needed to do, and only then for the

outcome, and this is the correct order of every du@ a believer will ever make.
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So They Routed Them by the Leave of Allih
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So they routed them by the leave of Allah, and Dawnd killed Jalut, and Allah
gave bim the kingship and the wisdom and taught him of what He willed. And
were it not for Allab's repelling of the people, some of them by means of others, the

earth would have been corrupted. But Allah is a possessor of bounty towards all the

worlds.

al-Baqara 2:251

The battle is given three words: fa hazamithum bi idbni’llab, so they routed them by
the leave of Allih. Not a line of description. Three hundred and thirteen men against

an army, and the Qur'an does not tell us how, because the how is in the third word.

Dawad pu\ 4l was a young man in that army, not its commander and not a
prophet yet, and he killed Jalat with a sling. A stone, thrown by a boy, and the giant
went down. Talat had promised that whoever killed Jalat would marry his daughter
and would share his kingship and his authority, and he kept his promise, which is
worth noting about a man whose people had told him he was unfit for the throne.

Later the kingship passed to Dawad (-‘)LJ\ 4le entirely, and Allah ¥& gave him
prophethood along with it.

Read the sentence again: wa atabu'llabu'l-mulka wa'l-hikmata wa ‘allamabu
mimmd yasha’, and Allah gave him the kingship and the wisdom and taught him of
what He willed. He was given the kingship, which is power, and the wisdom, which
is what makes power safe, and then teaching on top of both. And the whole of it

began with a stone in a sling, in the hands of somebody nobody had considered.

The Repelling

Then the ayah lifts out of the story entirely and states a law of the world: wa law la
daf'u'llabi'l-ndsa ba‘dabum bi ba‘din la fasadati’l-ard, and were it not for Allah's
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repelling of the people, some of them by means of others, the earth would have been

corrupted.

Strat al-Hajj states the same principle and names what would be lost: were it not for
Allah's repelling of the people, some by means of others, there would have been
demolished monasteries and churches and synagogues and masjids in which the
name of Allih 3% is much mentioned. Note that the list is not a list of masjids. The
Qur'an names the monastery and the church and the synagogue before it names the
masjid, and it says they would all have come down, and the reader who has been told
that this religion is indifferent to the houses of worship of others should be given

that dyah and left to think about it.

This system of checks and balances is a part of the divine wisdom. Allah ¥z allows
some people to stand up against injustice and oppression and destruction, and the
standing up is itself His repelling. It includes the jihad of the Muslims to protect
truth and justice. It includes the natural resistance between different groups, which
prevents complete domination by any tyrant. And it includes Allah 3% inspiring
people of virtue to rise against people of evil, which happens in every generation and

which the people who do it rarely understand at the time as an act of Allih Jz

The world was not designed to be safe. It was designed to be balanced, and the
balance is maintained by the pushing back, and every tyranny which has ever ended
has ended because somebody pushed. The closing of the ayah tells us how to read all
of it: wa lakinnallaha dbi fadlin ‘ala’l-%lamin, but Allah is a possessor of bounty
towards all the worlds. Not towards the believers. Towards all the worlds. The
repelling is a mercy which is extended to people who do not know they are receiving

it and would not thank Him if they did.

These Are the Signs of Allah
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These are the signs of Allah. We recite them to you in truth. And indeed, you are

among fbf messengers.

al-Baqara 2:252
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The Juz’ closes on a single short ayah, and it is addressed to one man.

All of it, then. The wine and the gambling, the orphans and the marriages, the oaths
and the four months, the waiting and the two divorces and the third, the suckling
and the widow and the half of the dower, the prayers and the middle prayer, the
thousands who fled and were told to die, the king they asked for and refused, the box
brought by two bulls, the river, the sling. Tzlka ayatu'llab, these are the signs of
Allah.

And natliha ‘alayka bi'l-hagq, We recite them to you in truth. The stories of Talat
and Jalat and the town of the plague conform exactly to the manner in which these
things actually occurred, and to what still remains of them in the Books which the
scholars of the Children of Israil have and know. The Prophet L& was unlettered
and had never read their scriptures and had no access to their traditions, and he
recited to them the history of their own ancestors, and there were men in Madinah
who could have checked every clause of it and who were not friendly to him, and

they did not contradict him.

Which is why the ayah closes as it does: wa innaka la mina’l-mursalin, and indeed,
you are among the messengers. This is a proof of prophethood, and the Qur'an has

just laid the evidence out over ten ayahs and now states the conclusion.

The reader should notice the tenderness of it as well as the logic. He had been at this
for years. He had been called a liar and a poet and a madman, and he had buried
children, and the Juz’ which is ending had asked his community for a great deal and
had asked him for more. And at the end of it Allah ¥ says to him, personally, with
the whole sara standing behind it: you are one of the messengers. It is what a man
needs to hear at the end of a long day, and it is the last thing said before the third Juz’
opens, where the reader will find those messengers ranked, and some of them raised
above others, and Allah 3z speaking to Miisa r}L.J\ ale, and Isa r)L.J\ 4Je given the
clear signs. Then the ayah of the Throne.

But that is the next volume, and the pages have run out, and this is where the second

Juz leaves us. May Allah #& make us of those who cross the river. Amin.
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Addendum: On Reading the Divorce Passages of al-Baqara

I said in the introduction that these dyahs are read badly, and I want to make good
on the claim rather than leave it as an assertion, because the ordinary worshipper is
asked about this section more than about any other part of the sara, and he is usually

asked by somebody who has already decided.

Begin with the thing which nobody who argues about these ayahs ever does, which is
to read them in order and notice who is being spoken to. From the two hundred and
twenty-first ayah to the two hundred and forty-first, there are twenty-one ayahs, and
the addressee of the great majority of them is a man. Do not marry an idolatress.
Keep away from your wife in her menstruation. Do not make Allah 3z a barricade
for your oaths. If you swear off her, you have four months and then the law will act
without you. Retain in fairness or release with excellence. Do not take back what you
gave her. Do not hold her in order to harm her. Do not take the signs of Allah & in
jest. Do not prevent her marrying. Provide her food and her clothing while she
nurses. Do not harm her by means of the child. Give her the gift. Give her half the
dower. Give her all of it if you can, it is nearer to taqwd. Do not forget the grace

between you.

Now count. Almost every clause in this passage is a restriction on the man, and the
two which restrict the woman are the concealing of a pregnancy and the seeking of a
divorce without cause. That is the balance of the legislation, and a reader who comes
away from these dyahs with the impression that they are a charter for husbands has
not read them. He has read a summary written by somebody who had not read them

either.

Then look at what the passage found and what it left. It found a society in which a
man could divorce and reclaim without limit, so that a woman could be held in a
corridor for years. The Qur'an said twice. It found a society in which a man could
swear oft his wife and abandon her indefinitely without releasing her. The Qur'an
put four months on it and then dissolved the marriage itself, without waiting for
him. It found a society in which a departing man stripped his wife of what he had
given her. The Qur'an said not a thing of it is yours. It found a society in which a
widow was shut in a hut for a year. The Qur'an said four months and ten and then
said, in as many words, that what she does afterwards is not the community's

business. It found a society in which a divorced woman's family could bar her



remarriage out of pride. The Qur'an said the barring makes yox unclean. It found a
society in which a nursing mother had no claim on the father of the child. The
Qur'an made her food and her clothing his obligation and did it in a clause which

calls him the one to whom the child was given.

That is what these ayahs did, in a few years, in a small city, against the whole weight
of the custom of a people. I do not say it to be triumphant about it. I say it because a
Muslim who has been made to feel apologetic about this passage has been made to
feel apologetic about the emancipation, and he should know what it is he has been

apologising for.

The Two Bad Readings

The first bad reading is the one which comes looking for the licence. It reads al-
talagu marratan as an allowance of two, when the whole force of the sentence is a
limit on a thing which had no limit. It reads the degree in the two hundred and
twenty-eighth ayah as a rank, when the mufassirin who transmitted it to us read it as
a burden and as a warning against abuse. It reads barth as an ownership, when the
word was answering a superstition about the manner of conception and nothing
else. It reads the right of return as a power, when the Qur'an attached a condition to
it in the same breath, 7z aridi islaban, if they desire reconciliation, and then in the
next dyah forbade the exercise of it for any other motive. A man who reads this way is
not being faithful to the text. He is using the text, which is what the previous volume
warned about at the two hundred and fourth ayah, where the man whose speech

about this world impresses you turns out to be the most quarrelsome of opponents.

The second bad reading is the one which comes looking for the offence, and it makes
an error which is the mirror of the first. It takes each clause out of the passage, holds
it against the standards of the present hour, and asks why it does not match. Why
may a man marry a woman of the Book when a woman may not marry a man of the
Book. Why does the man pronounce the divorce. Why is there a degree at all. These
are real questions and they deserve real answers and I have tried to give them in their
places. What they do not deserve is to be asked in isolation from the system they
belong to, because a legal order is a machine and its parts are shaped for each other.
The man pronounces the divorce and the man pays the dower and the man
maintains the household and the man maintains the nursing mother after he has

divorced her and the man gives the gift when he divorces her before touching her.



Pull out one component, hold it up on its own, and of course it looks arbitrary.

Every component of every legal system looks arbitrary held up on its own.

Where the Objection Is Sound

Having said all that, I want to concede something, because a book which only
defends is not honest, and because the ordinary worshipper knows perfectly well

what he sees around him.

The objection which lands is not the objection to the ayahs. It is the objection to us.
Every provision I have listed above is on the page and a great many of them are not in
our communities. The woman held in limbo by a man who will not pronounce and
will not release, so that she is married in the eyes of the law of the land and
abandoned in fact, is a woman in the exact position the two hundred and thirty-first
dyah forbids, and she is sitting in our cities now. The jalala which the Prophet £
cursed is arranged, for money, by men with beards. The divorced woman whose
family will not let her remarry because of what people will say is the sister of Maqil
ibn Yasar <& 4l ?» and Maqil at least had the excuse that the ayah had not yet
come down. The child used as a weapon between two parents is forbidden by a
clause of the Qur'an which names the practice precisely, and it happens every week.
The dower which is written on the paper and never paid. The mut‘a which is owed

and never given.

So the stranger's objection is aimed at the wrong target, and it is aimed at the wrong
target because we gave him the wrong target. He looks at a Muslim community and
sees these things and he reasonably concludes that the Book produced them, and the
truth is that the Book forbids every one of them and we do them anyway, and it is
our custom which produced them, imported wholesale from wherever our
grandparents came from and dressed up in the language of the religion. The Qur'an
took the customs of the Arabs and cut them to pieces, clause by clause, over twenty

ayahs. We have taken the clauses and let our customs grow back over them like ivy.

That is what an honest reader should take from this passage. Not a defence to be
deployed against an outsider, but a summons addressed to us, and the two hundred
and thirty-first ayah put it exactly where it belongs when it said of the man who
holds a woman in order to harm her that he has wronged his own soul. He thinks he

is holding her. He is holding himself. And a community which has done this for



three generations should ask what it has been holding, and for how long, and what it

thinks the accounting will look like.



Notes

Ask the Children of Isra’il How Many a Sign

1. al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, at 2:211. The point that the question is put to a people who cannot
deny the answer is made in almost the same terms by al-Qurtubi.

2. Mufti Muhammad Shafi‘, Ma Griful Qurian, at 2:211. Ibn Kathir collects the same episodes at
this dyah under the heading of the favours which were altered.

3. al-Razi, Mafatib al-Ghayb, at 2:211, canvasses the three senses and inclines to reading them
together rather than choosing between them.

Adorned for Those Who Disbelieve Is the Life of This World

4. Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Quran al-‘Azim, at 2:212, reads the adornment as a trial, and cross-refers to

3:14. al-Rizi discusses the attribution of the adorning at length at the same place.

5. Ibn Kathir, at 2:212. The naming of Bilal, ‘Ammar and Suhayb at this dyah is common to most of
the early mufassiran.

\
6. Bukhiri and Muslim, from Aba Hurayra <& iy P The two prayers are set against each other

in the same breath, which is the point of the haditil.

7. Ahmad, Musnad, from ‘Aisha Lr& )] ) The wording is deliberately paradoxical: the dunya

is a house for a man who has neglected to build the house which lasts.

Mankind Was a Single Community

8. al-Raghib al-Isfahani, al-Mufradat fi Gharib al-Qur'an, under the root a-m-m. The definition is
the one the mufassiran generally adopt at this dyah.

9. Both readings are collected by al-Tabari at 2:213, the second on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas 42

\
L».?l:« ). Ibn Kathir prefers the second and notes the report of ten generations.
10. al-Razi, at 2:213. The connection with 2:26 is the author's, though the underlying principle is
drawn from al-Razi's treatment.
Do You Think That You Will Enter the Garden?

11. Ibn Kathir, at 2:214, citing the reports which connect the yah to the Battle of the Confederates.
Some reports place it at Uhud; the sense is unaffected.

They Ask You What They Should Spend

12. The point that the answer redirects the question is noted by al-Razi at 2:215 and, in a different

register, by al-Zamakhshari, who reads the shift as a correction of the questioner’s assumption.



Fighting Is Prescribed for You

M
13. Bukhari and Muslim, from ‘Abdullih ibn ‘Amr LN{.; Py &2 The wording in one narration is
fa fihima fa jabid, so strive in respect of them. i

They Ask You About the Sacred Month

14. The account is given by Ibn Ishiq and is collected in Ibn Kathir at 2:217 and in al-Tabari. The
differing reports over whether the killing fell on the last night of Jumada al-Akhira or the first of

Rajab are the source of the confusion the dyah addresses.

Those Who Believed and Those Who Emigrated

15. The distinction is drawn out by ‘Ali Unal in his commentary at this dyah. The lexical point is
uncontroversial; the confusion is a matter of translation rather than of Arabic.

They Ask You About Wine and Gambling

\
16. Ahmad, Musnad, from Abt Maysara, reporting ‘Umar 4 ) (e?- The narration is collected
by Ibn Kathir at 2:219 and by al-Tabari at 5:90. i

Y
17. Tirmidhi, from Anas <& 44! 6’ . The enumeration varies slightly between narrations; the

principle of extending the curse aiong the whole chain of supply is constant.

18. Mufti Muhammad Shafi, Ma%riful Qurian, at 2:219, where the pre-Islamic game and its

mechanics are described at length.

19. Muslim, from Aba Hurayra 4. oy &P the report is cited by Ibn Kathir at this ayah from al-

Tabari as well.

They Ask You About the Orphans

\
20. The report is in Aba Dawad and al-Nasa1 from Ibn ‘Abbis L«f& &) 6" 3, and it is collected by
Ibn Kathir at 2:220 as the occasion of this ayah. i

Do Not Marry the Idolatresses

21. Tirmidhi, who grades it hasan gharib; also in al-Nas2i and Aba Dawiid. The reports vary over
whether the dyah revealed in answer was 24:3 or the present one, and the mufassiran cite the

story at both places.

22. Mufti Muhammad Shafi‘, MaGriful Qur'an, at 2:221. The hadith is in Bukhiri and Muslim
from Ab Hurayra a2 40! P

23. Kitab al-Athir of Imim Muhammad, cited by Mufti Shafi‘ at this yah.

24. al-Tabari, at 2:221, with an authentic chain from Shaqiq. The exchange is the classical basis for

distinguishing the lawful from the advisable in this question.



They Ask You About Menstruation

25. Reported by Aba Bakr ibn Ziyad al-Naysibari and cited by Ibn Kathir at 2:223. The repetition
in Malik's answer is in the narration.

Your Wives Are a Tilth for You

26. Bukhari, from Jabir «& | 3} through Ibn al-Munkadir. The report is the occasion of

revelation for this ayah in the majority of the tafsir works.

Do Not Make Allah a Target for Your Oaths

27. Bukhari, no. 6073, in the Book of Manners. The severity of her expiation is itself the
commentary on the ruling.

Those Who Swear Off Their Wives

28. The discussion is in the standard Hanaf1 works; see a/-Hidaya of al-Marghinani, Kitab al-Talag,
on al-fay’ fr'l-ila’.

29. Bukhari and Muslim, from Ibn ‘Abbas L«r.c oy (&?, in the long hadith of ‘Umar and the loft.

The Divorced Women Shall Wait Three Courses

30. Mufti Muhammad ShafT', Ma ‘Griful Qur'an, at 2:228, where the discussion of this clause and of
the daraja which follows it runs to several pages and repays reading in full.

31. al-Tabari, at 2:228, from Ibn ‘Abbas La.‘,& )| e?)- The reading is followed by a number of the

mufassirtin and is the basis of Mufti Shafi‘s treatment.

32. al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, at 2:228.

Retain Them in Fairness or Release Them in Fairness

33. The report is collected by Ibn Kathir at 2:231 and al-Tabari at the same place.

Do Not Prevent Them
34, Buld}éri, in the Book of Tafsir, at this dyah, from al-Hasan al-Basti reporting Ma‘qil ibn Yasar
Mothers Shall Suckle Their Children

35. Tirmidhi, al-Diraqutni, and Malik in the Muwatta’. The chains are set out by Ibn Kathir at

2:233, who prefers the narration of al-Darawardi from Thawr.

36. al-Marghinani, a/-Hidaya, Kitab al-Talidq, Bab al-Hadana; al-Kasani, Bada’i® al-Sand’i at the
same chapter. The ages vary somewhat between the schools.



A Bequest for Their Wives

37. Ibn Kathir, at 2:240, setting out the position of the majority. The dissenting readings, which

preserve a residual right of residence, are noted below.

38. The exchange is reported at 2:240 in the tafsi\r literature and in the reports concerning the
compilation of the mushaf under ‘Uthman 4& ! &2

For the Divorced Women a Provision

39. Cited by Ibn Kathir at 2:241 from Ibn Abi Hatim. The report is the standard explanation for the
change of the closing epithet.

40. Mufti Muhammad Shafi, Ma ‘ariful Qur'an, at 2:241.

Have You Not Seen Those Who Went Out

Y
41. The account is given by al-Tabarf at 2:243 from Ibn ‘Abbas LN(& a0 (s? and others, and is
followed by Ibn Kathir and by Mufti ShafT’. The details of the town's name and the number vary

between the reports and none of them is essential to the ruling drawn from the ayah.

42. Bukhari, no. 5734. The hadith of not entering and not leaving is at Bukhari no. 5728 and
Muslim no. 2218.

43. Ibn Mija, no. 2340. It is one of the five universal maxims of the fuqah’.

Fight in the Way of Allah

44. Tbn Kathir, at 2:244. The account of Khilid's death is well known and appears in the historical
literature in a number of forms.

Who Is It That Will Lend Allah

45. al-Qurtubi, al-Jami‘li Abkam al-Qur'an, at 2:245, where the account is given at length.

The Ark Shall Come to You

46. Mufti Muhammad Shafi', Ma ‘ariful Qur'an, at 2:248, gathering the reports of the Ark's return.

Allah Will Test You With a River

Y
47. al-Tabari, at 2:249, from al-Bara ibn Azib 4= 4| LS’ . The correspondence with the number
at Badr is noted by al-Bukhiri, who records the Com’panions saying they were the number of the

companions of Talat who crossed the river with him.
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Glossary
b2Z’in — an irrevocable divorce, after which the husband may return to his wife only by a
fresh contract and with her consent.

daraja — a degree or step. Used at 2:228 of what men have over women, read by the

mufassiran as a degree of responsibility.
fard ‘ayn — an obligation binding upon each individual.

fard kifaya — a communal obligation, discharged on behalf of all when enough undertake
it.

faskh — the annulment of a marriage by a qady, as distinct from a divorce pronounced by

the husband.
fitna — trial, temptation, persecution, or civil strife, according to context.
hadd (pl. hudiid) — a limit or boundary set by Allah; in the technical sense, a fixed penalty.

halala — the arranged marriage and divorce of a woman in order to return her to a former
husband. Cursed in the Sunnah.

harth — tillage, a cultivated field. Used at 2:223.

hayd — menstruation.

hadina — the custody of a child.

ihsan — excellence, doing a thing beautifully, beyond what is owed.
‘idda — the prescribed waiting period of a divorced or widowed woman.

ila> — the oath of a man that he will not approach his wife. Limited to four months at
2:226.

islah — setting right, reconciliation, repair.

ithm — sin, as distinct from darar, harm.

khalwa — the lawful privacy of a married couple, upon which certain rulings turn.
khamr — wine; any intoxicant. From kbdmara, to curtain the intellect.

khul® — the release of a wife at her request, in return for something she gives up.



laghw — the idle or unintended word; an oath sworn without intent.
ma‘riif — what is recognised as right and decent; fairness.

maysir — gambling. From the pre-Islamic game of distribution by arrows.
mithaq — a solemn and binding covenant.

mut‘a — here, the gift owed to a woman divorced before consummation.
nafl — voluntary, supererogatory.

qard hasan — a goodly loan; used at 2:245 of spending in the way of Allih.
quniit — devout standing; obedience, humility, and silence in the prayer.

qur’ (pl. qura’) — a term meaning either a menstruation or a period of purity; the basis of
a difference between the schools at 2:228.

rajT1 — arevocable divorce, during whose %dda the husband may take his wife back.
ridda — apostasy, in the sense of a public renunciation amounting to treason.

rujia‘ — the taking back of a wife during the %dda of a revocable divorce.

rukhsati — the sending of a bride to her husband's home, following the nzkah.
sakina — a tranquillity sent down by Allih upon a heart which has reason to fear.
tabiait — the Ark of the Covenant.

ta'rid — an indirect hint, as opposed to an express proposal.

tahrim — the establishing of a permanent prohibition of marriage, as through suckling.
talaq — divorce.

talaq al-bid‘a — a divorce pronounced contrary to the Sunnah; valid, and sinful.
tuhr — the period of purity between two menstruations.

‘arf — the settled custom of a people, a recognised source in the derivation of rulings.
yamin al-ghamiis — the plunging oath; a deliberate lie sworn about the past.

yaqin — certainty.
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