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The Qur'an: Cover to Cover
Sarat al-Baqara, Volume Five: Ayahs 253-286

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 dyahs at a time. What follows gathers
those sessions on the two hundred and fifty-third to the two hundred and eighty-sixth
ayah of Surat al-Baqara and develops the notes taken from them into connected prose.
The third Juz’ of the Qur'dn opens at the two hundred and fifty-third ayah, and this
volume carries it from that opening to the close of the sira, which is where the longest

chapter of the Book, having run for two and a half Juz’, finally sets the reader down.

The Qur'anic Arabic is given in the ‘Uthmani text. The translations of the ayahs, 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 four earlier volumes. The system used for transliteration is
unchanged. The Isti9dha and the Basmala were treated at the opening of the first volume

and again where the second Juz’ began, and the reader is referred there.

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

@ Vo \ °
All praise belongs to Allah 2 who sent the messengers one after another and did
not leave a people without a warner, who seated Himself above His creation and
told us that neither drowsiness nor sleep takes Him, and who, having spent two
whole Juz’ instructing this Ummah in law, closed the longest sara of His Book
with a prayer that He then answered word by word. Peace and blessings upon our
master Muhammad %€, who was given the ayah of the Throne and told that it is
the greatest ayah in the Book of Allah, and upon his family and his Companions

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

The volume before this one closed at the end of the second Juz’, where Allah 3
turned to His Prophet L€ after ten ayahs of the history of the Children of Isr’il
and told him that these are the signs of Allah, recited to him in truth, and that he
is one of the messengers. I said at the end of that volume that the third Juz’ would
open with those messengers ranked. It does. The first word of this volume is t/ka,
those, and it is picking up the word which the second Juz’ ended on, and a reader
who has come this far without noticing how the Qur'an joins its Juz’ to one

another should stop at the join and look at it.

This volume takes the two hundred and fifty-third ayah and carries the reader to
the end of the sara. There are thirty-four ayahs in it and they are not evenly
weighted. Two of them are among the most recited words in the world. The ayah
of the Throne is the fifth of the thirty-four, and the last two ayahs of the sira are
the thirty-third and thirty-fourth, and between those two poles the sara does
something which the reader may not expect after everything he has been through:

it argues about the resurrection, it opens the purse, and it declares war.

The shape of it is this. The messengers are ranked, and the Ummabh is told to
spend before a day comes when nothing may be bought. Then comes the dyah of
the Throne, which says who Allah #& is, and then the dyah which says that
nobody is to be forced into believing it, and then the ayah which says who takes

you out of the darknesses and who takes you into them. Then three arguments



about the giving of life to the dead, one with a king who claimed he could do it,
one with a man who wondered how it would be done and was made to sleep for a
century, and one with a Prophet (ou\ +Jc who believed and wanted to see it
anyway. Then twenty ayahs on the giving of money, which is the longest
sustained passage on charity anywhere in the Qur'an, and which does not once let
the giver forget that his heart is the thing being weighed. Then riba, and the only
declaration of war against a sin in the Book. Then the longest dyah in the Qur'an,
which is about writing a contract down. Then the reckoning of what is in the

breast, and then the sira closes on a creed and a prayer.

The reader should know what he is walking into on two counts in particular. The
first is riba, because the passage on it is short and its consequences are not, and
because the ordinary worshipper lives inside an economy built on it and is
entitled to be told plainly what the Qur'an says and what it does not say. I have
tried to give him the ruling and the reasoning and the disagreement, and I have
not tried to make it comfortable. The second is the two hundred and eighty-
second dyah, where the witnesses are mentioned, and where a clause of six words
has become the most quoted sentence of the sara in circles which have never read
the sara. I have given it its place in the chapter and then, because the matter
deserves more room than a chapter can spare without deforming it, I have put a

fuller treatment in an addendum at the back.

I should say a word about what I have added. The gathering these pages came
from was a spoken thing, and a note which serves a man standing in front of forty
people does not serve a man sitting alone with a book. Where the notes were thin
I have gone back to the tafsir literature and filled them out, and where I have
taken something from a book I have said which book in the notes at the back.
Where the mufassiran disagreed I have said so rather than pick the tidy opinion
and present it as the opinion. The mistakes which remain are my own, and I

would rather a reader wrote to me about one than repeated it out of politeness.

This is the last volume of al-Baqara. It has taken five of them and the better part
of two years of Thursday nights, and I am conscious, closing it, that the sara
which the Ummabh is told to recite in its houses so that Shaytin flees from them
has been in this house for a long time now. May Allah % accept this small effort
of mine, and may He put it to use in abler hands than mine, and may He make

the two ayahs which close it a sufficiency for whoever reads to the end. Amin.



Where the Fourth Volume Left Us

The second Juz’ ended on a short ayah addressed to one man. T7lka ayatu'llah:
natluha ‘alayka bi'l-haqq, wa innaka la mina'l-mursalin: these are the signs of
Allah, We recite them to you in truth, and indeed, you are among the messengers.
It came at the end of a long stretch which had asked the community for a great
deal, and it came, as I said there, like the thing a man needs to hear at the end of a

long day.

The Juz divisions of the Qur'dn are not revelation. They are a convenience,
worked out so that a reader may finish the Book in a month, and the man who
fixed them was not trying to make a literary point. It is worth noticing, then, how
often the joins land where they land. The second Juz’ ends with the word murs-
alin, the messengers. The third Juz’ begins with the words tilka r-rusul, those
messengers. The last word of one is the first subject of the next, and the reader
who closes his mushaf at the end of the second Juz” and opens it the following

night at the third is being handed the same thread he put down.

So the sara is at this point about prophethood. It has just proved it from history,
by reciting to a man who had never read their books the affairs of a people who
had, and now it turns to ask what the messengers are in relation to one another,
and from there to who sent them, and from there to whether anybody may be
compelled to accept them. The reader who has been with us from the two
hundred and eleventh ayah has spent the last volume in the law of marriage and
its ending, and he may find the change of altitude sudden. It is meant to be. The
stra has told him how to live with his wife and how to leave her if he must, and it

now takes him up and shows him the Throne.



Those Are the Messengers
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Those are the messengers. We preferred some of them over others. Among them is
be to whom Allah spoke, and some of them He raised in degrees. And We gave
Isa the son of Maryam the clear proofs and supported him with the Holy Spirit.
Had Allah willed, those who came after them would not have fought one
another after the clear proofs had come to them, but they differed, and among
them was he who believed and among them was be who disbelieved. And had
Allab willed, they would not have fought one another, but Allah does what He

intends.

al-Baqara 2:253

The stra has just finished telling the Prophet L€ that he is one of the messengers,
and it now tells him what the messengers are. T7lka r-rusul, those are the messen-
gers, the demonstrative reaching back over the whole of what the second Juz’
recited, over Adam and Nah and Ibrihim and Misa and Dawad and Isa

()L.J\, and gathering them into one word. And having gathered them, it says
something which sits oddly with what the reader has been taught to say: faddal-

nd ba‘dabum ‘ali ba‘d, We preferred some of them over others.!

The Qur'an says the same in Sarat al-IsrZ’, and there it names one of them while it

does so:
e
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And We have certainly preferred some of the prophets over others, and We
gave Dawid a Psalter.

So the preference is a fact of revelation and there is no way round it. The
difficulty is that thirty-two ayahs from here the same sara will have the believers
say la nufarrign bayna abadin min rusulib, we make no distinction between any
of His messengers, and the Prophet L€ himself, in a report every reader of this
passage meets sooner or later, forbade his Companions from preferring him over
the others. The two sit side by side in one sara and the reader is entitled to ask

how.

The Comfort in It

Before the difficulty, notice the kindness. This ayah is addressed, in the first
instance, to a man who was being told daily that he was a liar. The mufassiran
read the ranking here as a consolation to the Prophet L€ because the sira has just
spent ten dyahs on Misi's people and their kings and their box and their river,
and there were men in Madinah who used all of that history as a stick, and who
would say, as one of them did say to a Muslim in the market, by Him who
preferred Masa over all mankind.” The ayah tells the Prophet 2% that the ranking
exists and that Allah 3% is the one who does it.

And if the reader wants to know where the Prophet %€ stands in it, the Sunnah

answers plainly enough. He said:
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1 have been preferred over the prophets by six: I have been given the
comprebensive words, and I have been aided by awe, and the spoils bave been
made lawful to me, and the earth has been made for me a means of
purification and a place of prayer, and I have been sent to the whole of

creation, and the prophets have been sealed with me.

Six things, and every one of them is a thing given to him rather than a quality he
had in himself.> He was given brevity that carries weight. He was helped by the
awe which went before him. The spoils, which had been burned in front of the



armies before him, were made lawful to his. The whole earth was made a masjid
and its dust made a purifier, where the men before him had prayed in the places
set aside for it. He was sent to everybody rather than to a nation. And he was the
last, and the door closed behind him. The mufassiran add the long list which the
tradition never tires of: the moon split at his gesture, the trunk of the palm wept
when he left it, the stone and the tree gave him salim, the beasts spoke and
testified to his message, the water ran from between his fingers, and above all of it
the Qur'an, which the people of the heaven and the people of the earth were

unable to answer with its like.

The Objection

Now the report which seems to say the opposite. Bukhari records that a Muslim
and a Jew had an argument, and the Jew swore an oath by Him who preferred
Maisa over all mankind, and the Muslim raised his hand and struck him across the
face and said, and over Muhammad too, you wretch. The Jew went to the Proph-

et L€ and complained, and the Prophet L€ said:
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Do not prefer me over the prophets, for the people will be struck senseless on the
Day of Resurrection and I will be the first to come round, and I will find
Miisa holding on to a leg of the Throne, and I do not know whether he came

round before me or was recompensed for the swoon of the Mount.

The same prohibition comes in other wordings. L tukbayyirini ‘ala Misi, do
not choose me over Masa. And, in the report about Yanus PL“H 4Je, that no ser-
vant should say that he is better than Yanus the son of Matta.®> So here is a man
who has been told by revelation that he is preferred over the prophets by six,
telling his Companions not to prefer him over the prophets, and telling them so

in a session which began with one of them defending his honour with his hand.
How the Two Are Read Together
The ‘ulama” have given several answers and they do not exclude one another.

The first is that they are all equal in the thing which makes them what they are.
Prophethood is not a rank which admits of degrees. A man is a prophet or he is

10



not, and the message of every one of them is one message, and the believer's
relation to that message is the same in every case, which is why the creed at the
end of this sira says we make no distinction between any of His messengers. The
distinctions Allah 3& makes are in what He gave them beyond the prophethood:
the speaking, the raising in degrees, the clear proofs, the Psalter, the six. A man
who says Muasa PL.J\ +Je was given the direct speech and Muhammad £€ was
given the Qur'an and sent to the whole of creation has said what the Qur'an says.
A man who says Masa r‘)L.J\ 4dc was less of a prophet has said what the Qur'an

does not say.

The second is that the prohibition is a prohibition of the setting. Look at what
occasioned it. Two men were arguing, and one of them was slapped, and the
ranking was being used as a weapon in a quarrel between neighbours who had to
live in the same city. The Prophet Le was not correcting a doctrine, he was
stopping a fight, and he stopped it by taking the subject away from both of them.
A truth which is true in the mouth of a scholar is a stone in the hand of a2 man

who is angry.

The third is that this was said before he was told, and that his own words, that he
is the master of the children of Adam and says it without boasting, came after.
Several of the mufassirin take this line and it is a clean solution to the

chronology, though it should be said that the first two answers do not need it.

The fourth, and the one I find myself returning to, is the humility of it. Read the
hadith again and notice what he actually says. He says he does not know whether
Maisa r)L.J\ e was there before him. He is at the Throne, on that Day, and his
instinct is to say that he does not know. A man who talks like that about his own

standing has told his community more about the manners of knowledge than a

book could.

He to Whom Allah Spoke

Minbum man kallama'llah, among them is he to whom Allah spoke. The phrase
is left indefinite and the mufassiran fill it in. Masa VM\ 4Jc is the obvious one
and the tradition gives him the title, Kalimullah. Adam CM‘ a)c is named as
well, because Allih 8% addressed him in the Garden and taught him the names
and spoke to him after the slip. And our Prophet £ is named, on the night he

was taken up, where the speech was given to him above the seven.® Three men,

11



and the ayah does not name any of them, and the reader who wants to know
which of the three is nearest is doing exactly what the hadith just told him not to
do.

And Had Allah Willed

The second half of the ayah changes the subject and does it without a joint, and it
says a thing which the reader of the twenty-first century will want to sit with. The
people who came after the messengers fought one another. They fought after the
clear proofs had reached them, which is to say that they were not fighting out of
ignorance. They differed, and some of them believed and some of them

disbelieved, and they took up arms about it.

And Allah 3 says twice, in one dyah, that had He willed it they would not have
fought. He could have made them one community. He has said so elsewhere in
the Book and He says so here, and He did not do it. Wa lakinna llaha yafalu ma
yurid, but Allah does what He intends.

That closing is not a shrug. It is the answer to the question every believer
eventually asks when he looks at the state of the Ummah and at the wars between
people who face the same gibla. Why is it like this. And the answer given here is
that Allih 3£ did not will the alternative, and that His willing is not answerable to
our sense of how a thing ought to go. The reader will meet this again at the end of
the sara, where the community is told that it is not burdened beyond its capacity.
Between the two statements there is room for a whole life. He does what He
intends, and you are not asked for more than you can carry, and everything you

actually have to do lies inside those two walls.

12



Spend From What We Have Provided You
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O you who believe, spend from what We bave provided you, before a day comes
in which there is no trade, and no friendship, and no intercession. And the

disbelievers, they are the wrongdoers.

al-Baqara 2:254

The second Juz’ ended with an army and a river and a boy with a sling, and the
reader may think the subject has changed. It has not. The Juz’ which closed had
asked this community for its bodies and for its money, and it had asked in that
order, and now the third Juz’ opens by asking again for the money, and it asks in
the vocative of belief. Yz ayyuha lladbina amani. The men who crossed the river
were being tested with their thirst. The men reading this are being tested with

their wallets.

Anfigiic mimma razagnékum, spend from what We have provided you, and the
preposition is doing the work. Spend from it. Not all of it. And the ayah has
already answered the objection before it is made, because it says razagnakum, We
provided you, so that the man who is deciding how much of his own to give away
is told in the same breath that none of it was ever his to begin with. He is being

asked to give away a portion of a gift.

Before a Day Comes

Then the reason, and the reason is a description of a market with nothing in it.

There are three things named and each of them is a thing we rely on here.

La bay, no trade. Whatever we cannot solve in this world, we buy our way out of.
A man in trouble pays a lawyer, a man who is ill pays a doctor, a man who is short

pays interest and buys time. On that Day there is no counter to put money on.
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Wa la kbulla, and no friendship. When a man cannot buy his way out he calls a
friend, and the word kbulla is not the word for an acquaintance, it is the word for
the friendship which has got into the seams, from the same root as kbalil, which
is the title given to Ibrahim r)L.J\ adc. The closest thing you have. And the
Qur'dn says elsewhere, in the same vein and more starkly:
P NP A P R é . S I
And when the Horn is blown, there will be no kinship between them that Day,

nor will they ask about one another.

Wa ld shafi‘a, and no intercession. When money and friendship both fail here, a
man finds somebody with influence to speak for him. And the ayah closes that
door too. It should be said carefully, because the reader knows that intercession
will happen on that Day and that the Prophet L€ will stand in the Station of
Praise and intercede. The negation here is of the intercession we understand,
which is the intercession a man arranges for himself by knowing the right people,
and which happens whether or not the judge consents. There is no such thing
there. What there is, as the ayah of the Throne will say in a moment, happens

only by His permission, and it is His to give.

Every avenue we use to save ourselves in this world is named and shut, one after
the other, and then the ayah stops. It does not say what is left. The reader is
meant to work out that the only thing he will have on that Day is what he sent
ahead, which is what the first word of the yah told him to do.

And the Disbelievers, They Are the Wrongdoers

The closing clause is abrupt and the mufassiran have discussed why it lands here.
The most straightforward reading is that the withholding of wealth, pushed to its
end, is a species of the same disease. The man who will not spend has decided, in
the only way that counts, that the provision is his own and that the Day is not
coming. And the dyah does not call him a disbeliever, which the reader should
notice. It puts the two side by side and lets him look.

14



Allah, There Is No God But He
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Allah. There is no god but He, the Living, the Sustainer of all. Neither
drowsiness takes Him nor sleep. To Him belongs whatever is in the heavens and
whatever is in the earth. Who is it that could intercede with Him except by His
permission? He knows what is before them and what is behind them, and they

encompass nothing of His knowledge except what He wills. His Kursi extends
over the beavens and the earth, and their keeping does not weary Him. And He
is the Most High, the Immense.

al-Baqara 2:255

The ayah before this shut every door a man could go to on the Day of Judgement,
and left him one word, intercession, hanging in the air with a negation attached

to it. This ayah opens with the name of the one whose permission it needs.

There is no preface. Other ayahs of this weight are introduced. This one begins
with the name and then denies that there is any other, and then does not stop for
eight further clauses, and by the end of it a reader who came in knowing nothing
at all has been told who Allah 3z is. Ubayy ibn Kab 4 &) 2 Was asked by the
Prophet 5 which ayah of the Book of Allah is the greatest,’and he said the ayah
of the Throne, and the Prophet Le struck him on the chest and said, may
knowledge be pleasant for you, Aba al-Mundhir.” This is the only ayah in the
Qur'an of which the Prophet %€ said such a thing, and the reason is not far to
find. The greatness of an dyah is measured by what it speaks about, and this one
speaks about nothing except Allah 3. There is no ruling in it and no story in it

and no address to a people in it. It is ten sentences about Him and nothing else.
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The Living, the Sustainer

Al-Hayy al-Qayyim. Two names, and the whole ayah hangs on them, and the rest

of the clauses are consequences of these two.

Al-Hayy is the Living, and the word in our mouths means the opposite of dead,
which is not what it means here. Our life had a beginning and it will have an end
and it is borrowed for the middle. His life has no beginning and no end and is not
received from anywhere. He does not live, in the sense of holding on to a life

which was given to Him. He is the Living.

Al-Qayyim is from giyam, standing, in the intensive form, and it carries two
things at once which English cannot hold in one word. He stands over
everything, keeping it, running it, holding it up. And He stands by Himself,
needing nothing to hold Him. Everything that exists leans on Him and He leans
on nothing. Many of the ‘ulam’ have held these two names to be the greatest of
the names of Allah 3%, and it is worth noticing that these two are the two which
open Siira Al ‘Imrin as well, three ayahs later in the mushaf and immediately after
the stira we are in.® Abi Umima «s 4 & reported that the Prophet £€ said:
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The greatest name of Allah, by which He answers when He is called by it, is in
three: Sirat al-Baqara, and Al Tmran, and 1i Ha.

And the ‘ulam?’ who went looking found al-Hayy al-Qayyim in all three.”

Neither Drowsiness Nor Sleep

La ta’kbudbubii sinatun wa ld nawm. The clause follows from a/-Qayyim, be-

cause a keeper who sleeps is not keeping.

Notice the order. Siza comes before nawm, and sina is the lighter of the two, the
heaviness that comes into the eyes before sleep does, the state of the man in the
back of a car who would tell you he was awake. If the negation were only
concerned with the greater thing it would have begun with sleep, and it does not.
It begins with the smallest degree of the thing, and denies that, and then denies
what it leads to. Neither the beginning of it nor the whole ofit.
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And the verb is worth a moment: /g ta’khudbubi, it does not take Him, it does
not seize Him. That is exactly what sleep does to us. Sleep is not something a man
does, it is something that happens to him, and the strongest man alive will lose to
it inside two days. Every kind of tiredness is a weakness. It makes us less aware,
and our law knows it, which is why the wud@’ of a2 man who has fallen properly
asleep is gone. The one thing we cannot stay awake through is denied of the one

who keeps the heavens and the earth.

Who Is It That Could Intercede

Lahi ma fi's-samawdti wa ma fi'l-ard, to Him belongs whatever is in the heavens
and whatever is in the earth. All of it, and the word is the ownership word, so the
angels are His and the prophets are His and the men whose names people call on

are His.

Which is why the next clause can be put as a question. Man dba'lladbi yashfa‘u
Indahi illa bi idbnib. The construction is strong in the Arabic, and it is close to
a challenge. Who is this, who dares. Who is even in a position to open his mouth

in that place. Everybody in the room is owned.

And then the exception, which is the whole of the mercy of the ayah: 7/ bz idb-
nih, except by His permission. So it does exist. There will be intercession, and the
Prophet 2% will make it, and men will be lifted out of the Fire by it. Butitis nota
lever which anybody can pull, and it is not a favour which the powerful arrange
for the connected. It is a mercy which He grants, and the granting is the point of
it. This is the answer to the ayah before, which said there is no intercession on

that Day. There is none of the kind you know. There is what He permits.

He Knows What Is Before Them

Yalamu ma bayna aydibim wa ma kbalfabum, He knows what is before them
and what is behind them. This is the middle of the ayah, and it is the hinge, and
the mufassirin who have looked at the structure have noticed that the clauses on

either side of it answer to one another.

And the reason for the knowledge clause standing where it does becomes clear
when you read it against what came just before. Who may intercede, and only by
His permission, and how would the permission be given except on the basis of

knowledge. Nobody else knows who deserves to be spoken for. We do not know
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it about ourselves. A man cannot say with certainty whether his own life earned
him anything, and he certainly cannot say it of another. The permission rests on a

knowledge which belongs exclusively to Him.

Wa la yubitana bi shay’in min mibi illa bi ma sha’, and they encompass noth-
ing of His knowledge except what He wills. Every scrap of knowledge any
creature has ever had was released to him. The scholar in his library and the angel
at the Throne have this in common, that what they know was given and what
they do not know was withheld. And the exception again, #//a bi ma sha’, so the
door is not closed. He gives knowledge. He gives it to whom He wills and in the

measure He wills, and He is under no obligation to any of us about it.

His Kursi Extends Over the Heavens and the Earth

Wasi‘a kursiyyubu's-samawati wa'l-ard. Here the reader should slow down,
because this is a matter about which the ‘ulama have spoken with great care and

the ordinary worshipper has often been handed something coarse.

What is the Kursi. The reports from the Companions describe it as the footstool,
and the ‘Arsh, the Throne, as the greater thing. Ibn ‘Abbas luze fu\ 2 Is repor-
ted to have said that the Kursi is the place of the two feet, and that the ‘Arsh,
nobody can estimate its size.!* And he is reported to have given the comparison
which has stayed in the memory of this Ummah ever since: that the seven heavens
and the seven earths, next to the Kursi, are no more than a ring thrown down in

an open desert, and that the ‘Arsh above the Kursi is as the desert is to the ring.!!

The reader should hold two things together here. The first is that this is a real
thing and not a figure of speech, and the Salaf affirmed it as it came without
asking how. The second is that when we affirm it we affirm it of a Lord who is not
like His creation, so the Kursi is not furniture and the extending is not a matter of
measurement. We say what was said and we stop where they stopped, and the
man who tries to picture it has already gone further than the ‘ulama’ went. What
the clause is actually telling us is plain enough to preach: everything you can see,
and everything the telescopes can see, and everything behind that, is a ring in a

desert.
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Their Keeping Does Not Weary Him

Wa la ya’udubi hifgubuma. The word yaidubi is uncommon in the Qur'an
and it means to burden, to press down upon, to tire out. Their keeping does not

press upon Him.

The clause tells us something the previous ones did not. It is one thing to be told
that He holds all of it. It is another to be told what it costs Him, and the answer is
that it costs Him nothing. And the reader who has followed the ayah from the
beginning will see that this is the same idea he met at the second clause. Sleep does
not take Him and the keeping does not weary Him, and between those two
sentences the whole of creation has been named and owned and known and
covered by a Kursi which the heavens are a ring inside. The one who does all of

that is not tired at the end of it.

The Shape of It

Read the clauses as a series and the symmetry is hard to miss. The first and the last
speak of His oneness and His greatness: Allabu la ilaba illa huwa'l-Hayyu'l-
Qayyam, and wa huwa'l-‘Aliyyn'l-‘Azim. The second and the eighth speak of
what does not touch Him, the sleep at one end and the weariness at the other.
The third and the seventh speak of dominion, what is in the heavens and the
earth belongs to Him, and His Kursi extends over the heavens and the earth. The
fourth and the sixth speak of permission and of the limits set on what any
creature may do or know, the intercession which needs His leave and the
knowledge which is not encompassed except as He wills. And the fifth clause
stands alone in the centre, which is the clause about His knowing what is before
them and what is behind them, so that the whole of the human relation to Allah
3% is set down inside His awareness, with the clauses folding outward from it in

pairs.!?

I do not press the point further than it will go, and a reader who does not see it
has not lost anything. But the dyah of the Throne is a piece of divine speech in
which the theology, the language, and the order of the clauses are doing the same
work, and the man who recites it after every prayer for forty years and has never

been shown the shape of it has been short-changed.
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The Virtues of the Ayah of the Throne

More has been narrated about the virtue of this dyah than about any other single
ayah in the Qur'in, and some of what is narrated is firmer than the rest. The
reader is entitled to both facts. What follows sets out the well-known reports with
the grading indicated, because a man who is told that everything he has heard is

authentic will eventually find out that it is not, and will then distrust the sound

reports along with the rest.

‘What is reported

Protection from the shayatin through the night
for the one who recites it on going to bed

That it is the greatest ayah in the Book of Allah

That nothing stands between the one who
recites it after every obligatory prayer and his
entry into the Garden except that he dies

The recitation of it in a house, and the fleeing of
Shaytan from that house

Its recitation on setting out, and safety on a
journey

Its use where a jinn is present

Increase in provision for the one who recites it

Three observations on the table.!3

The first is that the two strongest reports are also the two greatest claims. That it
is the greatest ayah in the Book of Allih is in Muslim. That the one who recites it
at night has a guard from Allah 32 upon him until morning and no devil comes

near him is in Bukhari. A man who recited it for these two alone and ignored the

rest of the table would have lost nothing.
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Where it is found

Bukhairi, no. 2311

Muslim, no. 810

al-Nasa’1, al-Sunan al-Kubra, no.
9848, and Amal al-Yawm wa'l-
Layla; graded sahih by some and
disputed by others

Reported by Ahmad and others in
wordings of varying strength

al-Tabarani, al-Mu jam al-Awsat;
weak

Drawn from the report of Aba
Hurayra ¢ & 4>, at Bukhari, no.
2311, and by inference from it

Cited from al-Bayhaqj; the chains
are weak and the ‘ulama’ did not
build on it



The second is that the weak reports are weak and should be said to be weak, and
that saying so takes nothing away. The ‘ulama’ permitted the narration of a weak
report in the encouragement of a good deed under conditions, and the reciting of
the dyah of the Throne on a journey is a good deed on other grounds anyway.
What is not permitted is to hand a man a weak report as though the Prophet £§
had certainly said it.

The third is about the report on reciting it after every prayer. This one has been
argued over for a long time. Ibn Hibban and others graded it sound and it has
been acted on by this Ummah for centuries, and a body of the muhaddithan have
criticised its chain. My own practice, and the practice I would recommend, is to
recite it after every prayer and to know that the report which promises the
Garden for it is contested. The deed is not made doubtful by the doubt about the
report, because the deed is the recitation of the greatest ayah in the Book of Allah

3%, and no man ever needed a promise attached to that.

The Man Who Came Three Nights

The Bukhari report which stands behind the first line of the table is worth telling
in full, because it is one of the strangest things in the Sahih and because of the

sentence it ends on.'*

Abu Hurayra 4¢ M 2, was put in charge of the sadaga of Ramadan by the
Messenger of Allah @j Someone came in the night and began scooping up
handfuls of the food. Aba Hurayra 4= &) 2 seized him and said, by Allah, I
will take you to the Messenger of Allah %.nThe man said, I am in need, and I

have dependants, and my need is severe. So he let him go.

In the morning the Prophet %€ asked him, what did your captive do last night.
He said, O Messenger of Allah, he complained of need and of many dependants,
so I pitied him and let him go. The Prophet L€ said, he lied to you, and he will be
back.

He came back. Aba Hurayra «& &) 2 caught him again, and the man made
the same plea and promised not to reEurn, and was released again, and the next
morning the Prophet L€ said the same words: he lied to you, and he will be back.
He came a third night. This time Aba Hurayra 4 & 2 said, this is the third
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time, and you promise not to return and then you come. The man said, let me go
and I will teach you some words by which Allih will benefit you. He said, what
are they. He said:

S N R Y
When you go to your bed, recite the dyah of the Throne, 2\ o N\ A\ N "4\
s b 7 I

¢ 5\, until you finish the ayah. A guard from Allab will not cease to be over

you, and no devil will come near you until morning.

So he let him go, and in the morning the Prophet Le asked again, and Aba
Hurayra «¢ &) 2 told him what the man had taught. The Prophet LE said:
PPN I T AT I I B e P A I V-
Sa LI JU &N die CLE ol cos® ay o 5 4] Lol
oz 13

He bas told you the truth, and be is an inveterate liar. Do you know who you
have been speaking to these three nights, Abi Hurayra? That was a devil.

Take the report apart and there is a great deal in it.

Notice first that Aba Hurayra <= & 2, was fooled three times, and that the
narrator of the story is Aba Hurayra <o 4l 2 He told it against himself. That
is the standard of honesty by which this Ummah received its religion, and it is
worth thinking about the next time somebody suggests these men shaped the

reports to suit themselves.

Notice second what the Prophet ¥ did. He knew from the first morning who
the man was. He did not say so. He let his Companion go back and be fooled
twice more, because there was something the Companion had to be taught, and it

could not be taught by telling.

Notice third the sentence: sadagaka wa huwa kadhib, he told you the truth and
he is an inveterate liar. The word is not kadbib, a liar, it is kadhuab, the form which
makes it his trade. The truth of a statement does not depend on the character of
the mouth it comes out of. Our Prophet LE confirmed a piece of knowledge

because it was true, and named its source a devil in the same sentence.

And notice last the thing which ought to sit with the reader longest. Shaytin
knew the value of the dyah of the Throne. He knew it well enough to pay with i,

three nights running, to buy his way out of trouble. He knew what it was worth
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and he used it as currency, and there are Muslims who have the Qur'an in the
house and have never learned it. The enemy has better information about the

weapon than the army does.
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There Is No Compulsion in the Religion
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There is no compulsion in the religion. Right guidance has become clear from
error. So whoever rejects false gods and believes in Allah has taken hold of the
firmest bandhold, which does not break. And Allah is Hearing, Knowing.

al-Baqara 2:256

The ayah before this one described the Lord of the worlds, and this one says that
nobody is to be forced to acknowledge Him. The order matters. If the ayah of the
Throne had been followed by a command to compel, a reader could have said that
the greatness was the argument for the compulsion. Instead the greatness is stated
and then the door is left open, and the reader is told to walk through it himself or

not.

La ikriba fi'd-din. Four words, and they are among the most quoted in the
Qur'an, and they are quoted by people who want them to mean more than they

mean and by people who want them to mean less.

Why There Is No Point in It

Begin with the reason the ayah itself gives, because it gives one. Qad tabayyana'r-
rushdu mina'l-ghayy, right guidance has become clear from error. The compul-
sion is pointless because the case has been made. When a thing is plain, the man
who does not accept it is not suftering from a shortage of pressure, and applying

pressure will not fix what is actually wrong with him.

The mufassiran put it in terms of the heart. Whoever Allah Mz guides to Islam,
and opens his chest to it, and gives light to his sight, enters it on certainty. And
whoever has been blinded by Allah 32, and had his hearing and his heart sealed,
will not be helped into it by force. You may make a man say the words. You
cannot make him mean them, and the words without the meaning are worth

nothing at all, and they are worse than nothing, because now you have a man in
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the congregation who does not believe and knows he does not, and this sara
opened with three sets of people, and the third and longest of them was exactly

that man.

So the religion cannot be compelled, and this is a statement about the nature of
the thing before it is a statement about policy. Belief is an act of a heart, and

hearts are not reachable by hands.

The Firmest Handhold

Then the ayah says what accepting it looks like, and it puts the two halves in an
order which people reverse. Fa man yakfur bi't-taghiti wa yu’min bi'llah: who-
ever rejects false gods, and believes in Allah. The rejection comes first. It is the
same order as the kalima itself, where the negation precedes the affirmation, and it

is the order of a man clearing the ground before he builds.

Taghar is from tughyan, overstepping, and the mufassirin give it a wide field:
Shaytan, the idol, the soothsayer, the tyrant, anything at all which is obeyed in
place of Allah 32 and is content to be. The word is left broad on purpose, because
the false god of one generation does not look like the false god of the last one, and
a man who has only been taught to reject a statue will not notice what he is

actually kneeling to.

And the reward for the rejecting and the believing is an image: fa gadi'stamsaka
bi'l-urwati'l-wuthqa, la'nfisdma laha, he has taken hold of the firmest handhold,
which does not break. Urwa is the loop or the handle by which a thing is carried,
and wuthqa is the most reliable of them. The mufassiran have said the handhold
is the religion itself, and have said it is the Qur'an, and have said it is the kalima,
and there is no need to choose. What the reader should notice is the passive in
la'nfisama laha, there is no breaking of it. The rope does not fail. It is not going
to snap in your hand while you are holding it. Which means that when a man

falls, the failure was in his grip, and the Qur'an has told him in advance where to

look.

Then wa llabu Sami‘un ‘Alim, and Allah is Hearing, Knowing. Placed at the end
of an ayah about compulsion, the two names are doing exact work. Hearing, for
the words a man is made to say. Knowing, for what he actually held while he said

them.
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The Handle in the Dream

The Sahihayn preserve a report about this very word, and it should be told here."

Qays ibn ‘Ubad said: I was in the masjid when a man came in whose face showed
humility, and he prayed two rak‘as which were modest in length. The people said,
this is a man of the people of the Garden. When he left I followed him until he
entered his house, and I went in after him and spoke with him, and when he was
at his ease I said, when you came into the masjid the people said such and such

about you.

He said, subhanallah, no man should say what he has no knowledge of. I will tell
you why they said it. I saw a vision in the time of the Messenger of Allah £ and I
told him of it. I saw that I was in a green garden, and he described the plants of it
and its spaciousness, and in the middle of the garden was a pillar of iron fixed in
the earth, and its top reached the sky, and at the top there was a handle. I was told,
climb it. I said, I cannot. Then a helper came and lifted my robe from behind and
said, climb. So I climbed until I took hold of the handle, and he said to me, hold
fast to the handle. And I woke, and the handle was in my hand. I came to the
Messenger of Allah £€ and told him, and he said:

B AU, cpmm Jjw J,Mx\ u\, @m?\ 1;};; iop ) Ul
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As for the garden, it is the garden of Islam. As for the pillar, it is the pillar of
Islam. As for the bandle, it is the firmest handhold. You are upon Islam until
you die.

The man was ‘Abdullah ibn Salim «e 4| ?> Who had been a scholar of the
Jews of Madinah before he came to this reliéion, and who therefore knew better
than most what it costs a man to take hold of the handle. Two details of the
dream repay attention. He could not climb it on his own and said so, and a helper
came and lifted him. And when he woke the handle was still in his hand, which is
the whole of the yah in one image: the holding is a thing you go on doing after

you have woken up.
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Was It Spread by the Sword?

No serious treatment of this dyah can avoid the charge, and the ordinary
worshipper is asked about it more often than he is asked about the ayah of the
Throne. He is usually asked by somebody who is not really asking. He should still

know the answer.

The claim is that Islim was spread by force, and that /4 kraha fi'd-din is either
abrogated or was never meant. I want to answer it from the inside of the religion
rather than from the history books, because the history is contested and the

reasoning is not.

Start with what compulsion would achieve. Islim is a matter of the heart, and a
heart cannot be reached with a weapon, and the man who says the words at the
point of a sword has not entered anything. He is a munafiq, and the Qur'an has
more to say against the munafiq than against the open disbeliever, and it says it in
this very sara, at length, in the third paragraph of it. A religion which was
interested in numbers could compel. A religion which opens its longest sara by
dividing mankind into the believer, the disbeliever, and the man who says he
believes and does not, and then spends thirteen ayahs on the third, cannot

possibly be interested in producing more of him.

Then look at the law. Under an Islamic order the non-Muslim who does not
accept the religion pays the jizya and is left to it, and his churches stand and his
synagogues stand, and the Qur'an said so in Strat al-Hajj, which I discussed at the
end of the last volume. If the aim were conversion, the jizya is an odd instrument,
because it produces revenue from people who have declined and gives the state a
material interest in their declining. A conquering religion that wanted converts
would not have invented a tax which is only payable by those who refuse to con-

vert.

Then the peace. The Qur'an instructs the Muslims that if the other side inclines
to peace, they are to incline to it and rely on Allah #&. That is 2 command, and it
is not conditional on how the campaign has been going. An expansionist doctrine

does not write an obligation to accept a ceasefire into its scripture.

Then the refuge. A non-Muslim could take protection with a Muslim, and the
protection given by the least of them bound the whole of them, and even the
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sanctuary given by a woman was binding, which the Prophet e affirmed on the
day of the conquest of Makkah. And the non-combatant was not a target. The
prohibitions on killing the woman, the child, the old man, the hired labourer,
and the man in his cell, are in the hadith literature and were the operative law of
every army that fought under this banner, and where they were broken they were

broken against the law and not by it.

What remains is the harder part of the argument, and it should be conceded
rather than hidden, because the honest reader will find it anyway. Islaim does
permit fighting, and it permits it for reasons which include the pre-emptive and
the punitive, and the Muslim who pretends otherwise is not defending his
religion, he is embarrassed by it. The point is that this is the common property of
every political order which has ever existed. Israel struck the reactor at Osirak in
1981 and called it pre-emption. Iraq was invaded in 2003 on a claim about
weapons which were not there. The United States struck Iran a few weeks before
these words were written, on a claim about a nuclear capability. Every one of
those was defended in the language of necessity by the state which did it, and the
states which did them are not accused of spreading a religion by the sword. What
is being demanded of Islim is not that it renounce force. It is that it be the only
system in human history which has ever done so, and the demand is not made in

good faith, and it does not need to be met.

So the answer to the question, put briefly for the man who has to give it briefly:
the religion permits fighting, for reasons which every state on earth also uses, and
it forbids compelling belief, which is what the charge actually alleges, and it
forbids it in the ayah which follows the greatest ayah in the Book. Whoever wants

the long answer should read the sara.
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Allah Is the Protector of Those Who Believe
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Allab is the Protector of those who believe. He brings them out of the darknesses
into the light. And those who disbelieve, their protectors are the false gods. They
bring them out of the light into the darknesses. Those are the companions of the

Fire. They will remain in it forever.

al-Baqara 2:257

The ayah before named the two things a man does, the rejecting of the taghat and
the believing in Allah $Z, and this ayah tells him what each of the two gets him. It

is built as a mirror, clause against clause, and the reader should read it that way.

Wali

Allahu waliyyu'lladbina dmani. The word wali is one of those Arabic words
which arrives in English in pieces. It is the protector, the guardian, the friend, the
one who is near. The root carries the sense of closeness with nothing in between,
so a wali is one who stands so close to you that there is no gap, and who is there in

the best of it and the worst of it and does not leave.

The family of the word runs through the law and the reader will meet it every-
where. Wildya is the guardianship, the authority. Mawli means the patron and
the client and the master and the freed slave, and which of them it means depends
on where it stands. And the Qur'an uses the plural of it for the believers with one
another:
of s 0f 083 o S o oSoor - S oSour
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And the believing men and the believing women are the protectors of one

anotbher.
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And the fuqaha’ use it in the marriage contract, on the strength of the hadith N
LL >3 Y\ CK' there is no marriage except with a guardian.'® So when the ayah says

that Allah 3Z is the wali of those who believe, it is saying all of it at once. He is
their protector and their guardian and the one near to them with nothing in

between, and the man who has that has no need of a patron anywhere else.

Out of the Darknesses Into the Light

Yukbrijubum minas-gulumati ila n-nar, He brings them out of the darknesses
into the light. Every reader of the Qur'an should notice the number. The
darknesses are plural and the light is singular, and the Qur'an is consistent about

this from one end to the other. It never once says the lights.

Error has no limit to its forms. There is the darkness of shirk and the darkness of
doubt and the darkness of desire and the darkness of a man who knows and does
not act, and they multiply, and a man can spend a life going from one to another
and think he is making progress. Guidance has one form. Sarat al-An%m says it in
as many words:

al ke

s oS P /)w.p; S & s S S Gor 7 s oo GRe

’—MJSOJ‘LAMHNYJ aﬂbwhﬁbfﬁ\.ﬁ.ﬁdb

s S o B G 2N a@ o e}/
Gy SO ea 4 Sooy U3

-

And this is My path, straight, so follow it. And do not follow the ways, for they
will separate you from His way. That is what He bas enjoined upon you, that

you may be conscious of Him.

His path, singular, and the ways, plural, and the following of the plural scatters

you off the single one.

The Mirror
Then the other side. Wa'lladhina kafari awliya’ubumu 't-taghiut. Notice that

their protectors are plural where His protection was one, because a man who
leaves the one has not thereby become free, he has acquired a committee. And
notice the direction of travel: yukbrijinabum mina'n-niri ila’s-gulumat, they

bring them out of the light into the darknesses.

The reader should stop at that clause, because it says something about the

original condition of every human being. They are brought out of the light. There
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is light there to begin with. Every child is born on the fitra, and the taking of him
out of it is a work which somebody has to do, and the ayah names who does it.

Disbelief is not the natural state which belief is added to. It is a removal.

Uld’ika ashabu 'n-nar, bum fiha kbalidin. Those are the companions of the Fire,
remaining in it forever. The permanence of the punishment answers to the
permanence of the choice. A man who would have gone on rejecting forever, had
he been given forever, is dealt with according to what he was, and the ‘ulama’ have
long made this point about the eternity of the Fire for those who die on disbelief.

The sentence matches the intention and not merely the years.

Where the Ayah Sits

It is worth naming the shape of this stretch before we go on. The ayah of the
Throne stated the sovereignty. The ayah after it removed compulsion from the
religion. This ayah states what happens to the man who accepts and the man who
refuses, and names the agent in each case. And the ayah which follows, as the
reader is about to see, gives a worked example of both, in the person of a Prophet
C)L.J\ ale whom Allah 3z brought into the light and a king who was taken out of

it, standing in the same room, having the same argument.
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The One Who Argued With Ibrihim About His Lord
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Have you not seen the one who argued with Ibvabim about bis Lord, becanse
Allab bad given him kingship? When Ibribim said, my Lord is the one who
gives life and causes death, be said, I give life and I cause death. 1bviabim said,
then Allab brings the sun from the east, so bring it from the west. And the one
who disbelieved was struck dumb. And Allah does not guide the wrongdoing
people.
al-Baqara 2:258

The previous ayah said that Allah R brings the believers out of the darknesses
into the light and that the taghat takes the disbelievers out of the light into the

darknesses. Here are the two of them in a room.

Alam tara, have you not seen. The Qur'an is addressing the Prophet 5 and
through him the reader, and the man is not named. The mufassiran say he was
Namrad, and that he was from the line of Nith (‘M\ aJe, which is a detail worth
pausing on before it is passed over. The tyrant who told Ibrahim ¢l 4e thathe
gives life and death was descended from a Prophet P?\..J\ 4de. Ancestry saves
nobody, and this stira has been saying so since the Children of IsrZ’l were told, in
the second Juz’, that being the seed of a Prophet r‘)L.J\ 4c earns you exactly noth-

ing.

Mujihid is reported to have said that four kings ruled the east and the west of the
world, two of them believers and two disbelievers. The two believers were

Sulayman ibn Dawad 3l Lile and Dhu'l-Qarnayn, and the two disbelievers

were Namriid and Bukhtnassar.!”
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Because Allah Had Given Him Kingship

Read the clause carefully because it is easy to read past. An atabu llabu'l-mulk,
because Allah had given him the kingship. The kingship was a gift from Allah 3&,

and the man used the gift as the reason for arguing about the giver.

That is the mechanism of the thing, and it has not changed in four thousand
years. A man is given something, and the having of it persuades him that he is the
sort of person who has things by right, and from there it is a short walk to arguing
with the one who handed it to him. The Qur'an does not say he argued in spite of
the kingship. It says he argued because of it.

The First Argument and the Cheat

Ibrahim CM\ 4l opens with the plainest statement available to him: 726-
biya'lladhi yubyi wa yumit, my Lord is the one who gives life and causes death.

He picks the attribute no man has ever had.

And the king says, and ubyi wa umit, 1 give life and cause death, and the
mufassiran tell us what he did next. He had two men brought who were under
sentence of death. He ordered one to be executed and it was done. He ordered the

other to be released and it was done. There, he said. I gave life and I caused death.

It is a swindle and everybody in the room knew it. He had not given life to the
man he released, he had merely declined to take it. But look at what he had that
Ibrahim C-BL.J\ 4Je did not: he had a demonstration, in front of a crowd, involving
real men, and it happened while they watched. Ibrahim pu\ 4Je could have
taken the argument apart on the meaning of 7y4’, and the ‘ulamZ’ note that he
would have been right to, and that a debate about definitions in front of a court

which belongs to your opponent is a debate you have already lost.

So Bring It From the West

So he moved. Fa inna'llaha ya'ti bi'sh-shamsi mina'l-mashrigi fa'ti biba mina'l-
maghrib. Allih brings the sun from the east, so bring it from the west.

Everything about the choice is deliberate. He went to a place where the tricks do
not work. A man may create an illusion on the earth, and he may bring two

prisoners and dress the killing of one as the sparing of the other, and he may do it

in a hall he controls with an audience he has paid. Nobody has ever created an
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illusion in the sky. The sun is not in the room. It cannot be brought in and shown
to the crowd and manipulated, and the man in the chair has no access to it

whatsoever, and neither does anyone else.

And the beauty of it is that Ibrahim <-5L.J\ e did not abandon his first argu-
ment, he extended it. The one who owns the giving of life is the one who owns
the running of the world, and if you claim the first, take the second. It is the same

claim. You said you have the power. Here is the power. Use it.

Fa bubita'lladhi kafar. And the one who disbelieved was struck dumb. The word
is exact and it is not the word for defeated. Bubita is the state of a man whose
mouth is open and nothing is coming out of it. He had no answer, and he did not

have a false answer either, and the Qur'an leaves him standing there.

Two Things to Take From It
The first is about arguing. Ibrahim (»M\ 4Je did not raise his voice and he did

not repeat himself and he did not answer the cheat on the cheat's terms. He
changed the ground to somewhere the other man could not follow, and he did it
in one sentence, and then he stopped talking. There is a whole manual of da'wa in

that.

The second is that the sun coming from the west is not an idle example. It is going
to happen. The Prophet £ told us that the rising of the sun from its place of
setting is among the great signs, and that when it comes, belief will no longer
benefit a soul that did not believe before. So the challenge which Ibrahim 4Je
PLJ\ threw at a king who could not meet it will one day be met, by the one to
whom it always belonged, and on that morning the argument will be over for

everybody.

Wa'llahu la yahdi'l-qawma g-zalimin, and Allih does not guide the wrongdoing
people. He had the proof in front of him and it did not move him. The man had
been given the kingship and the argument and the silence, and he was not guided,

because guidance was not what he was looking for.
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Or Like the One Who Passed by a Town
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Or like the one who passed by a town, and it had collapsed upon its roofs. He
said, how will Allab give life to this after its death? So Allab caused him to die
for a bundred years, then raised him. He said, how long did you remain? He

said, I remained a day, or part of a day. He said, rather, you remained a
bundred years. Look at your food and your drink, it bas not spoiled. And look at
your donkey. And so that We may make you a sign for the people. And look at
the bones, how We raise them up, then clothe them with flesh. So when it became
clear to bim, be said, I know that Allah is over all things Powerful.

al-Baqara 2:259

Aw ka'lladbi, or like the one. The aw joins this to the ayah before it, so the
Qur'an is giving a second example of the same subject, and the reader should hold
the two together. The first was a man who denied the giving of life and was
silenced. This one is a man who did not deny it and wondered about it, and was

answered in a manner nobody would have chosen for himself.

The mufassiran have discussed who he was and most of them name ‘Uzayr 4
<-‘>U\, and the town is Bayt al-Maqdis after Bukhtnassar had destroyed it, and the
reader will notice that Bukhtnassar was one of the two disbelieving kings named
in the previous chapter, so the wreckage this man is standing in was made by the

successor of the man Ibrihim (OLJ\ aJe silenced.!®
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How Will Allah Give Life to This

He is standing in a ruin. Kbhawiyatun ‘ald ‘urishiba, fallen in upon its own roofs,
which is a precise image of a collapsed building: the roof has come down and the
walls have come down on top of the roof, so the roof is underneath. He looks at it
and says, annd yuhyi hadhibi'llabu ba‘da mawtiba, how will Allah give life to this
after its death.

The ‘ulama” have divided over how to read the question. If he were denying, he
would not be a Prophet <-BLJ\ 4Je, and most read the anna as a question about
the manner rather than a rejection of the fact. He is a man looking at a dead city
and asking, in the way a believer asks, how on earth is this going to be put back.

He believed it would. He could not see it from where he stood.

A Hundred Years

So Allah 3£ caused him to die for a hundred years and then raised him, and the
questioning begins. Kam labitht, how long did you remain. He said, a day, or part
of a day. And the correction: bal labithta mi‘ata %m, rather, you remained a

hundred years.
Then the evidence is produced in an order which repays attention.

Fa'ngur ila ta‘amika wa sharabika lam yatasannab, look at your food and your
drink, it has not spoiled. A century has gone by and the food is as it was. If the
man had been asked to believe he had slept a day, the food would have proved it.
Instead the food proves the opposite of what it appears to prove, because the

point is that Allih Yz holds a thing out of time when He wishes.

Wa'nzur ila bimdrik, and look at your donkey. And the donkey is bones. The
same century which left the bread untouched has reduced the animal to a
skeleton, and both of those happened in the same hundred years, in the same
place, at the same time. Whatever a man thinks he knows about how decay works,

here are two objects lying next to each other, and one of them has been exempted.

Wa li najalaka dyatan li'n-nds, and so that We may make you a sign for the
people. This clause interrupts, and it is telling him what the whole business was
for. He is not being given a private demonstration. He is going to walk back into
a city and be a sign, a man who left it a hundred years ago and is standing here at

the age he left at, and the mufassiran tell us the city was rebuilt some seventy
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years after he died and its people had increased and the Children of IsrZ’il had

come back to it, so he walked into a living city he had last seen in rubble.?

Then the last of it: wa ngur ila'l-izami kayfa nunshizuba thumma naksiha
labma, and look at the bones, how We raise them up, then clothe them with flesh.
He watched it. The donkey was reassembled in front of him, the bones lifting and
joining and then being dressed in flesh, and the question he had asked over the

ruined town was answered with an animal.

Ibn Kathir relates from the reports that when Allah 3% raised him, the first thing
raised was his eyes, so that he could watch the rest of his own body being brought
back.?’ I do not press the report beyond what it is, and it is worth telling for what
it says about the manner of the teaching. The man asked how. He was not given a
lecture on how. He was made to watch it happen to his donkey and, if the report

is taken, to himself.

I Know

Fa lammda tabayyana labi qila alamu anna'lliba ‘ald kulli shay’in qadir.

When it became clear to him, he said, I know that Allih is over all things Power-

ful.

He does not say, now I believe. He says a Yamu, I know. What he had before was
belief and what he has now is sight, and the man who has seen a thing does not
say the same sentence afterwards that he said before. This is what he asked for
without asking for it, and the reader should notice the price of it. He was dead for
a hundred years to get one question answered, and Allah 3£ gave it to him, and
the giving of it cost him a century of his life which he did not feel go past. There is
a kind of certainty which is only available on those terms, and most of us are not
going to be offered it, and the Qur'an has put this man's face on the page so that

we can have his answer without his hundred years.
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My Lord, Show Me How You Give Life to the Dead
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And when Ibrabim said, my Lord, show me how You give life to the dead. He
said, do you not believe? He said, of course, but so that my beart may be at rest.
He said, then take four of the birds and draw them to yourself; then put a
portion of them on every mountain, then call them, they will come to you in
haste. And know that Allab is Mighty, Wise.

al-Baqara 2:260

L YOS

The third of the three, and it completes the set. A man who denied the giving of
life was silenced. A man who wondered at it was shown it in his own body. And

now a Prophet (aM\ 4Je who believed it entirely asks to see it, and is not refused.

This is the same Ibrahim pu\ 4Jc from two dyahs ago, and the Qur'an has put
him on both sides of the passage on purpose. He stood in front of a king and
staked everything on rabbiya lladhi yubyi wa yumit, my Lord is the one who gives
life and causes death, and he said it with total conviction, and then his curiosity
got the better of him and he asked to watch. And Allah 3 does not criticise him
for it.

Do You Not Believe?

Qdla awalam tw’min. He said, do you not believe. The question stings on a first
reading and it is not meant to. Ibrahim (-Z‘LJ\ 4Jc's answer comes back instantly:

bala, of course, wa lakin li yatma’inna qalbi, but so that my heart may be at rest.

The ‘ulama’ say that the question was asked in order to produce the answer. Allah
32 knew what was in the heart of His kbalil. The question was put so that
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Ibrahim VM\ &l would say bala out loud, and it would be written, and every
man who ever came after and wondered whether wanting to see is a failure of
faith would have the answer in the mouth of Ibrahim PLJ\ 4Je and the silence of
Allah ¥£ after it. It closes the mouths of the people who would have used the

request against him.

Which is where the hadith belongs, the one every reader of this ayah eventually
meets. The Prophet L€ said:
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We bave more right to doubt than Ibrabim, when be said, my Lord, show me
how You give life to the dead.

The ‘ulama’ read this as its speaker meant it, which is a denial by way of conces-
sion.?! If what Ibrahim <->L.J\ aJe asked were doubt, then we would be the ones
with a claim to it and not him, and since nobody imagines the Prophet ££ doubt-
ing, nobody should imagine it of Ibrahim C-M\ 4le either. It is a defence of
Ibrihim pu\ 4Je in the form of a self-deprecation, which is a manner of

speaking our Prophet £ used more than once.

And the substance of it is this. The question was never whether. The question was
how. He asked kayfa, and the word is right there in the ayah. It is the same
distinction as the Companions asking about the Hour, who never doubted that it
was coming and wanted to know when. A man who asks how a thing works has

already accepted that it works.

Four Birds

Fa kbudb arba‘atan mina't-tayri fa surbunna ilayk. Take four of the birds and
draw them to you. The species are not named, and the reports name them, and
none of it is essential. Surbunna ilayk carries the sense of drawing them close and
making them familiar with you, so that he would know them, and the mufassiran
say he was to cut them up and mix the parts together thoroughly, so that no piece

could be traced to the bird it came from.??

Then a portion on every mountain, and then the call. And the promise: ya tinaka
sa‘yd, they will come to you in haste. The word sz is running, and it is the word

used of the rushing between $afi and Marwa. They will come running.
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Consider what the running is for. Allah 3% could have had them appear at his
side, assembled, in an instant. That would have answered the question of whether
and left the question of how exactly where it was. Instead the parts come oft the
mountains and the birds are assembled and then they run to him, in his sightline,
across open ground, and he watches every yard of it. He asked to see how. He was

made to see it happen at a speed his eye could follow.

The Most Hopeful Ayah
Ibn ‘Abbis lae I 2 is reported to have said that the ayah in the Qur'an

which offers the most hope is this one.?® That is a large claim about an ayah

concerning birds, and the reason he gave is worth having.

Allah 3z asked him, do you not believe. And Ibrahim C-M\ 4Je said one word:
bala, yes. And Allah RS accepted it. No proof was demanded of him, no defence

of his record, no accounting for the request. He said yes and it was taken.

And Ibn ‘Abbas Lz &) 2 is understood to have meant this for the thoughts
which attack a believer's heart, the things Shaytan throws at a man in the middle
of his prayer which horrify him and which he would never say aloud. The dyah
says that when Allah 3z asks a man whether he believes, and the man says yes, that
is the end of the matter. The reader will find this again at the close of the sura,
where the Companions were terrified of being reckoned for what passed through
them, and were told what they were and were not answerable for. Ibrahim 4l
¢>L.J\ said bala, and it was enough, and the man reciting this in his kitchen may

say it too.
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Like a Grain Which Grew Seven Ears
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The likeness of those who spend their wealth in the way of Allab is as the likeness
of a grain which grew seven ears, in every ear a hundred grains. And Allah
maultiplies for whom He wills. And Allah is All-Encompassing, Knowing.

al-Baqara 2:261

Here the stra opens the purse, and it does not close it again for twenty ayahs.
This is the longest sustained passage on the giving of money anywhere in the
Qur'an, and the reader who works through it will notice that it spends far more

of its length on the heart of the giver than on the sum he gives.

It begins with arithmetic. One grain, seven ears, a hundred grains in each ear.
Seven hundred, and the dyah has not finished, because wa labu yudaifu Ii man
yasha’, and Allah multiplies for whom He wills, so seven hundred is the floor and

not the ceiling.

Why a Seed

The Qur'an could have said that Allah ¥ returns your money seven hundred

times over. It chose an image, and the choice of image is the tafsir.

Take the seed itself first. A grain of wheat is a soft thing you could crush between
two fingers, and it comes up through packed earth. Nothing about it looks
capable of that. Every farmer who has ever lived has watched it happen and none

of them has ever manufactured one.

Then take what a farmer does with a seed. He does not eat it. He takes the best of
what he has and throws it into the dirt and walks away, and to a man who has
never farmed this looks like waste, and it looks like waste right up until the point

where it is the only reason anybody eats at all. That is zakih. You take good
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money out of your hand and you put it somewhere you cannot see it, and it

disappears, and everything about the transaction resembles a loss.

Then take the conditions. Every farmer knows that the yield is not a fixed
function of the seed. It depends on the land and whether it is clean, and on the
water and whether it is fresh, and on the quality of the seed itself, and on whether
the man came back and tended it or left it to whatever happened. Which is exactly
the doctrine on charity, and it is why the ayah says /7 man yasha’, for whom He
wills, rather than naming a rate. The ‘ulam’ list the factors: the purity of the
wealth it came from, the eagerness of the man giving it, his sincerity, his hope in
the reward, the avenue he chose, and the need of the one who received it.?* Two
men give a hundred pounds on the same night to the same fund, and there is no

reason on earth to think the two hundred pounds are worth the same.

Fi Sabilillah

A word about f7 sabilillah, in the way of Allah, because the phrase is sometimes
narrowed to jihad and it is not narrow here. The mufassirin take the ayah
generally, and the reward is for spending in the way of Allah ¥ in whatever the
way of Allah 3z consists of, and the passage which follows will name the poor and
the restrained and the man too proud to ask, and the reader should not let

anybody shrink the phrase on him.

Ahmad records that a man gave a camel in the way of Allah 3z with its bridle still
on it, and the Messenger of Allih LE said:
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You will certainly come on the Day of Resurrection with seven hundred she-

camels, bridled.

The reader should notice that the bridle came back too.” The multiplication is
not approximate. It reproduced the detail of what he gave, down to the strap on

its head, seven hundred times.

Sanabil and Sunbulat

One point of language which the men who read the Qur'an closely have noticed.
The word for the ears of corn here is sanabil. In Sara Yasuf, where the king

dreams of seven green ears, the word is sunbulat. Arabic has plurals of paucity and
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plurals of abundance, and sunbulat belongs to the smaller and sanabil to the lar-
ger. The dream of a king about the harvest of a country uses the lesser plural, and
the giving of a Muslim in the way of Allah ¥& uses the greater. That is the

Qur'an's estimate of the relative size of the two harvests.
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Then They Do Not Follow It With Reproach
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Those who spend their wealth in the way of Allab, then do not follow what they
spent with reproach or with burt, they have their reward with their Lord, and

there is no fear upon them, nor shall they grieve.

al-Baqara 2:262

The previous ayah promised seven hundred. This one attaches the condition, and

the condition is not about the money.

Thumma ld yutbi‘ina ma anfaqi mannan wa la adba. Then they do not follow
what they spent with mann or with adha. Two words, and this is the adab of

giving in the space of two words.

Mann is the reminding of the favour. It is the man saying, after the fact, look
what I did for you. And notice that it comes first, and the ‘ulama” have said it
comes first because it is the commoner disease. It is easier to be generous than to
be quiet about it afterwards. Every masjid has a plaque and every appeal has a top
table, and the man who wrote the largest cheque has a way of finding his way
onto the committee, and none of that is a foreign import. It is mann, and it is in

this dyah, and it was in the Ummah before we had committees.

Adba is the hurt. It is speaking badly to the one who took it, or cursing him for
having taken it, or making him work for what was given as a gift, or bringing it up
in front of others, or any of the hundred ways a man can be made to pay in

dignity for what he received in cash.

And the Prophet L€ said:
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Three whom Allah will not speak to on the Day of Resurrection, nor look at,
nor purify, and they shall have a painful punishment: the one who reproaches
with what he gave, the one who lets bis lower garment trail, and the one who
sells bis goods with a false oath.

The one who reproaches with what he gave is in the same sentence as the man
who swears falsely to make a sale.?® He gave the money. He is in this list because

of what he said afterwards.

Labum ajrubum ‘inda rabbibim, they have their reward with their Lord. The
reward is 9nda rabbibim, kept with Him, which is the answer to what the mann
is looking for. A man reminds people of his generosity because he wants
something for it here. The ayah tells him his account is held elsewhere, and that

the withdrawals he is making in this world are coming out of it.

Wa ld kbawfun alaybim wa la hum yabzanin, and no fear upon them, and they
shall not grieve. Where a man's giving was clean, he is not to spend the rest of his
life wondering whether it was accepted. The anxiety about acceptance is answered

by the condition. Did you keep quiet about it. Then it is with Him.
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A Kind Word and Forgiveness
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A kind word and forgiveness are better than a charity followed by burt. And
Allab is Free of need, Forbearing.

al-Baqara 2:263

The ayah before named the two things which spoil a gift. This one draws the
conclusion, and the conclusion is more radical than most givers are ready for: it is

better to give nothing.

Qawlun ma‘rifun wa maghfiratun kbayrun min sadaqatin yatba‘uha adba. A
kind word and forgiveness are better than a charity followed by hurt. So the man
who has nothing, or who has something and would rather not part with it, has a
door which is better than the door the ungracious giver went through. Say
something decent to the man. Make a du@ for him. Give him an excuse and let
him keep his face. Every one of those outranks the pound coin handed over with a

lecture attached.

And maghfira, forgiveness, in this position, is understood by the mufassiran as
the overlooking of what the asker did in the asking. A man who begs is often not
graceful about it. He comes at the wrong hour, he says the wrong thing, he asks in
front of people, he asks again having asked last month. To let all of that go and

not mention it is called maghfira here, and it is ranked above the giving.

The practical upshot is a rule the ordinary worshipper can carry. If you are going
to give, give and say nothing. If you cannot give, or will not, then be decent about
the refusal and pray for the man. What you may not do is give and then make him
pay for it. That is the one option the dyah takes off the table, and it takes it off by

naming the two lesser things and telling you they are better.

Wa'llabu Ghaniyyun Halim, and Allah is Free of need, Forbearing. Free of need,

so your money was never required. Forbearing, so He does not deal with the
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ungracious giver as the ungracious giver deals with the poor. The two names
together are a rebuke and a mercy in one breath, and the man who was going to

say something clever as he handed over the note should read them twice.
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Do Not Cancel Your Charities
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O you who believe, do not cancel your charities with reproach and burt, like the
one who spends bis wealth to be seen by the people and does not believe in Allah
and the Last Day. So bis likeness is as the likeness of a smooth rock with dust
upon it, and a downpour struck it and left it bare. They have no power over

anything of what they earned. And Allah does not guide the disbelieving people.
al-Baqara 2:264

Three ayahs on the same disease and this is the third, and the verb has escalated.
The first said the reward belongs to the man who avoids mann and adhba. The
second said a kind word beats a charity spoiled by them. This one says /a tubtilu,
do not cancel, do not void, do not render null. The money is not merely reduced

in value. It is struck out.

And a fourth destroyer is added to the two: ka lladhi yunfign malabi ri’a’a'n-
nas, like the one who spends his wealth to be seen by people. So 7ya’joins mann
and adha, and the dyah does not say that the reproacher is as bad as the show-off,

it says his charity ends the same way, which is worse to hear.

The Rock

Then the image. Safwan is a smooth stone, the kind of flat rock a man might
walk across. ‘Alayhi turib, with dust on it. And to look at, that is a field. It has
soil on it, it looks like the ground either side of it, and you could scatter seed on it

and it would sit there looking exactly as seed looks in a field.
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Then wabil, a downpour. Not a drizzle, a heavy rain, the sort a farmer prays for
and which turns the field either side into a crop. And it strikes the rock and leaves

it sald, bare, scoured, the naked stone with nothing on it at all.

Look at what the image says. The dust was not the rock’s. It had blown onto it.
There was never any depth there, and the appearance of a field was an appearance
the whole time, and the rain did not damage the rock, it revealed it. The very
thing which makes a real field produce is what strips the fake one, and it strips it
in an afternoon, and the man who owned it did not know what he had until the
weather told him. Your deeds are the dust. That is what the ayah is saying. Not
the rock, the dust, and the wind can have them, and the rain can have them, and

on the day the rain comes there will be nothing there.

La yagdirana ‘ala shay’in mimmda kasabi, they have no power over anything of
what they earned. They earned it. The word is kasabi, so there was a real transac-
tion and real money left a real hand. And they have no power over any of it. The

account exists and they cannot draw on it.

The First Three

The hadith which belongs here is the one about the first three men against whom
judgement is passed on the Day of Resurrection, and it should be given in full

because it is the commentary on the rock.?”

The first of the people to be judged on the Day of Resurrection will be a man who
was martyred. He will be brought, and Allah will make known to bim His
favours and he will recognise them. He will say, what did you do with them? He
will say, I fought for You until I was martyred. He will say, you have lied. You
fought so that it would be said, be is bold. And it was said. Then it will be
ordered concerning bim, and be will be dragged on his face until he is thrown
into the Fire.

And a man who acquired knowledge and tanght it, and recited the Qur'an. He
will be brought, and Allabh will make known to him His favours and be will
recognise them. He will say, what did you do with them? He will say, I acquired
knowledge and I taught it, and I recited the Qur'an for You. He will say, you
have lied. You acquired knowledge so that it would be said, be is a scholar, and
you recited the Qur'an so that it would be said, be is a reciter. And it was said.

Then it will be ordered concerning bim, and he will be dragged on bis face until
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be is thrown into the Fire.

And a man upon whom Allah had expanded, and to whom He had given of
every kind of wealth. He will be brought, and Allah will make known to him
His favours and he will recognise them. He will say, what did you do with them?
He will say, I left no path in which You love that spending should be done except
that I spent in it for You. He will say, you have lied. You did it so that it would
be said, be is generous. And it was said. Then it will be ordered concerning bim,

and be will be dragged on bis face and thrown into the Fire.

Three men, and every one of them did the deed. The martyr died. The scholar
taught. The rich man gave, and gave in every avenue, and could list them. And the
sentence which finishes each of them is the same three words: fz gad gil, and it
was said. They wanted to be talked about and they were talked about. They were
paid in the currency they asked for, in full, and the receipt is being read back to

them.

These are the first three. Not the drunk and the thief and the gambler. The
martyr, the scholar, and the philanthropist, which is to say the three men any

Muslim community would put on its wall.
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Like a Garden on a Height
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And the likeness of those who spend their wealth secking the pleasure of Allah
and making firm from their own selves is as the likeness of a garden on a beight.
A downpour struck it and it brought forth its produce twofold, and if a
downpour does not strike it, then a light dew. And Allab is Seeing of what you
do.

al-Baqara 2:265

The rock in the previous dyah had a downpour on it and was left bare. This ayah
sends the same downpour onto a real garden, and the reader is meant to feel the

pairing. Same rain, two grounds.

The givers here are described by two things. Ibtigha’a mardati'llah, seeking the
pleasure of Allih 3%, which is the sincerity, and it carries in it the hoping for the
reward, because a man who seeks His pleasure is seeking what His pleasure brings
and there is no contradiction in that. Being conscious that Allah 3 rewards is the
thing which keeps a deed alive. Take it away and the deed becomes a habit, and a

habit is a thing a man does with his hands while his heart is elsewhere.

And tathbitan min anfusibim, making firm from their own selves. The phrase is
discussed at length by the mufassiran and it holds two things. Inwardly it is the
confirming of the intention, the man checking his own footing before he acts.
Outwardly it is the doing of the thing properly, the due diligence, the finding out
where the money is going, the placing of it where it will hold.

The Height and the Rain
Jannatin bi rabwa, a garden on a height. A garden on high ground gets the light

and the air and the water runs off it rather than standing and rotting the roots,
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and a farmer will tell you what a garden on a slope is worth. It produced twofold

when the heavy rain came.

And then the clause which is the whole point of the ayah: fa in lam yusibha
wabilun fa tall, and if a downpour does not strike it, then a light dew. The dew is

enough. A garden with that soil under it, in that position, will live on a mist.

Two readings, and both are sound and the ‘ulama’ have given both. The first is
about amounts. The heavy rain is the large gift and the dew is the small one, and a
garden of this kind takes either and returns. Small giving from a sound heart is
enough and it will carry a man to what he needs in the Hereafter. The second is
about circumstances, and it reads the wabz/ as difficulty. The heavy rain is the
giving which came out of hardship, and it doubles, which is why the Prophet e
answered the man who asked which charity is greatest with an tasaddaga wa
anta sabhihun shabib, that you give while you are healthy and tight-fisted, fearing
poverty and hoping for wealth.?® And the Qur'an says the same about the men
who gave before the conquest:
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Not equal among you are those who spent before the conquest and fought.
Those are greater in degree than those who spent afterwards and fought. And
to all Allah bas promised the best.

The Two Footballs

I have used an illustration in the gathering for this and it has been of some use, so
I set it down. Take two footballs of the same size. One is hollow and floats. The
other is solid rubber and is heavy in the hand. Put them side by side and they are
the same object. Throw them and you will find out which is which.

Two men give the same sum. On the ledger they are identical. One of them is
hollow. Spending in the way of Allah ¥Z is not weighed by the amount, and the

amount is the only part of it anybody else can see.

Which is why the ayah closes on wallabu bima ta‘malina Basir, and Allah is
Seeing of what you do. Not Hearing, though He is. Seeing. The eye that goes
through the surface of the thing.
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And one last observation which the reader should carry through the rest of this
passage. Everybody is given wealth of some kind. Only the ones Allah 3z loves are
given the giving of it. The money is a test handed to all of us. The capacity to
open the hand is a second gift, and it is not distributed with the first.
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Would Any of You Wish for a Garden
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Would any of you wish to have a garden of date palms and vines, with rivers
running beneath it, in which be has of every fruit, and old age has struck him
and he has offspring who are weak, and then a whirlwind with fire in it struck
it and it burned? Thus does Allah make clear to you the signs, that you may

reflect.

al-Baqara 2:266

The third parable in a row, and the most frightening thing in this passage. The
rock was a man whose giving was hollow. The garden on the height was a man

whose giving was sound. This one is a garden which was real, and which burned.

The Qur'an puts it as a question and the question is put to the reader personally.
Ayawaddu abadukum, would any of you wish. Then it builds the garden in front

of him piece by piece, and every piece is an increase.

Date palms and vines, which are the two most valuable crops a man in that place
could name. Rivers running beneath it, so the water is not carried and not paid
for and does not fail, and nobody has to stand there with a bucket. Every fruit in
it, so there is nothing it lacks. It is, in short, a perfect holding, and a man who

owned it would be set for life.

And then the two clauses which change the temperature. Wa asababul-kibar,
and old age has struck him. He is not forty. He is at the end, and this garden is
what he has to show for the whole of it, and he is not going to plant another one.

Wa labii dburriyyatun duafa’, and he has offspring who are weak. Young
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children, dependent, not able to earn. So the garden is not only his life's work, it is

theirs too, and everything he leaves behind him rests on it.

Then: fa asababa isarun fihi narun fa'btaragat. A whirlwind with fire in it

struck it, and it burned.

Not a drought, which comes slowly and can be managed. Not a bad season,
which a man survives. A firestorm, arriving in an afternoon, at the one moment
in his life when he has no time left to recover from it. And the ayah stops there. It

does not tell you what he did afterwards. It leaves him in the ash, at seventy, with

the children behind him.

What the Parable Is Of

Ibn ‘Abbas L & 2. is reported to have explained it plainly: this is a man who
does deeds his whole life, and then it is destroyed at the end.?” The garden is the
record of works. The old age is the arrival at the point where nothing can be

replanted. The fire is what mann and adha and riya’ do to a lifetime of it.

And the Qur'an says the same in Sarat al-Furqan without the parable:
23 G v S comy

tor o 0P N o oo

.

And We shall turn to whatever deeds they did, and We shall make them
scattered dust.

And the reader who has been through Sarat al-Kahf will recognise the whole
structure, because the man with the two gardens there is this man, and his

gardens went the same way, and he said the same thing at the end of it.

Old Age

The choice of old age in the parable is the sharp edge of it, and it deserves a
moment on its own. A young man who loses everything has a life in front of him
to rebuild in. An old man who loses everything has the losing and then the dying.
And it is precisely at that age that a man's hope turns to what he planted, because

he cannot work anymore and the fruit is all there is.

The Prophet Le is reported to have made the du@:
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O Allah, make the most ample of Your provision upon me at the age of my old
age and the ending of my life.

Which is a du@ worth learning, and it is reported by al-Hakim and cited by Ibn
Kathir here.

Kadbalika yubayyinu'llabu lakumu'l-dyati la‘allakum tatafakkarin, thus does
Allih make clear to you the signs, that you may reflect. The closing is not ta gzlan
and not tadhakkarin. It is tatafakkarin, that you may think it through. This is
not an dyah to nod at. It is an ayah to sit with for a while, at some point when you

are alone, and ask what your own garden is standing in.

56



Spend of the Good Things You Have Earned
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O you who believe, spend of the good things you have earned, and of what We
have brought out for you from the earth. And do not bead for the bad of it to
spend, when you would not take it yourselves unless you shut your eyes to it. And

know that Allah is Free of need, Praiseworthy.
al-Baqara 2:267

The passage has been working on the heart of the giver for six dyahs. Now it turns

to the thing in his hand.

Anfigii min tayyibati ma kasabtum, spend of the good things you have earned.
Two categories are named, what you earned and what We brought out of the
earth for you, which covers the trader and the farmer between them, and the
reader should notice that the earned wealth is described as earned and the grown
wealth is described as brought out by Allah #&. The man who traded for it did
work for it. The man whose field produced watched Allah 3 do it.

The Dates on the Rope

The occasion of the revelation is reported and it is gentler than the ayah sounds.?!

When the season for harvesting the date palms came, the Ansir would bring
branches of ripe dates from their gardens and hang them on a rope strung
between two pillars in the masjid of the Messenger of Allah £ and the poor
among the Muhajiran would eat from them. Some of them, though, would slip a
lesser sort of date in among the good branches, thinking there was no harm in it,

and the ayah came down about that.
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Consider who is being addressed. These are the Ansar. These are the men who
gave their houses and split their properties with strangers who had arrived from
Makkah with nothing, and whom the Qur'an praises in Sarat al-Hashr in terms it
uses for almost nobody else. And they hung the poor dates on the rope with the
good ones, and the Qur'an stopped and said something about it. That is the

standard, and it is worth knowing when we look at our own giving.

Unless You Shut Your Eyes
Wa la tayammamu l-kbabitha minbu tunfigin. Do not head for the bad of it.

The verb is deliberate, and it is the same root as tayammum, which is the aiming
for a thing, the making for it. So this is not a man who happened to have poor
dates. This is a man who went looking for what he did not want and set it aside to

give away.

And then the test, and it is one of those Qur'anic clauses which needs no
explanation in any century: wa lastum bi akbidhibi illa an tughmida fib, when
you would not take it yourselves unless you shut your eyes to it. Would you accept
this? If somebody handed you this, in settlement of a debt, would you take it, or
would you have to look away and pretend not to notice in order to accept it?

Then do not give it.

Everybody knows exactly what this ayah is about because everybody has done it.
The clothes going to the charity shop are the ones nobody in the house will wear.
The tins going to the food bank are the ones at the back which nobody opened.
The furniture donated to the masjid is the furniture the family had finished with.
None of that is forbidden, and there is good in it, and a poor man in a cold
month is not fussy. What the ayah forbids is the aiming. The going through your
possessions to find the worst of them and calling the worst of them a gift to Allah

And the Qur'dn says the thing positively in Al Imran, in a phrase this Ummah
has never been able to shake off:
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You will never attain righteousness until you spend from what you love.
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Aba Talha and Bayraha’

When that ayah came down, Aba Talha «¢ & 2 came to the Messenger of
Allah £€ and said that the most beloved of his property to him was Bayraha’, a
garden opposite the masjid which the Prophet £€ used to enter and drink from
its sweet water. He said, it is charity for Allah, and I hope for its reward and its
store with Allah, so put it, Messenger of Allih, where Allah shows you. And the
Prophet L€ said:
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Well done, well done. That is property which profits, that is property which
profits. I have beard what you said, and I think you should put it among your

relatives.

So he divided it among his relatives and his cousins.>* Two things in the report.
He gave the one he loved most, which is what the dyah asked. And the Prophet Le
sent it back into his own family, because the Sunnah does not accept a generosity

which steps over the people at your door on its way to a cause.

Wa'lami anna'llaba Ghaniyyun Hamid, and know that Allah is Free of need,
Praiseworthy. He does not need the dates, good or bad. And He is Praiseworthy,
deserving of praise in Himself, so the question was never what He would do with

your gift. It was what your gift said about your estimate of Him.
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Shaytan Promises You Poverty
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Shaytan promises you poverty and commands you to indecency, and Allab
promises you forgiveness from Him and bounty. And Allah is All-

Encompassing, Knowing.

al-Baqara 2:268

Having told us to give the good of it, the Qur'an now tells us who has been

whispering that we cannot afford to.

Ash-Shaytianu yaidukumu'l-fagr, Shaytin promises you poverty. The verb is
ya‘id, which is the verb of promising, and it is normally used of something good.
He promises you poverty, as if it were a thing on offer. He is not warning you, he
is pledging it. Give this away and you will be short. You have children. Nobody

else is giving. Wait until things are steadier.

And notice what he pairs it with: wa ya’murukum bi'l-fabsha’, and commands
you to indecency. Two apparently unconnected things in one clause, the fear of
poverty and the drive to shamelessness, and the ‘ulam have said that the
connection is that both are the shutting down of a man into himself. The fear of
losing makes him tight, and the tightness makes him hard, and a hard man will do
things a soft one will not. The miserliness and the indecency come from the same

hand and are delivered together.

Forgiveness First

Then the other promise. Wa llahu yaidukum maghfiratan minbu wa fadla, and

Allah promises you forgiveness from Him and bounty.

The reader should stop at the order, because it is the whole dyah. Shaytin offered

poverty, which is a matter of money. The answer he gets is forgiveness first, and
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the bounty second. Why is the forgiveness there at all? Nobody who was

worrying about his bank balance asked to be forgiven.

Because the money is not the point of the transaction and never was. A man
gives, and what he actually receives is that Allah Mz covers his sins, and that is
worth more than any return on capital that could be named. The fad/ comes
after, and it is real and the passage has already promised seven hundred of it. But
the first thing named is the mercy, and it is named first because it is the greater of
the two, and because a man who is haggling about the return has not understood

what he is being offered.

Shaytan offers a certainty about a small thing. Allih 3 offers a mercy and then

some money on tOp.

The Two Angels
And the Prophet £ said:
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There is no day in which the servants rise except that two angels descend, and
one of them says, O Allah, give the one who spends a replacement, and the
other says, O Allah, give the one who withholds destruction.

Every morning, on both counts.?® The du of an angel is made for the man who
opened his hand and it is made against the man who closed it, and neither of
them knows it is being made, and both of them will feel it. The withholder thinks
he is preserving his wealth. There is an angel above his roof asking for it to be des-

troyed.
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He Gives Wisdom to Whom He Wills
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He gives wisdom to whom He wills, and whoever bas been given wisdom has

been given much good. And none takes heed except those of understanding.

al-Baqara 2:269

The ayah before set two promises side by side, one from Shaytin and one from
Allah 35, and left them there. This ayah tells you what it takes to tell the differ-

ence.

Yu'ti'l-hikmata man yasha’. He gives wisdom to whom He wills. And the imme-
diate context is money, which is worth holding on to. The man who can look at
the offer of poverty and the offer of forgiveness and know which of the two is the

better deal is not being clever. He has been given something.

What Hikma Is

The word has been defined many times and the definitions converge.

The root sense is putting each thing in the place which belongs to it. That is
hikma in its plainest form, and it is why the mufassiran have said that in its ideal
form it can only be achieved through prophethood, and why some of them read
bikma in this ayah as prophethood itself, since the Qur'an says of Dawad 4l
oS\, wa atabu llahu I-mulka wa'l-hikma, and Allah gave him the kingship and

wisdom.

al-Raghib al-Isfahini gives the distinction in his Mufradat: when the word
bikma is used of Allah 3% it denotes the comprehensive knowledge of things and
the soundness of their making, and when it is used of a creature it means the
rightly-guided knowledge of what exists together with the action which
corresponds to it.3* So in us it is two things and not one, and the knowledge

without the action is not called hzkma at all.
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Fakhr al-Din al-Razi says the same and adds a note on the derivation. Wisdom is
the perfection of knowledge and the acting according to it, and the word is from
bukm, which carries the sense of prevention, because it prevents its possessor
from falling into error. And he quotes the saying that wisdom descended on the

tongues of the Arabs, the minds of the Greeks, and the hands of the Chinese.*

And Ibn ‘Abbis legze M 2. is reported to have said that it is knowledge of the
Qur'an: the abrogating and the abrogated, the plain and the less plain, what it

permits and what it forbids, and its parables.*®

Put them together and you have the shape of it. A man who knows what a thing

is worth, and knows where it goes, and then puts it there.

Much Good

Wa man yu'ta'l-bikmata fa qad ditiya kbayran kathiri, whoever has been given
wisdom has been given much good. Notice both verbs are passive. He gives it, and
the man is given it. Nowhere in the ayah does anybody acquire it. And kbayran
kathira is indefinite and undefined, so the good is left uncounted, and set against
the counting of the previous ayahs, the seven hundred and the doubling and the
twofold, the reader is meant to feel that here the Qur'an has stopped counting.

The Prophet LE said:
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There is no envy except in two: a man to whom Allab gave wealth and gave
him power to spend it away in the truth, and a man to whom Allah gave

wisdom, and be judges by it and teaches it.

Two men, and they are the two men this passage has been about.’” The one with
the money who destroys it in the right cause, and the one with the wisdom who
uses it and passes it on. And the ‘ulamZ point out that in both cases the envy
which is permitted is not the wishing that the other man lose it. It is the wishing
to have the like of it, and the difference between the two is the difference between

a believer and a diseased heart.
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Wa ma yadbdbakkaru illa ulu'l-albab, and none takes heed except those of un-
derstanding. A/bab is the plural of /ubb, which is the kernel, the thing inside the

shell. The Qur'an does not say those with brains. It says those who have got to the

inside of themselves.
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Whatever You Spend, Allah Knows It
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And whatever you spend of an expenditure, or vow of a vow, Allab knows it.

And for the wrongdoers there are no belpers.

al-Baqara 2:270

A short ayah which does two jobs. It gathers up everything that has been said
about spending and puts a witness on it, and it introduces a subject the passage

has not yet touched.

Wa ma anfaqtum min nafaqa, whatever you spend of an expenditure. Any of it.
The indefinite is deliberate, and the mufassirin take it to cover every kind of
spending, obligatory and voluntary, on family and on strangers, the pound and
the thousand. Every one of them is worth a reward and every one of them is

known.

And the knowing is the point. It is a promise and it is a warning and it is the same
sentence for both. The man who gave in the dark and told nobody is told that it
was seen. The man who gave badly, or gave what he had aimed for out of the back
of the cupboard, or gave and then reminded, is told the same thing in the same

words.

Nadhr

Then the vow. Aw nadbartum min nadbr. A nadbr is a man binding himself to
Allah %2 to do something, and the common form of it is conditional: if such a
thing happens, I will do such and such. If the operation goes well I will fast a

month. If the business comes through I will give a thousand.

The Qur'an mentions it here without praising it, and the mufassiran say that the
mention is so that people should observe the conditions and the limits of it and

be warned about failing t0.>® Because the man who vows has made a binding
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thing, and the vow of obedience must be discharged, and this is not a matter of

enthusiasm any longer, it is a debt.

And the Prophet LE said something about the vow which every reader should
have:
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The vow does not bring anything forward and does not put anything back,
and it does not turn anything away, and it does not bring to the son of . "Adam
anything which was not decreed for bim. But it is a means by which something

is extracted from the miser.

That is a devastating sentence and it should be read slowly.* The vow does not
work. It does not change the decree by so much as an hour. What it does is get
money out of a tight man, because he will not give for the sake of Allah 3% and he
will give if he thinks he is buying something. The Prophet £€ has named the
mechanism of the thing exactly, and named the sort of man who uses it, and the

man who has made a vow in his life should ask himself which of the two he was.

No Helpers

Wa ma li'z-galimina min ansar. And for the wrongdoers there are no helpers.
The zalimin here, as the mufassiriin read it, are the ones who did not observe the
necessary conditions, who spent without the adab of spending or vowed and did

not discharge it, and who were given clear warning and went on.*

And ansar is the plural. There is not one helper anywhere for them. Which brings
the reader back to the ayah which opened this Juz’, where the day was described
in which there is no trade and no friendship and no intercession. They cannot
buy their way out of it. It is the same warning, and it has been repeated because
the twenty dyahs in between have been about money, and money is exactly the

thing which makes a man believe that everything is negotiable.
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If You Disclose the Charities
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If you disclose the charities, then how good it is. And if you conceal them and
give them to the poor, then that is better for you, and He will remove from you
some of your bad deeds. And Allah is Aware of what you do.

al-Baqara 2:271

The question every giver asks. Do I'say, or do I not say.

And the ayah answers with a generosity the reader should notice before he takes
the ruling out of it. In tubdu s-sadagati fa niimma hiya. If you disclose them,
how good it is. It does not say, it is permitted. It does not say, there is no sin in it.
It praises it. Giving openly is a good thing and the Qur'an says so warmly, and the
man who gives in public has done well, and nobody should be made to feel that

he has not.

And then: wa in tukbfuha wa tu’tiha'l-fugari’a fa huwa kbayrun lakum, and if
you conceal them and give them to the poor, that is better for you. Better. Not
merely also acceptable. And notice kbayrun lakum, better for you, because the
poor man's rent is paid either way and the difference is entirely in what happens

to the giver.

And what happens to the giver is stated: wa yukaffirn ‘ankum min sayyiZtikum,
and He will remove from you some of your bad deeds. The public gift got praise.

The private one gets expiation.

The Shade
The hadith of the seven whom Allah 3 will shade in His shade on the Day when

there is no shade but His belongs here, because one of the seven is exactly this

man:
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Seven whom Allah will shade in His shade on the Day when there is no shade
but His: a just ruler, a young man who grew up in the worship of Allah, a man
whose beart is attached to the masjids, two men who loved one another for
Allah, meeting for that and parting on that, a man whom a woman of
position and beauty called and be said, I fear Allah, a man who gave a
charity and concealed it until his left hand did not know what bis right hand

spent, and a man who remembered Allah alone and his eyes overflowed.

Look at the six he is standing with.*! The just ruler, the young man who never
went astray, the man in the masjid, the men who loved for Allah 3%, the man who
walked away from the woman, the man who wept alone. Six of the seven are men
who kept something hidden or gave something up. The man who gave the secret
charity is in the highest company this religion has, and he got there by not telling
anybody.

And the Prophet Le gave the same principle in another form:
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The one who recites the Qur'an aloud is like the one who gives charity openly,

and. the one who recites it quietly is like the one who gives charity in secret.

When to Say It

The rule is therefore not that concealment is always better, and the ayah did
praise the disclosure, so the fuqaha’ have identified the cases where the open

giving is the superior of the two.

Where the giving encourages others. A man stands up at an appeal and pledges,

and the room moves, and forty other men give who would have gone home. His
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name being known was the instrument of their giving, and the reward of it is a
matter between him and Allah 3%

Where trust requires it. A fund which never publishes who gave and how much is
a fund which will eventually be suspected, and a community has a right to know

that its money is going where it was said to be going.

Where the giving is obligatory. The ‘ulamZ’ have generally said that the open
giving of zakih is better and the concealed giving of the voluntary charity is
better, because zakih is a duty and a man performing a duty in public is clearing
himself of the suspicion of not performing it, in the same way that he prays in the

congregation rather than at home.

Beyond those, the general rule stands, and it has a test attached which every man
can apply on his own: if the naming of you is doing work for the money, say it. If

the naming of you is the reason you gave, do not.

69



Their Guidance Is Not Upon You
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Their guidance is not upon you, but Allab guides whom He wills. And whatever
good you spend is for yourselves, and you do not spend except seeking the face of
Allah. And whatever good you spend will be repaid to you in full, and you will

not be wronged.

al-Baqara 2:272

The reports say that the Muslims of Madinah had begun to withhold their
voluntary charity from their relatives who had not become Muslim, wanting to

press them into the religion by it. This ayah came about that.

Laysa ‘alayka hudabum. Their guidance is not upon you. It is not your file. You
are not answerable for it and you cannot deliver it and you should stop trying to
buy it. And it comes two ayahs after /2 tkriha fi'd-din was stated as a principle,
and here is the same principle applied to a purse rather than a sword. A man who
withholds bread from his cousin until the cousin prays is compelling, and he is

compelling with a slower instrument.

The Ruling
The fuqaha’ have taken the ruling out of this dyah plainly and the reader should

be clear on it, because it is asked about constantly and answered badly.*?

The sadaga meant here is the voluntary kind, the zaf7, and it may be given to a
non-Muslim, including a dbhimmi living under Muslim protection, and the man
giving it has the reward of it. The obligatory zakih is not what the ayah is about,
and it is not permitted to give zakah to other than a Muslim, and the two must
not be confused, and a great deal of confusion has come from people quoting this

ayah as though it settled the zakah question, which it does not.
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So the neighbour who is not a Muslim may be fed. The colleague may be helped.
The appeal for a famine in a country of people who do not pray may be given to,
and it is a good deed and it is written. The zakih has its eight avenues and they are

named elsewhere in the Book and they are not open on this ayah.

For Yourselves

Wa ma tunfigi min kbayrin fa li anfusikum, whatever good you spend is for
yourselves. The whole ayah pivots here. You thought you were giving to him. You

were making a deposit in your own name.

Then wa ma tunfigina illa'btigha’a wajhi'llah, and you do not spend except
seeking the face of Allah. Read as a statement, it is a compliment paid to the
believers, and the mufassirin note that it is put in the indicative rather than the
imperative. Allih Mz does not say, do not spend except seeking My face. He says,
you do not. He describes them as being what they ought to be, and there is more

force in that than in a command.

Yuwaffa ilaykum wa antum 1 tuglamiin, it will be repaid to you in full, and you
will not be wronged. In full, which is the answer to the man who suspects that a
gift to a cousin who does not pray is money down the drain. Nothing is lost. The

recipient’s file is his own. Yours is yours, and yours will be settled to the last coin.
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For the Poor Who Are Confined

For the poor who are confined in the way of Allah, unable to travel in the land.
The ignorant one supposes them to be free of need because of their restraint. You
will know them by their mark. They do not ask people insistently. And whatever
good you spend, Allah is Knowing of it.

al-Baqara 2:273

The passage has spent twelve ayahs on the giver. Here, at last, it turns and looks at
the man on the other side of the transaction, and it draws his portrait in four

strokes, and every stroke is a rebuke to the way we identify the poor.

The reference is to the people of the Sufta, the men who had come out of Makkah
with nothing and lived on the platform at the back of the masjid of the Messenger
of Allah £%. The reports put them at about four hundred, and they had no
property and no trade and no families with them, and they were occupied with

the religion and with being available to the Prophet ££.43

Confined in the Way of Allah
Ubsird fi sabilillah, confined in the way of Allah #&. They are held in place. L

yastatiuna darban fi'l-ard, they cannot travel in the land, which is the Qur'an’s
expression for going out to trade. Their poverty is a consequence of what they are

doing, and what they are doing is the way of Allah ¥&.

Thanawi draws the conclusion for our own time, that this ayah shows the student
of the religion to be among the best avenues for a man's wealth.** The man who is
in the books cannot be in the market at the same time, and a community which

wants scholars has to accept that the scholars will not be earning while they
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become scholars, and somebody has to feed them, and that somebody is being

addressed in this ayah.

The Ignorant One Supposes Them Rich

Yabsabubumu'l-jabilu aghniya’a mina't-ta‘affuf. The one who does not know

supposes them to be free of need, because of their restraint.

They look fine. That is the whole clause. They carry themselves well, they do not
complain, they are not at anybody's door, and the man who does not know them
looks at them and concludes they are comfortable, and the Qur'an calls that man
al-jabil, the ignorant one. Not the busy one, not the mistaken one. The ignorant
one, which is a hard word for a man whose only fault is that he took the

appearance at face value.

And this feeds a ruling. Qurtubi notes that a fzgir who does not own the nisab
does not become free of need by wearing an expensive garment. He is a fagir, and
paying zakah to such a man is valid.*® Which is worth saying in this century,
because the man who arrives at the masjid asking for help and has a phone in his
hand is going to be judged for it by somebody, and the somebody has not read
this ayah.

You Will Know Them by Their Mark

Ta‘rifubum bi simabum, you will know them by their mark. Not by their asking,
because they do not ask. By something in the face, and the Qur'an uses sim4 else-
where of the mark of prostration in the faces of the Companions, so it is the sort

of thing which is read rather than stated.

Qurtubi draws a point of law from the clause which the reader may not expect,
and it is a good example of how the fuqaha’ worked. If a man may be known by
his mark, then rulings may be founded on circumstantial evidence, and the case
he gives is of a body found wearing the waist-cord of a pagan religion and
uncircumcised, which is not buried in the graveyard of the Muslims although

nobody heard the man state his religion.*

They Do Not Ask Insistently
La yasalina'n-ndsa ilhafia. And the Prophet L& defined the poor man in the

same terms:
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The poor man is not this one who goes about and is turned away by a date or

two, or a mouthful or two. Rather, the poor man is the one who does not find

enough to suffice him, and who is not noticed so that charity might be given to
him, and who does not ask people for anything.

Three clauses and the middle one is the terrible one.*” Wz la yuftanu lab, he is
not noticed. The definition of the poor man includes the fact that you have not
seen him. Which means, plainly, that any community's list of poor people is
wrong, and the ones on the list are the ones who came forward, and the man the
Prophet ££ is describing did not come forward and is not going to. Somebody has
to go and find him, and the finding is a job which the ayah has just laid on the

reader.

Abii Sa‘id and the Camel

And there is a report which shows how the Companions received all of this. 8

Aba Said e il (&2, said: my mother sent me to the Messenger of Allah % to
ask him for something, and when I came to him I sat down. He turned to me and
said:
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Whoever secks to be free of need, Allah makes bim free of need. Whoever secks
restraint, Allah grants bim restraint. Whoever secks suffficiency, Allab suffices
him. And whoever asks while be bas the value of an ngiya bas asked

insistently.

And Aba Said «¢ 4\3\ 2 said, I said to myself, I have a camel, al-Yaqta, and it is

worth more than an ﬁcfiya. And he went home without asking for anything.

He had been sent by his mother. He was already sitting in front of the Prophet
Le And he did the arithmetic on himself in the space of one sentence and got up
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and left. That is the za‘affuf the ayah is praising, and it is the reason the men it

describes will never be at your door.

75



By Night and by Day, Secretly and Openly
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Those who spend their wealth by night and by day, secretly and openly, they
have their reward with their Lord, and there is no fear upon them, nor shall

they grieve.
al-Baqara 2:274

The passage on charity closes here, and it closes by gathering every case it has

discussed into one sentence and blessing all of them.

By night and by day, so there is no hour at which it does not count. Secretly and
openly, so both of the ayahs on the subject are affirmed at once, and the man who
gave in the dark and the man who gave at the appeal are put in the same clause.
Everything the passage has separated is now brought back together, on the
condition, which has been the condition for thirteen ayahs, that the heart was

clean.

And the ending is a repetition. £ labum ajrubum nda rabbibim wa la kbawfun
alaybim wa ld hum yabzaniin is word for word the ending of the ayah about the
men who give without mann and adhba. The passage began there and it ends

there, and the Qur'an has closed the circle.

What Counts

The mufassiran take the dyah generally, and the Sunnah pushes the generality
further than most people expect. The Prophet L€ said:
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When the Muslim spends on his family, seeking the reward of it, it is a charity
for bim.

76



And he said to Sa'd ibn Abi Waqqas 4= A 2> who was ill and thought he was
dying: )
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And you will not spend an expenditure seeking by it the face of Allah except

that you are raised a degree and a rank by it, even what you put in the mouth

of your wife.

Read that last clause again.*” Even what you put in the mouth of your wife. The
man is feeding her a date at his own table, in his own house, with his own hand,
and it is on the list. This is a religion in which a man's grocery shopping, done for

the right reason, is filed with the seven hundred grains.

Which is the note the passage ends on, and it is worth holding before the sara
turns, as it now does, to the men who take. The Qur'an has spent thirteen ayahs
building an economy of giving, in which the smallest act done for Allih ¥ is
multiplied beyond counting, and the man who lives inside it is told he has
nothing to fear and nothing to grieve over. And then the very next ayah opens on

the men who eat riba, and describes them getting to their feet.
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Those Who Devour Riba
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Those who devour riba do not stand except as stands the one whom Shaytin has
struck down by bis touch. That is because they said, sale is only like riba, whereas
Allab bas permitted sale and forbidden riba. So whoever an admonition bas
reached from bis Lovd, and be desists, then what is past is bis, and bis affair is
to Allab. And whoever returns, those are the companions of the Fire. They will

remain in it forever.

al-Baqara 2:275

The reader has just come through thirteen yahs in which the smallest coin given
for Allah 35 was multiplied beyond counting, and the passage closed on a man
feeding his wife by hand and having it written down as charity. Now the sara
turns, without any softening, to the men on the other side of the ledger, the men

who do not give but take, and it opens the description of them with a picture.

Alladbina ya’kulina'r-riba, those who devour riba. The verb is yakuliin, they
eat it, and the mufassiran note that the eating is chosen because a thing once
eaten cannot be handed back. It has gone in and it becomes part of the man, and
the only way it leaves him now is the way food leaves a body. And there is a second
edge on the word, because the man who eats rib is, in the end, eating the poor,

for the interest he collects came out of somebody who was already short.

As One Whom the Touch Has Felled

La yagimiina illa kama yagqimu'lladbi yatakbabbatubu sh-shaytinu mina’l-

mass. They do not stand except as stands the one whom Shaytan has struck down
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by his touch. The image is of a man getting to his feet and not being able to do it
cleanly, lurching, unsteady, the way a man rises who has been knocked about the
head. And the mufassiran read it of the standing on the Day of Resurrection,
when the men who ate riba will rise from their graves staggering like the

possessed, marked out in front of the whole of creation by the way they get up.

The reader should notice what the Qur'an has done. The man spent his life
pursuing what looked like stability, a return that came in whether the market rose
or fell, a rate fixed in advance so that he need never be exposed. And he is raised
on the Last Day as the least stable figure in the field, unable even to stand like a

man. What he chased is taken from him in the one currency he never priced.

Sale Is Only Like Riba

Then the ayah gives their argument, and it is worth sitting with, because it is
exactly the argument a man will hear today. Dhalika bi annabum qgali innama'l-
bay‘u mithlu'r-riba, that is because they said, sale is only like riba. Look, they say,
the trader buys a thing for ten and sells it for twelve and takes his two, and the
lender lends ten and is repaid twelve and takes his two. Two is two. What is the

difference.

And Allah 3£ does not argue the economics. He answers with His authority: wa
aballa llabu'l-bay‘a wa barrama 'r-riba, and Allah has permitted sale and forbid-
den riba. He permitted the one and forbade the other, and that is the difference,

and a believer does not need a second one.

But there is a difference to be seen, for the man who wants to see it, and the
‘ulam?’ have drawn it out. In a sale there is an exchange of two different things, a
good for a price, and each party wanted what the other had, and the risk of the
thing sits with whoever owns it at the time. In riba there is money for the same
money, more of it for less of it, with time as the only thing that has changed
hands, and the risk sits entirely on the borrower while the lender's return is
guaranteed before anything has happened. Sale levels the ground between a rich
man and a poor one, because the rich man may well want to buy what the poor
man is selling. Riba never does, because the rich man will never need to borrow
from the pauper. The one trade can run in both directions. The other only ever

runs one way.

79



The Door Left Open

Fa man ja'abi maw‘igatun min rabbibi fa'ntaha fa labi ma salaf, so whoever an
admonition has reached from his Lord, and he desists, then what is past is his.
This is the mercy in the ayah, and it is the same mercy the Prophet £€ would
announce at the farewell, that the riba of the days of ignorance was wiped out and
the man kept his principal and let the increase go. What a man took before the
prohibition reached him is not clawed back. He stops, and he keeps what is
already in his hand, and amrubii ila'llab, his affair is to Allah %, meaning what
he did before is now between him and his Lord and no longer a thing this law

reaches back for.

Wa man ‘ada fa uld’ika ashabu n-nar, and whoever returns, those are the com-
panions of the Fire. The one who has heard the admonition and goes back to it
after hearing it is in a different position entirely, because he is no longer a man

who did not know.

How Grave It Is

The Sunnah did not leave the weight of this sin to be guessed. The Prophet e
counted riba among the seven destroying sins, in the same breath as shirk and
killing a soul and consuming the property of the orphan.>® And Jabir 4 &) @2
reported that the Messenger of Allih £€ cursed the one who devours riba, and
the one who pays it, and the one who writes it down, and its two witnesses, and
said, they are the same.>! The reader should stop at that. The clerk who processed
the contract and the two men who signed as witnesses are named alongside the
man who profited, and the Prophet LE said they are equal, so that nobody may
tell himself that he only handled the paperwork.

And Ibn Mas‘ad <= 4 &2 reported that the Prophet % said that riba has sev-
enty-three doors, the least of which is that a man should marry his own mother,
and that riba, however much it increases, comes in the end to scarcity.’* The least
door of it is a thing the soul recoils from naming. That is where the bottom of

this sin is set.
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The Two Ribas

Riba was a known thing when the prohibition came, so the Qur'an did not stop
to define it, in the way that a law against theft does not pause to explain what
stealing is. But once a thing is forbidden, men begin to work at the edges of the
word, and a great deal of effort has gone, in every century since, into finding an
arrangement which is riba in substance and something else in name. So the
‘ulamZ, drawing on the Qur'an and on the hadith, fixed the two forms it takes,
and the ordinary worshipper should know them, because the second of them is

the one he is least likely to recognise.>?

Riba al-nasi’a — the riba of delay Ribi al-fadl — the riba of surplus
Named in the Qur'in Named in the Sunnah

An increase added to a loan purely for the | Anincrease, or a delay, in the exchange of

passage of time two amounts of the same commodity
I'lend you a hundred, you return a Trading a measure of dates for a larger
hundred and twenty next month measure of dates, or ten gold coins for

twelve of the same later

Bank loans, mortgages, credit-card Unequal swaps of gold for gold or silver

interest, charges for late payment for silver, currency exchanged with a delay,
the same commodity traded against itself
at a difference

The first of the two is the one the man in the street already calls interest, and there
is little argument about it. The second is subtler, and it is the reason the Prophet
2% forbade the exchange of gold for gold and dates for dates except like for like
and hand to hand, and it is why a man who thinks he has escaped riba by avoiding
the bank may still walk into it at the counter of a money-changer. The point of
naming the second kind is that the prohibition is not merely a prohibition of a
percentage on a loan. It is a prohibition of a whole manner of getting a return, in

which money breeds money and nothing real has moved.

The reader who wants this laid out properly, with the modern instruments
named and tested one by one, should go to Mufti Taqi ‘Uthmani's A»n Introduc-
tion to Islamic Finance, which is clear on the line between riba and trade and does

not pretend the questions are easier than they are.>*
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The River of Blood

The Prophet £E was shown the man who eats riba in the vision of the night
journey through the punishments, and the image has stayed with this Ummah.
He said:

4., - orr sor S5 o G w s s s ° s o ol

co)\s*-@,\;wd’)ﬂ.)\.l:.wdc)c;l;&;uc(s;&eﬁécu\
ZZ}ML;J;; ded 5 o AT A G el e (GG

/ s ) PR - P - 2o

{t’ﬂf&uéd)cﬂ‘Lw‘J&;Cde

We came to a river of blood, in which a man was standing, and on the bank of

the river a man with stones in_front of bim. The man in the river would come
forward, and when he wanted to come out, the other threw a stone into bis
mouth and sent him back to where be was. Every time be came to get out, a

stone was thrown into his mouth and he went back as be had been.

And when the Prophet € asked who this was, he was told, this is the one who
devours riba.>> Notice the shape of the punishment. The man is in a river of
blood, which is what his gains were made of, and the stone is thrown into his
mouth, which is the organ he sinned with, since he ate. And he is forever almost
out and never out. That is the structure of the thing he chose: a return that never
lets him rest, an increase that keeps him standing in what he took, an exit always

one step away and never reached.
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Allah Wipes Out Riba and Nurtures the Charities

L
S o suw w0

. TS b 3 o _ o co & o go P oo
@ U F e VAT csdal o7 Tl

o
g

Z
z

Allab wipes out riba and nurtures the charities. And Allab does not love any

ungrateful sinner.

al-Baqara 2:276

The two verbs are set against each other and they are the whole ayah. Yambaqu,
He wipes out, He erases, He drains the blessing from a thing until nothing is left
of it. Yurbi, He nurtures, He grows, He makes to increase, and it is from the very
same root as 77bd, so that the Qur'an has taken the word the usurer uses for his
own gains, the word that means increase, and applied it not to his pile but to the

charity of the man who gave.

The reader should feel the reversal in it. The man who took riba did so precisely
to increase his wealth, and Allah 3z says of that wealth that He wipes it out. The
man who gave his wealth away did so and watched it leave his hand, and Allah #&
says of that that He grows it. The names each man gave to his own action are

exchanged. The increase is a wiping and the giving is the increase.

The Logic of Barakah

How does Allah 3& wipe out a sum that is plainly sitting in the account, larger
than it was. The mufassiran answer through barakah, which is the thing the eye
does not measure. A wealth may grow in figures and be dead in blessing, so that it
does not settle, and does not satisfy, and goes as fast as it comes, and brings no
ease to the house it enters, and the man who has it is somehow never the man

who has enough.

Mufti Muhammad Shafi® gives an image for it which is hard to better. The
increase that comes through riba, he says, is like the swelling of a diseased body.
The body is indeed getting bigger, and the swelling is a real addition to it, and no

man in his senses would be glad of that increase, because he knows that this
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particular kind of growth is the announcement of death.>® The usurer's figure

grows the way a swelling grows.

And the Qur'an says the same plainly elsewhere, in Strat al-Ram:
o Por oo
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And whatever you give of riba so that it may increase upon the wealth of
people, it does not increase with Allah.

It increases in the wealth of people. It does not increase with Allah #&, and the

second ledger is the one that is settled.

The Foal

And on the other side, the growing of the charity is given a shape in a hadith
which the reader should keep. The Prophet LE said:
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Whoever gives in charity the equal of a date, from a good earning, and Allab
accepts only the good, then Allah takes it in His right hand and nurtures it for

its owner as one of you nurtures bis foal, until it becomes like the mountain.

Notice the verb again, yurabbi, the same root, He nurtures it. And notice the two
conditions folded into the hadith: it must be from a good earning, and Allah #&
accepts only the good. So the man whose wealth is fouled with riba and then gives
some of it away has not found a way through, because the thing he is giving is not
tayyib, and only the zayyib is taken up and grown into the mountain. The single

date, clean, becomes a mountain. The whole fortune, unclean, is wiped.>”

Wa'llabu 1a yubibbu kulla kaffarin athim, and Allih does not love any ungrate-
tul sinner. The word is kaffar, from the same root as disbelief, and it carries here
the sense of the man who covers over his blessings, who was given a lawful
provision and was not content with it and reached for the increase Allih #& had
shut off. The one who deals in ribi has, at the bottom of it, declined what he was
given and gone looking for more by the one road that was closed. That is the

ingratitude the ayah names.
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The Melted Fat

And there is a warning in the Sunnah for the man who thinks he has found a

device, a way of taking the forbidden thing while calling it by a permitted name.
The Prophet L€ said:
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May Allah curse the Jews. The fats were forbidden to them, so they melted

them and sold them and consumed their price.

The fat was forbidden. So they did not eat the fat. They rendered it down until it
was oil, which was not, they told themselves, the forbidden thing, and they sold
the oil and ate the money.>® The Prophet € named that for what it was. And the
man who takes a loan at interest and dresses the interest as a fee, or a rent, or a
service charge, and tells himself he has kept clear of the word, should read the
hadith and ask whether he has done anything the melting of the fat did not
already do.
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Surely Those Who Believe and Do Good

rié,?)\\,\voﬂfifb\,w\iﬁ;iyu; ol
. S0- o2 oo o o G0 . s 0 we - o} S0t

Surely those who believe and do good deeds, and establish the prayer and give the
zakah, they bave their reward with their Lord, and there is no fear upon them,
nor shall they grieve.

al-Baqara 2:277

After the river of blood and the wiping out, the dyah turns and shows the other
man, and the placing of it is deliberate. Ibn Kathir reads this as a set contrast: the
riba-eater on one side and, on the other, the believer who prays and pays what is

due on his wealth and takes his return without exploiting anyone.>

Notice what is joined together in the description. Faith, then good deeds in
general, then two named things, the prayer and the zakah. The prayer is the man's
account with his Lord and the zakih is his account with the wealth in his hand,
and the ayah will not separate them. It is put here, in the middle of the riba
passage, so that the reader understands that a man's salah does not sit in one
compartment and his earnings in another. The one who prays five times and lives
off interest has not divided his life successfully into a religious part and a financial
part. The Qur'an does not recognise the division. Worship that leaves the earnings

untouched is worship with a hole in it.

And the ending is one the reader has now met three times in this stretch of the
sara. Labum ajrubum Gnda rabbibim wa la kbawfun ‘alaybim wa la hum yabz-
aniin, they have their reward with their Lord, and no fear upon them, and they
shall not grieve. It was the seal on the men who gave without reproach, and the
seal on the men who gave by night and by day, and now it is the seal on the men
who kept their wealth clean. The same promise, the fearlessness and the freedom
from grief, is attached each time to the man whose dealings with money were

sound, and it is never once attached in this sira to the man who took.
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Give Up What Remains of Riba
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O you who believe, fear Allah and give up what remains of riba, if you are

believers.

al-Baqara 2:278

The tone changes to a direct command. The earlier ayahs described and warned.
This one orders, and it orders in the vocative of faith and closes on a condition
that is almost a challenge. Wa dbarii ma baqgiya mina'r-riba, and give up what
remains of riba. Leave what is still outstanding. Not what you have already
collected, which the earlier ayah told you is past and yours, but what is still on the
books, still owed to you, still expected in. Draw the line under it and walk away

from the increase.

The Dispute Behind It

Qurtubi reports that this came down about a real quarrel.®° The tribe of Thagdf,
the Bana ‘Amr ibn “‘Umayr, had lent on interest before Islam to the Bana al-
Mughira of Makhzam, and when Islam came and the debts fell due, Thaqif still
wanted the increase, and Makhzam did not want to pay it now that they were
Muslims, and the matter was taken up to the authorities. The dyah came down to
abolish the claim. And the ‘ulama’ stress that it reaches every outstanding riba
claim and not merely new contracts, and that the condition, 7z kuntum
mu’minin, if you are believers, ties the leaving of riba to the faith itself. It is put as

a test of whether the claim to belief is true.

The System Comes Down

And this is where the Prophet e spoke, on the day of the farewell, the words that

ended the whole institution:
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Every riba of the days of ignorance is laid down from you, all of it. Yours is
your capital. You do not wrong and you are not wronged. And the first riba I
lay down is the riba of al-Abbds ibn ‘Abd al-Muttalib, all of it is laid down.

The reader should notice whose debt he began with.¢* Al-Abbas was the Proph-
et's own uncle, and the interest owed to him was considerable, and the Prophet
L cancelled it first and named him by name, so that no man in that gathering
could say the ruling had been aimed at other people's money and had spared the

family of the one announcing it.

And there is a point in this dyah that is easy to pass and should not be. The
Muslims were told to give up what was owed 7o them. They were the creditors
here, the ones with the claim, and they were made to drop it. Which meant that
when they later dealt with those outside the community who still demanded the
old increase, they were standing on clean ground, having already surrendered
their own. The believers gave up their right to receive before anyone was asked to
give up their obligation to pay. The reform began with the reformers’ own pock-

ets.

And the deck’s own note deserves preserving here, because it catches something a
hurried reader misses. The Prophet £ could have told the Muslims merely not to
take 1iba, and left them free to pay it where prior agreements and social pressure
bound them. He did not. There was no permission to pay it either. The entire
corrupted arrangement had to come down, both ends of it, the receiving and the
giving, because a thing built on zulm is not repaired by being made to run in only

one direction.
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A Declaration of War
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But if you do not, then take notice of a war from Allah and His Messenger. And
if you repent, then yours is your capital. You do not wrong, and you are not

wronged.

al-Baqara 2:279

This is the severest thing said to the doer of any single sin anywhere in the Qur'an,
and the reader should let it be as severe as it is. Fz dbani bi harbin mina'llahi wa
rasalih, then take notice of a war from Allah #% and His Messenger Le There is
no other sin the Book describes in these words. Not theft, not drink, not

fornication. The man who will not leave riba after the warning has reached him is
told that he is now at war with Allah 3, and that Allah 3% is at war with him.

Set beside it the hadith qudst, in which Allah 3% says, whoever shows enmity to a
friend of Mine, I have declared war upon him.®> War is declared, in the Sunnah,
on the man who harms a wali of Allah 3%. And war is declared, in the Qur'an, on
the man who deals in riba. The two are put in the same category of offence, and
the reader may draw from that how Allah = regards the quiet, respectable,
paperwork sin that the whole world has organised its economy around. Ibn ‘Ab-
bas lage Al 42, said that on the Day of Resurrection the one who ate riba will be
told, take up*your weapons for war with Allah 3.3

Why This Sin

The reader is entitled to ask why this one, and not the sins that feel worse to us.
Ibn al-Qayyim gives the answer that has satisfied the ‘ulama’ since: riba is zulm
built into a structure.* A theft is a single wrong, done once, to one person, and
then it is over. Riba is oppression institutionalised. It sets up a machine that goes
on extracting from the weak and delivering to the strong, year after year, without

anybody having to lift a hand again, and it does its damage silently, so that the
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man being ruined by it and the man profiting from it may both regard the
arrangement as normal. The Qur'dn treats it the way a state treats treason,
because it is not an offence against a person, it is an attack on the order itself. It
distorts the whole fabric of how a society holds wealth, and it does economically
what a war does with weapons, hollowing out the many to raise up the few, except

that it does it without a sound.

The Door Still Open

And then, after the harshest threat in the Book, the same ayah leaves the door
open. Wa in tubtum fa lakum ru’iisu amwalikum, and if you repent, then yours
is your capital. Repent, and you are not stripped of everything. You keep the
principal, the sum you actually lent, the money that was really yours. You let go
only the increase, the part that was never yours to begin with. L4 tazlimina wa la
tuglamin, you do not wrong and you are not wronged. You do not wrong the
borrower by taking more than you gave, and you are not wronged yourself,

because you get back every penny of what was genuinely yours.

That is the shape of the mercy in it, and it is worth naming. The man at war with
Allah ¥z is offered, in the same sentence, a way to lay down the war and keep his
own money and lose only what was never his. There has never been a war whose
terms of surrender were so light. The reader who takes nothing else from this
passage should take that the door is never shut on the man who turns, however

grave the thing he is turning from.
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If He Is in Hardship, Then Deferment
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And if e is in bardship, then deferment until ease. And that you forgo it as
charity is better for you, if only you knew.

al-Baqara 2:280

Having pulled the increase out of the transaction, the ayah now turns to the
debtor who cannot even manage the principal, and it does for the creditor’s heart
what the earlier passage did for the giver's. Wa in kina dbi ‘usratin fa nagiratun
ila maysara, and if he is in hardship, then deferment until ease. If the man who
owes you genuinely cannot pay, you wait. You do not press, you do not pursue,
you do not shame him. You give him time until his circumstances open, and the

waiting is not a favour you may grant or withhold, it is put here as what is due.

And then the door beyond the door: wa an tasaddaqi kbayrun lakum, and that
you forgo it as charity is better for you. Better than waiting is writing it off
entirely, treating the debt itself as a sadaqa, letting the man keep what he cannot
repay and taking the reward from Allih 3 instead. Where the world's system
extracts a second payment from the man who is already down, the religion offers

his creditor a way to turn the whole loss into a deposit with his Lord.

The Reward for Waiting

The Sunnah attaches a reward to each of the two courses. For the mere waiting,
the Prophet L€ said, as Sulayman ibn Buraydah related from his father, whoever
grants respite to one in hardship has for every day the like of it in charity.®> Every
day that a man leaves a struggling debtor in peace is counted as a fresh charity,
given daily, for as long as he waits. The creditor who simply does nothing, who
lets the months pass and does not chase, is earning a sadaqa each morning

without moving.
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And there is the story of Aba Qatida 4« & 2> which shows how the Com-
panions held this.®® A man owed him money and used to hide from him. One day
Abt Qatada came looking, and a boy came out, and he learned the debtor was
inside, eating. He called out, and the man came out, and Aba Qatida asked him
why he was hiding. The man said, I am in hardship and I have nothing. Aba
Qatida said, by Allih, are you truly in hardship? He said, yes. And Aba Qatada
wept, and said, I heard the Messenger of Allih Le say, whoever gives relief to his
debtor, or cancels it for him, will be in the shade of the Throne on the Day of
Resurrection. He wept because a way to the shade of the Throne had just walked

up to his own door, in the shape of a man who could not pay.

And there is the servant brought before Allah #& on the Day of Resurrection,
who was asked what he had done, and could find nothing, not the weight of an
atom, to offer, except that he said, You gave me wealth, and I used to deal with
people, and it was my way to be easy, so I would give ease to the one who was
comfortable and defer for the one in hardship. And Allih ¥Z said, I have more
right than you to be easy. Enter the Garden.®” The man had no deeds he could
name but this one, and this one was enough. Where the usurer's whole method
was to squeeze the man in difficulty, Islam built, out of the same situation, an

avenue to Paradise: lend, and then wait, and then, if you can, forgive.

92



And Fear a Day

Lo

¢ o 42 Z.3 55 L 308 Zor o SGor
\

Vﬁ)b&m{ug@ G5 F ;‘L}‘&‘*ﬁédﬂj%ﬁ‘}m}

s 02 o - -

P

s Aol

@D O

And fear a Day in which you will be returned to Allah. Then every soul will be
paid in full what it earned, and they will not be wronged.

al-Baqara 2:281

The mufassiran relate that this is the last dyah of the Qur'an to be revealed, and
that after it came down the Prophet L€ lived only a short time, which the reports
variously give as nine days, or a few days more or fewer.®® Whatever the exact
count, the revelation that began twenty-three years before with 7g7a’, read, closes
with this: a warning to prepare for the day of return. That is where the Book, as it

was sent down, sets its last word.

And the reader should notice what the final ayah is about. It is not about a ritual.
It is not a rule of prayer or a law of fasting. It is about accountability, and it is
placed here, at the close of the longest discussion of money in the Qur'an, so that
the last thing revealed lands on the man who has just been reading about riba and
debt. Thumma tuwaffa kullu nafsin ma kasabat, then every soul will be paid in
tull what it earned. Paid in full, the same verb, tuwaffa, that was used of the debt
being repaid to the creditor. The man who spent this passage worried about being
repaid to the last penny is told that he too will be repaid to the last penny, in a

currency he cannot inspect in advance, on a day he will not be able to defer.

Ibn Kathir notes the mercy in the sequence.®” After the war from Allah 3 against
the one who persists in riba, the ayah closes by reminding the man that even if he
slips past the punishment of this world, even if no authority ever reaches him and
his gains are never touched, the Day of Return is not one he escapes. And
Qurtubi observes that although the address is general, spoken to all mankind and
not only to the men in debt, its placement here is pointed: financial injustices are

among the hardest wrongs to get clear of on the Day of Judgement, because they
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are bugiig al-7bad, the rights of other people, and those are not forgiven by Allah
3z alone until the one who was wronged is satisfied.”” A man may repent to his
Lord for what is between the two of them and be forgiven. What he took from

another he must return, and the day is coming when the accounts are opened.
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The Ayah of Debt
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O you who believe, when you contract a debt for a fixed term, write it down.
And let a scribe write it between you in fairness. And let no scribe refuse to write
as Allab bas taught him, so let bim write. And let the one wpon whom the right
rests dictate, and let him fear Allah bis Lord and not diminish anything of it.
And if the one upon whom the right rests is feeble-minded, or weak, or unable to
dictate bimself, then let bis guardian dictate in fairness. And call two witnesses
from your men, and if there are not two men, then a man and two women from
those you are content with as witnesses, so that if one of them errs the other may
remind her. And let the witnesses not refuse when they are called. And do not be
weary of writing it, small or great, to its term. That is more just with Allah,

and more upright for testimony, and nearer to your not doubting — unless it is
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a present trade you conduct among yourselves, then there is no blame on you if
you do not write it. And bave witnesses when you sell to one another. And let no
scribe be harmed, nor any witness. And if you do, it is a departure from
obedience in you. And fear Allah, and Allab teaches you. And Allab is
Knowing of everything.
al-Baqara 2:282

This is the longest dyah in the Qur'an, and its length is the first thing it teaches.
The Book that gives a single ayah to the whole of creation being folded up, and a
single dyah to the whole of the Day of Judgement, spends its longest passage on
how two men should record a loan between them. The reader who thinks the
affairs of money are beneath the notice of religion has the answer in the

proportions of the mushaf itself.

It sits where it does for a reason. The passage before it condemned riba, called for
the debtor in hardship to be given time or forgiven, and demanded fairness in
every dealing. This dyah anchors all of that in practice: to stop the abuse before it
starts, the contract is to be written, witnessed, and secured.”? It was revealed into a
society in which writing was uncommon and paper scarce and the lender
routinely had the upper hand over the borrower, and it set down, in that society,
a discipline of documentation that the world took many centuries to arrive at by
itself.

The Safeguards

The ayah is long because it closes the gaps one by one, and it is worth walking
through them as a series, because each is a protection and most of them protect

the weaker party.

Write the debt down. Clarity is itself a form of justice, and a great many disputes
are disputes only because nobody wrote anything at the start. Let a scribe write it,
and let him write 677-4dl, with fairness, a neutral third hand rather than either
party drafting to his own advantage. And the one who owes is the one who dic-
tates, wa l-yumlili'lladhi ‘alayhi’l-baqq, so that the terms are set out of the
mouth of the weaker man, the one with the obligation, not dictated to him by the
one with the power. He states what he owes, in his own words, and he is told to
fear Allah 3% and not to diminish any of it. If he is not able, if he is feeble-minded
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or weak or cannot dictate, then his guardian dictates for him, still 477-d/, so that

the man who cannot speak for himself is not thereby exposed.

Then the witnesses, and the clause about them will need its own treatment,
which I have given in the addendum. Then: let the witnesses not refuse when
they are summoned, because a witness who will not come forward is a safeguard
that fails at the moment it is needed. Then: do not grow weary of writing it,
whether the sum is small or large, to its term. The small debt is to be written as
carefully as the large one, because the small debt is exactly the one men wave away
and then quarrel over. And the reason is given: dhalikum agsatu inda’llabi wa
aqwamau li'sh-shabddati wa adnd alla tartabi, that is more just with Allah, and

more upright for testimony, and nearer to your not falling into doubt.

Then a single exception, so that the reader does not turn a discipline into a
burden: if it is a present transaction, a trade conducted hand to hand on the spot,
there is no blame in not writing it, because there is no term and no gap for doubt
to grow in. Even then, the ayah says, have witnesses when you sell to one another.
And finally the protection of the very people the ayah has enlisted: let no scribe be
harmed and no witness be harmed, not pressured, not made to suffer for the

service they gave, for to harm them is fuszig, a stepping outside of obedience.

It closes on a note the reader should hold: wa yu‘allimukumu'llah, and Allah
teaches you. The whole of this detailed, practical, almost clerical instruction is
framed as teaching from Allah M2 an act of His concern for a community He did
not want to see tearing itself apart over unrecorded debts. The care in the ayah is

itself a mercy.

The Witness Clause

The ayah contains the clause about two women in the place of one man in the
recording of a debt, and it is the clause most asked about and least understood,
and it deserves more than a line in passing. I have therefore given it a treatment of
its own after the sara closes, in the addendum on the witness clause, where the
reader will find the distinction between witnessing and the transmission of
knowledge, the reason the Qur'an itself gives for the doubling, and the many cases
in the law where one woman's word stands equal to a man's or above it. Here I
will only say what the ayah says: that the reason attached to it in the text is an
tadilla ihdabuma fa tudbakkiva ibdabuma'l-ukbra, so that if one of them errs
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the other may remind her, and that the clause is a provision for accuracy in a
particular domain, and that the man who reads it as a verdict on the worth of a
woman has read into four words a great deal that is not in them and missed what

is.
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A Pledge Taken in Hand

Lo
3 3 or - % o - é }0‘15//%/;}:0//{// P -
Nan ool OB aspde a3 LK gy i le 257 01 %
c - F e T ¥ T f 2 £
s G o0 PP oOr o 2z - z° g0, S % /'O.a Go w-olor Z o-
sl 15eS5o Yy 4y W *;,Ja:;‘_»\uc;\g,é\;;:bh;ax
/& ' d 4

And if you are on a journey and find no scribe, then a pledge taken in hand.
And if one of you trusts another, then let the one who is trusted deliver bis trust,
and let bim fear Allab bis Lord. And do not conceal the testimony, for whoever

conceals it, his heart is sinful. And Allah is Knowing of what you do.

al-Baqara 2:283

The ayah before assumed a scribe and paper and settled circumstances. This one
takes up the case where those are not to be had, the man on the road with no one
to write for him, and it provides an alternative that keeps the same purpose: f 7i-
hanun maqbida, then a pledge taken in hand. Something of value is handed over
and held as security until the debt is paid. And the fuqah’ note that although the
ayah mentions travel, which is simply the usual case in which no scribe is found,
the ruling on the pledge is general and holds for the resident as much as the travel-

ler.”?

Magbiida

The word magqbida, taken in hand, actually possessed, is doing legal work and
the reader should not pass it. The Hanafis draw from it that the pledge becomes
binding only once it has really been delivered into the creditor's possession. A
thing named as security but never handed over is not an enforceable pledge. The
security has to be real and not nominal, and this is a principle with a long reach:
in our own day the mortgage deed, the vehicle logbook, the pledged jewellery all
rest on the same Qur'anic footing, but the insistence on gabd, on actual transfer,
remains a standing reminder that a security that exists only on paper, that never

truly changes hands, is not what the ayah asked for.
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And there is a ruling here that the reader must have, because it is exactly the point
where a permitted thing turns into a forbidden one. The pledged item remains
the property of the debtor; the creditor merely holds it. He may not use it for his
own benefit. If he takes the borrower's pledged house and lives in it rent-free
while the loan stands, or takes the pledged field and eats its produce, he has taken
a benefit on account of a loan, and a benefit on account of a loan is riba. The
pledge secures the debt. It does not become a second income for the lender. The
moment it does, the whole transaction has crossed the line the previous ayahs

were drawn to protect.

The Trust

Then the case with no writing and no pledge at all: fz in amina ba‘dukum ba‘da,
if one of you trusts another. Then the whole thing rests on the conscience of the
one trusted, fa'l-yuaddilladhi"tumina améanatabi wa'l-yattaqi'llabha rabbab,
let the one who is trusted deliver his trust and fear Allih his Lord. Where the
paper and the pledge are gone, the debt does not become lighter; it becomes an
amana, a sacred trust before Allih 3%, and the man who owes it answers for it to
Him directly. This is a balance the reader in a community of informal,
undocumented loans should weigh: either write it down properly as the long ayah
instructed, or, if it is left unwritten, know that it has become a matter of

conscience whose only witness is Allah 4z

The Pledged Armour

And that pledging between people is not a mark of poverty or a thing to be
ashamed of is settled by the practice of the Prophet 2 himself, who pledged his
armour to a Jewish neighbour in Madinah for barley, and died with it still in
pledge.”® The report establishes two things at once: that the pledge is permitted
and normal, and that dealings between the Muslim and his non-Muslim
neighbour in the ordinary business of life are permitted and normal. The
Messenger of Allah €, with the whole of his community around him, borrowed
against security from a man of another faith, and there is a whole attitude toward

one's neighbours in that fact.
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Do Not Conceal the Testimony

The ayah closes on the witness again, from a different angle: wa la taktumu sh-
shabdda, do not conceal the testimony. The earlier ayah dealt with the witness
who refuses to come forward. This deals with the witness who comes forward
and holds back what he knows, or shades it, to protect a friend or a relative or
himself. And the language rises to meet the oftence: wa man yaktumba fa innahi
athimun qalbub, whoever conceals it, his heart is sinful. The Hanafis draw
attention to the wording. It does not say the man sins, or that his tongue sins. It
says his heart is sinful, the sin driven into the innermost part of him, because the
concealment happened there, in the place where he knew the truth and decided

to sit on it.”*

The Prophet £ set false testimony among the greatest of the major sins. He was
reclining, and he sat up to say it: shall I not tell you of the greatest of the major
sins? They said, yes, Messenger of Allah. He said, associating others with Allih,
and disobedience to parents. Then he said, and false speech, and false testimony,
and he kept repeating it until they wished he would stop.”> And he said, add:l-
amanata ild mani"tamanak, render the trust to the one who entrusted you, and
do not betray the one who betrayed you.”® The concealing of true testimony to
help someone you favour is the mirror of the false testimony that harms someone
you do not, and this ayah puts both outside the pale. The reader who has ever
been asked to say nothing, to leave a detail out, to help a relative in a dispute by a

convenient silence, has met this ayah in his own life.
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To Allah Belongs What Is in the Heavens
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To Allah belongs what is in the beavens and what is in the earth. And whether
you disclose what is within yourselves or conceal it, Allah will bring you to
account for it. Then He will forgive whom He wills and punish whom He wills.
And Allah is over all things Powerful.

al-Baqara 2:284

The sara now lifts off the ground. After a long passage of contracts and pledges
and witnesses, it pivots in a single line to cosmic ownership and to the inner life.
Lillahi ma fi's-samawati wa ma fi l-ard, to Allah 3% belongs what is in the heav-
ens and what is in the earth. All the property men were so carefully documenting
is His to begin with. And from the ownership of all outward things the ayah
turns at once to the most inward thing of all: wa in tubdii ma fi anfusikum aw
tukhfith, and whether you disclose what is within yourselves or conceal it, Allah

¥ will bring you to account for it.

The Distress of the Companions

When this came down it weighed on the Companions as almost nothing else had.
7 They understood it to mean that they would be reckoned even for the thoughts
that crossed their hearts unbidden, the passing notions a man cannot stop, and
they came to the Messenger of Allah € and fell to their knees and said, Messen-
ger of Allah, we have been given deeds we can bear, the prayer and the fasting and
the striving and the charity, and now this dyah has come down and we cannot
bear it. The Prophet 5 said, do you want to say what the people of the two
Books before you said, we hear and we disobey? Rather say, we hear and we obey,

we hear and we obey. And they said it, and their tongues grew accustomed to it,
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and Allih %% sent down the relief immediately after, in the ayah that follows,

which drew the line exactly where the mercy of the religion draws it.

What the Heart Is Answerable For

The clarification, which the next ayah seals and which the Sunnah spells out, is
one of the most important things a believer can carry, and it is a mercy the reader
living in an anxious age should hold close. The involuntary thought, the waswasa,
the notion that darts through the mind and horrifies the one it darts through,
carries no sin. The Prophet LE said:
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Indeed Allah has passed over, for my Ummah, what their bearts whisper to
them, so long as they do not act upon it or speak it.

What a man is answerable for begins where his will enters: when he takes the
passing thought in and makes it a resolve, sits with it, settles on it, feeds it.”® The
thought that comes and is pushed away is not merely forgiven; the pushing of it
away, the recoiling from it for Allah's sake, is itself rewarded. And this is why the
law does not let major acts occur by thought alone. A divorce is not a divorce
because a man imagined it; a sale is not a sale because he considered it. These
require an utterance, or a valid action. The inner world is not a courtroom, and

the religion does not treat a man's fleeting mind as a confession.

The reader should take from this a specific comfort. The intrusive thought that
comes in worship, the blasphemous notion, the picture the mind throws up at
the worst moment, the whole family of what our age calls intrusive thoughts and
obsessive whispering, is not sin, and the anxiety that treats it as sin is itself a
burden Allah 3% did not lay down. Accountability begins at the chosen dwelling
upon a thing and at the action, not at the arrival of the whisper. A man is not

what passes through him. He is what he keeps.

103



The Messenger Has Believed
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The Messenger has believed in what was sent down to him from his Lord, and
the believers. Each bas believed in Allah and His angels and His Books and His
Messengers. We make no distinction between any of His Messengers. And they
said, we have beard and we bave obeyed. Your forgiveness, our Lord, and to You

is the return.

al-Baqara 2:285

The sara begins to close, and it closes on the creed. After all the law, and the
community, and the money, and the accountability, the second-longest sara in
the Book gathers itself into a statement of what the Prophet %€ and those with
him actually believe, and the reader will feel that everything has been building to
this.

Amana r-rasil, the Messenger has believed. Notice that he is named first, before
the believers, because the faith is his before it is theirs, and he is the first to affirm
what he was given, not merely its bearer but its foremost believer. Then wa -

mu’minin, and the believers, joined to him, so that the whole community is

folded in behind their Prophet Lina single faith.

The Order of the Creed

Then the objects of the belief, in an order that is not accidental: b7%ahi wa
mald’itkatibi wa kutubibi wa rusulih, in Allah, and His angels, and His Books,
and His Messengers. As al-Simarra1 observes, the sequence traces a coherent
chain: the Source, then the agents who carry His command, then the messages
that were sent down, then the envoys who delivered them.”” From Allah #Z, the

origin of all of it; to the angels, who bear the revelation; to the Books, which are
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the revelation borne; to the Messengers, who receive and convey it to mankind. It
moves down the line by which the guidance actually reached us, and to believe in

the whole chain is to believe in the way Allah 3£ chose to reach His creation.

La nufarriqu bayna abadin min rusulih, we make no distinction between any of
His Messengers. And here the reader who has been with this volume from its first
chapter will feel the sara close a circle it opened at ayah 253. There, at the head of
this final stretch, the Qur'an said that We preferred some of the messengers over
others, and the whole difficulty of how that sits with this was laid out. Now the
community itself speaks, and says /2 nufarrigu, in the present tense and the
plural, which is the tense of a standing habit: we do not, as a matter of our
permanent stance, pick and choose among His Messengers, believing in some and
rejecting others, as the communities before us did. The preference Allah #& makes
in what He gave them is His to make. The distinction the earlier peoples made,
taking one prophet and refusing the next, is the thing the believers here refuse to
make. The two are not in tension, and the sara has placed them at the two ends of

this final passage so that the reader would set them side by side and see it.

We Have Heard and We Have Obeyed

Wa qgalii sami‘nd wa ata‘nd, and they said, we have heard and we have obeyed.
This is the very phrase the Prophet ££ had just taught them, when the ayah of
accountability had frightened them and he told them not to say what the people
of the Book had said, but to say, we hear and we obey. Now the Qur'an records it
as their creed. What was, a moment ago, a discipline he pressed on them in their
distress has become the settled word of the community, written into the Book as

the thing the believers say.

And notice the order of the closing: obedience first, then the plea for pardon.
Ghufrinaka rabbana, Your forgiveness, our Lord. They do not ask forgiveness in
place of obeying; they obey, and then, knowing that even their obedience falls
short, they ask to be pardoned for the shortfall. Wz ilayka'l-masir, and to You is
the return. The sara that has spent so long on where money goes and where debts

return ends by naming the destination of the men themselves.
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The Two That Suffice

These last two ayahs were not revealed like the rest. It is reported that they were
given to the Prophet € from a treasure beneath the Throne, and the Sunnah
attaches to them a protection the reader should make use of every night. The

Prophet L€ said:
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Whoever recites the two dyabs from the end of Siirat al-Bagara at night, they
will suffice him.

They will suffice him, and the ‘ulama” have taken the sufficiency broadly: from the
night prayer, or from every harm, or from Shaytan.®* And there is a mercy in
these two beyond even that, for it is reported that at each plea contained in them,
Allih 82 answered, qgad fa‘altu, I have done it.3! The community asked not to be
taken to task for forgetfulness and error, and Allah 3% said, I have done it. They
asked not to be burdened as those before them were, and He said, I have done it.
Every request the next dgyah makes was granted as it was made, and the reader
reciting it at night is reciting a set of prayers that were answered before he was

born.
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Allah Does Not Burden a Soul Beyond Its Capacity
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Allah does not burden a soul beyond its capacity. For it is what it bas earned,
and against it is what it bas brought upon itself. Our Lord, do not take us to
task if we forget or err. Our Lord, and do not lay upon us a burden as You laid
it upon those before us. Our Lord, and do not make us bear what we have no
strength for. And pardon us, and forgive us, and have mercy on us. You are our

Protector, so belp us against the disbelieving people.

al-Baqara 2:286

The last ayah of the sara, and the relief that the dyah of accountability had made
the community long for. La yukallifu llabu nafsan illa wusaba, Allah 3& does
not burden a soul beyond its capacity. After the fear that they would be reckoned
for every whisper of the heart, this comes as the answer: you are held to what you
can bear, and no further. It is the ground on which the whole structure of
concessions in the religion stands, the 7ukbas that soften the law where a man
cannot manage it: the dry purification when there is no water, the shortened
prayer on a journey, the breaking of the fast in genuine hardship. Every one of

them is an application of this sentence.

Waus‘ and Taqa

There is a precision in the language the ‘ulama’ have drawn out. The ayah uses
two different words for what a soul can take. Here at the opening it is wus‘, which
is what a man can manage comfortably, within his normal capacity, without
strain. Later in the same ayah, in the plea, it is z2ga, which is the outermost limit

of what he can endure, the point past which he breaks. And the ayah holds both.
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Allah 3 legislates within the first, within wus¢ so that His law never asks of a man
more than he can comfortably give; and the servant, in the du@, begs not to be
driven even to the second, not to be brought to the edge of his z2g4. The law is set
well inside the line, and still the believer asks not to be pushed toward the line at
all. That is the manner of a servant who knows both his Lord's mercy and his

own weakness.

Kasabat and Iktasabat

Then a nuance in a single pair of words that the reader should carry away. Lahi
ma kasabat wa ‘alaybhi ma'ktasabat, for it is what it has earned, and against it is
what it has brought upon itself. For the good, the verb is kasabat, the lighter
form; for the evil, it is Zktasabat, the heavier, reflexive form, the one that carries
more effort in its very shape. The ‘ulama’ read a mercy in the grammar itself: good
is credited to the soul in the lighter word, as though it comes more naturally and
is written more readily, while sin is charged against it in the heavier word, as
though it must be worked for and taken on, and carries an encumbrance in the
getting.®? The good is for the soul and comes easily to it; the sin is agaznst it and
must be laboured into being. This is the disposition of the fitra, written into the

forms of two verbs.

The Three Prayers

Then the sara ends, as it must, in supplication, and the three requests climb.
First: rabbana la tu’akbidbna in nasina aw akbta’na, our Lord, do not take us to
task if we forget or err — a plea for the failures that are not chosen, the lapse of
memory and the honest mistake, the very things the previous ayahs had made
them fear. Then: rabbani wa la tabmil alayni isran kamda bhamaltahi
ala'lladbina min qablina, our Lord, do not lay upon us a burden as You laid it
upon those before us — a plea to be spared the heavy loads that the earlier
communities carried, the severities that were placed on the Children of Isra’il and
which this sara has recounted from its early pages. Then, deeper still: rabbani wa
ld tubammilna ma la taqata land bib, our Lord, do not make us bear what we
have no strength for — not merely the burden that is heavy, but the burden that

would break us outright.

And then the sara lays down every defence a servant has, one after another: wa fu

annd, pardon us, wipe out the offences; wa ghfir lana, and forgive us, cover them

108



over; wa rhamnd, and have mercy on us, and deal with us by Your mercy and not
by our desert. Pardon for what is past, covering for what would shame us, mercy
for what is to come. And the last words of the longest sira in the Book: anta
mawland fa'nsurna ‘ala’l-qawmi’l-kafirin, You are our Protector, so help us
against the disbelieving people. The sara that opened by dividing mankind into
the believer, the disbeliever, and the one who says he believes and does not, ends
with the believers turning to their Protector, and every one of these pleas, as the

reader learned in the dyah before, was met with gad fa ‘altu, I have done it.

And with that the sara closes, and this volume with it, and the reader who has
come the whole way from the opening of the Book to the end of al-Baqara, across
five volumes and the labour of years, should know that this small effort of mine
was never equal to its subject, and that abler hands than mine have served it
better, and that whatever in it is sound is from Allih 8% and whatever in it is in
error is from myself and from Shaytan. May Allah #& accept it, and make it of

benefit, and forgive its author his shortcomings in it. Amin.
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Addendum: On the Witness Clause of the Ayah of Debt

The two hundred and eighty-second ayah, in the middle of its long instruction on
recording a debt, says: and call two witnesses from your men, and if there are not
two men, then a man and two women from those you are content with as witnesses,
so that if one of them errs the other may remind ber. Six words of that clause, one
man and two women, have become the most quoted sentence of the sara in
circles that have never read the siira, taken as the Qur'an's estimate of a woman's
worth, half of a man's. It is worth setting the matter down at the length it needs,
because the chapter could not carry it without being pulled out of shape, and

because the ordinary worshipper is asked about it and deserves an answer he can

stand behind.

I will make five points, and I will try to make them without either the

defensiveness that concedes the premise or the bluster that refuses to engage it.

First: witnessing is a responsibility, not a privilege

The modern reader comes to this clause having been trained to hear everything in
the language of rights. To be a witness sounds like a right, and to need two
women where one man would do sounds like half a right. But the Qur'an does
not frame shahadab as a right at all. It frames it as a duty, a burden laid on the one
who carries it. The same ayah says, and let the witnesses not refuse when they are
called — a man who is summoned to witness cannot decline, because the
accuracy of another person'’s contract now rests partly on him. The witness is not

being given something. He is being made responsible for something.

Read in that light, the doubling is not a halving of a woman's standing but a
lightening of her load and a strengthening of the record. Two women called to the
burden of witnessing a financial contract support one another under it. The
reason the ayah gives is exactly this: so that if one of them errs, the other may
remind ber. It is a provision for the accuracy of the document and the protection
of the witnesses at once — the debtor is protected from an inaccurate record, and
the women are protected from being isolated and pressured in a dispute that, in
that society, was conducted among men and could turn on intimidation. It is a

double safeguard, not a demotion.
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Second: shahadah is not the same as riwayah

This is the distinction that dissolves most of the confusion, and every student of
the sacred law meets it early. Shabidab, legal witnessing, is one thing. Riwdyah,
the transmission of knowledge — the carrying of a hadith, a ruling, a report of
what the Prophet £ said and did — is another thing entirely, and the two are
governed by different rules.

Shahadah is formal, procedural, and tied to a specific case; its standards vary by
the subject matter, and they vary in ways that have nothing to do with any general
ranking of persons, as the fourth point below will show. The clause in this ayah

addresses shabadah in one particular domain, the recording of debts.

Riwdyah is the whole edifice of transmitted religious knowledge, and here women
were not at a discount — they were at the forefront. This Ummah received a vast
portion of its religion through women. ‘A’isha = &) 2 narrated well over two
thousand ahadith, and the greatest Companions and the scholars who came after
them sat at her feet and took the religion from her and built rulings on her word
alone. Umm Salama L I 2 and others narrated hundreds more. In riwayah
a single woman equals a sir{gle man; her transmission is weighed by the same
scales of memory, precision, and uprightness, and a great deal of the figh of this
Ummah rests solely on the report of one woman. If the ayah of debt were a
statement that a woman's memory or reliability were inherently half a man's, the
entire science of hadith would contradict it, for that science treated the two as
equal and often leaned its whole weight on a woman's sole report. It did not,

because the ayah was never about that.

Third: the Qur'an gives its own reason, and the scholars read it in context

The ayah does not leave the doubling unexplained and open to speculation. It
states the reason: an tadilla ibdabuma fa tudbakkira ihdabuma'l-ukbri, so that
if one of them errs the other may remind her. The concern named is accuracy of
recall in this specific matter, and the ‘ulama’ read that concern in its setting rather

than as a timeless verdict.

The setting was a society in which commerce was, overwhelmingly, the domain of
men. Men were immersed in trade daily; the mechanics of loans, terms, and
deferred payments were the water they swam in, and their recall of the details of a

contract was, on average and in that context, sharper simply through constant
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exposure. A woman, less commonly engaged in the daily traffic of debt, was on
average less immersed in exactly that kind of transaction — and, in a dispute
conducted among men, more exposed to pressure and intimidation. The
provision responds to the situation. It doubles the support in the one arena
where the exposure and the unfamiliarity were greatest, not to devalue the witness

but to safeguard the truth of the record.

That this is contextual and not essential is precisely what Ibn Taymiyya draws
out: if a woman is fully experienced in financial affairs and her recall of such
matters is sound, her testimony is accepted on a par with a man's. The issue, he
says, is not gender but domain experience. Where the exposure is equal, the
reason for the doubling falls away, and the ruling built on that reason falls away
with it. This is the ordinary working of the law, in which a ruling turns on its

stated cause.

Fourth: in other domains one woman equals one man, and sometimes stands
above him

Nothing settles the matter more plainly than to look at where the law places a
single woman's testimony equal to a man's, or above his, and to notice that these

are many and weighty.

The sighting of the crescent for the beginning of Ramadin: a woman's sighting is
accepted like a man's. In /i%n, the mutual oath sworn between a husband and
wife who accuse one another, the testimonies of the man and the woman stand
equal in the very procedure, oath for oath. And in the whole class of matters to
which women have access and men do not, a single woman's word is not merely
equal but decisive: the birth of a child and the cry of the newborn, the fact of
breastfeeding, menstruation and the reckoning of the waiting period, hidden
bodily conditions that only a woman would examine. In these, the testimony of
one trustworthy woman settles the case, and no man's word is sought or
preferred, because the reason that governed the clause in the ayah of debt —
domain and exposure — here runs the other way entirely. In disputes over hidden
defects in a marriage, the word of a reliable woman witness may be taken over a
man's. And in the transmission of the religion itself, as already said, a single

woman's narration founds rulings that the whole Ummah acts upon.
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Set these beside the clause in the ayah of debt and the pattern is unmistakable.
The law does not carry a fixed exchange rate between men and women that it
applies everywhere. It weighs testimony by relevance and reliability in the matter
at hand. In one arena the provision runs one way; in several others it runs the
opposite way; in most it is simply equal. A rule that were truly a statement about
the worth of a woman could not behave like this. This one behaves exactly as a

context-sensitive rule of evidence behaves, because that is what it is.

Fifth: what the ayah is actually about

Step back from the six words and look at the ayah they sit in. It is the longest ayah
in the Qur'in, and its entire concern, from its first word to its last, is the
protection of the vulnerable party in a debt: write it down, let the one who owes
dictate so the terms come from the weaker hand, bring a neutral scribe, secure it
with witnesses, do not grow weary of recording even the small sums, do not harm
the scribe or the witness. Every provision in it leans toward accuracy, fairness, and
the prevention of exploitation. The witness clause is one safeguard among many

in a passage that is nothing but safeguards.

To lift those six words out of that setting and read them as the Qur'an’s
pronouncement on the standing of women is to do to the ayah what the melters
of the fat did to their prohibition: to take a thing built for one purpose and press
it into the service of another. The ayah is protecting debtors. The two-women
clause is a contextual measure for the accuracy of a financial record, in a domain
where, at that time, one party was less exposed and more open to pressure. It is
not a scale of souls. The reader who has followed the sara this far, through its
long labour to secure justice between people and to shield the weak from the
strong, will recognise this clause as of a piece with all of it, and will not be moved

by those who quote the six words and have read nothing on either side of them.
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Notes

Those Are the Messengers (2:253)
1. al-Tabari, Jami‘al-Bayan, at 2:253; Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qur'an al-‘Azim, at 2:253.

2. The occasion of the slap in the market: al-Bukhari, no. 2411, and Muslim, no. 2373, in the
account of the Muslim and the Jew; drawn on here by Ibn Kathir at 2:253.

3. al-Tirmidhi, no. 1553; Muslim, no. 523, for the wording of the preference by these gifts; and
see Ibn Kathir at 2:253.

4. The signs gathered here are collected by al-Qurtubi, al-Jami‘ li Abkam al-Qur'an, and Ibn
Kathir in the introductions to their comment on the prophethood; the challenge of 774z is at
2:23.

S. al-Bukhari, no. 3414 (the swoon at the Throne); no. 3416 and no. 4813 (do not prefer me
over Misi); no. 3395 and no. 4630 (Yanus ibn Matta).

6. al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir at 2:253, on the three intended by man kallama llab.

Allah, There Is No God But He (2:255)
1. Muslim, no. 810, from Ubayy ibn Ka'b 4 ) LS’ ).

2. The view that al-Hayy al-Qayyim are the greatest of the names is related from a group of the
‘ulama’; see al-Qurtubi at 2:255 and al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, at the same.

3. Aba Dawad, no. 1496; al-Tirmidhi, no. 3478; Ibn Mijah, no. 3855; and the ‘ulama’ locate
the name in al-Baqara, Al ‘Imran, and T4 Ha as noted by al-Qurtubi.

\
4. al-Tabari at 2:255, from Ibn ‘Abbas \.@7& | &P on the Kursi as the place of the feet.
- \
5. The ring in the desert: Ibn Kathir at 2:255, citing the report of Aba Dharr 4 & (&P

the chain is discussed there.

6. On the concentric structure of the dyah's clauses, see the observations gathered in the later
balagha literature; the pairing is drawn out by al-Biqa‘i, Nagm al-Durar, at 2:255.

The Virtues of the Ayah of the Throne (2:255)

1. The gradings follow the standard assessments: the protection at night, al-Bukhari, no. 2311;
its being the greatest ayah, Muslim, no. 810; the recitation after every prayer, al-Nasa1, a/-
Sunan al-Kubri, no. 9848, and ‘Amal al-Yawm wa'l-Layla, no. 100, with the dispute over its
chain noted by Ibn Hajar and others.

The Man Who Came Three Nights (2:255)

\
L. al-Bukhari, no. 2311, from Abi Hurayra & &) L90 3, in the Book of Deputation.
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There Is No Compulsion in the Religion (2:256)

\
1. The dream of ‘Abdullih ibn Salam 4& 44! &2 al-Bukhari, no. 3813, and Muslim, no.
2484.

2. The hadith /i nikaha illa bi waliyy: Aba Dawad, no. 2085; al-Tirmidhi, no. 1101; graded
sound by the ‘ulam’.

The One Who Argued With Ibrahim (2:258)
1. al-Tabari at 2:258, from Mujahid, on the four kings; and Ibn Kathir at the same.

Or Like the One Who Passed by a Town (2:259)
L Ibn Kathir at 2:259, gathering the reports naming ‘Uzayr r)U\ 4Je and Bayt al-Maqdis.

2. al-Tabari at 2:259, on the rebuilding of the city and the return of the Children of IsrZ’il.
3. Ibn Kathir at 2:259, on the raising of the eyes first.

My Lord, Show Me How You Give Life to the Dead (2:260)

1. al-Bukhiri, no. 4537, and Muslim, no. 151, for the hadith nabnu abagqu bi'sh-shakk; the
reading of it as a denial by concession is the position of the mufassirin and the
commentators on the Sahih.

2. al-Tabarf at 2:260, on the cutting and mixing of the birds.

\
3. The report from Ibn ‘Abbis L«f& i 3 that this is the most hopeful ayah is cited by al-
Qurtubi at 2:260 and by Ibn Kathir.

Like a Grain Which Grew Seven Ears (2:261)

1. The factors affecting the multiplication are set out by al-Razi at 2:261 and gathered by later
mufassiran.

2. Ahmad, al-Musnad; and see Muslim, no. 1892, in the wording of the bridled camels for
spending in the way of Allah.

Then They Do Not Follow It With Reproach (2:262)

1. Muslim, no. 106, from Aba Dharr 4& ) &2y on the three whom Allah will not speak

to.

Do Not Cancel Your Charities (2:264)

\
1. Muslim, no. 1905, from Aba Hurayra & A st 3, on the first three to be judged.

Like a Garden on a Height (2:265)

1. al-Bukhari, no. 1419, and Muslim, no. 1032, for the hadith an tasaddaqa wa anta sabhibun
shabib; the ayah on those who spent before the conquest is 57:10.
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Would Any of You Wish for a Garden (2:266)
\
1. al-Bukhari, no. 4538, from Ibn ‘Abbas L«?& | (P on the meaning of the parable.

2. al-Hakim, al-Mustadrak; cited by Ibn Kathir at 2:266; the wording of the du for provision
in old age.

Spend of the Good Things You Have Earned (2:267)

1. The occasion of the dates on the rope: Aba Dawiid, no. 1607; al-Tirmidhi, no. 2987; and see
Ibn Kathir at 2:267. The dyah on spending from what you love is 3:92.

2. Aba Talha and Bayraha’: al-Bukhari, no. 1461, and Muslim, no. 998.

Shaytin Promises You Poverty (2:268)
1. al-Bukhiri, no. 1442, and Muslim, no. 1010, on the two angels.

He Gives Wisdom to Whom He Wills (2:269)

1. al-Raghib al-Isfahani, al-Mufradat fi Gharib al-Qurn, under b-k-m. The dyah on Dawad
is 2:251.

2. al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, at 2:269.
\
3. al-Tabari at 2:269, from Ibn ‘Abbis l""ﬁ"; ) &2

4. al-Bukhiri, no. 73, and Muslim, no. 816, on the two who may be envied.

Whatever You Spend, Allah Knows It (2:270)
1. al-Tabari and al-Qurtubi at 2:270, on the mention of the vow.
2. al-Bukhari, no. 6608, and Muslim, no. 1640, on the vow extracting from the miser.

3. al-Qurtubi at 2:270, on the identity of the galimin here.

If You Disclose the Charities (2:271)
1. The seven whom Allah will shade: al-Bukhiri, no. 660, and Muslim, no. 1031. The

comparison of open and secret recitation to open and secret charity: Aba Dawad, no. 1333,
and al-Tirmidhi, no. 2919, graded sound.

Their Guidance Is Not Upon You (2:272)

1. al-Jassas, Abkam al-Qur'an, at 2:272, and al-Qurtubi at the same, on the ruling that
voluntary charity may be given to a non-Muslim while zakah may not.

For the Poor Who Are Confined (2:273)
1. Ibn Kathir at 2:273, on the people of the Suffa.
2. Ashraf “Ali al-Thanawi, Bayan al-Qur'an, at 2:273.
3. al-Qurtubi at 2:273, on the fagir in fine dress.
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4. al-Qurtubi at 2:273, on ruling by circumstantial evidence.
S. al-Bukhiri, no. 1479, and Muslim, no. 1039, on the definition of the miskin.
6. Abi Dawiid, no. 1627; al-Nasa1, no. 2595; Ahmad, a/-Musnad; from Aba Sa‘id al-Khudri

\
ae Al o2

By Night and by Day, Secretly and Openly (2:274)

1. The spending on family as charity: al-Bukhari, no. 55, and Muslim, no. 1002; the words to
\
Sa‘d ibn Abi Waqqas 4= v (e?: al-Bukhari, no. 1295, and Muslim, no. 1628.

Those Who Devour Riba (2:275)
1. The seven destroying sins: al-Bukhari, no. 2766, and Muslim, no. 89.
2 Muslim, no. 1598, from Jabir 4:¢ 4l (2> on the curse upon the parties to riba.

3. Ibn Majah, no. 2274, graded sound by al-Hakim and al-Dhahabi, on the seventy-three doors;
and Ibn Majah, no. 2279, graded sound by al-Albani, that riba ends in scarcity.

The Two Ribas (2:275)

1. The classification into 7iba al-nasi’a and riba al-fadl is standard in the figh; the hadith of the
six commodities exchanged like for like and hand to hand is at Muslim, no. 1587.

2. Mufti Muhammad Taqi ‘Uthmani, Az Introduction to Islamic Finance (Karachi: Idaratul
Mafrif / Darul Ishaat), on the distinction between riba and trade.

3. The river of blood in the vision: al-Bukhari, no. 2085 and no. 7047, from Samura ibn
\
Jundub 4 4l 3t

Allih Wipes Out Riba and Nurtures the Charities (2:276)

1. Mufti Muhammad ShafT, Ma ‘ariful Qur'an, at 2:276, on the swelling of the diseased body.
The ayah of al-Ram is 30:39.

2. al-Bukhari, no. 1410, and Muslim, no. 1014, on the charity nurtured like a foal.
3. al-Bukhairi, no. 2223, and Muslim, no. 1581, on the melted fat.

Surely Those Who Believe and Do Good (2:277)

1. Ibn Kathir at 2:277, on the contrast between the ribi-eater and the believer who prays and

gives zakah.

Give Up What Remains of Riba (2:278)
1. al-Qurtubi at 2:278, on the dispute between Thagqjif and Makhzaom.

2. The farewell sermon annulling the riba of the Jahiliyya, beginning with that of al-‘Abbas:
Muslim, no. 1218, in the long hadith of Jabir 4. A (e? on the Farewell Pilgrimage.
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A Declaration of War (2:279)
1. al-Bukhari, no. 6502, the hadith qudsi on enmity to a wali of Allh.
\
2. The report of Ibn ‘Abbas ‘.a.?& &) (g2 is cited by al-Tabarf and Ibn Kathir at 2:279.

3. Ibn al-Qayyim, 9am al-Muwaqqi‘in, on riba as structural zulm.

If He Is in Hardship, Then Deferment (2:280)

1. Ahmad, a/-Musnad, from Sulaymain ibn Buraydah from his father, on the daily charity for
granting respite.

\
2. Muslim, no. 1563, and Ahmad, on Aba Qatida 42& 4| 2 and the debtor in hardship.

3. Muslim, no. 1560, on the servant who was easy with people and was granted the Garden.

And Fear a Day (2:281)
1. The reports that this is the last ayah revealed, and the interval before the Prophet's passing
%, are gathered by al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir at 2:281; and see al-Nas@'i, al-Sunan al-Kubra.
2. Ibn Kathir at 2:281.
3. al-Qurtubi at 2:281, on the placement of a general address here and the gravity of hugiq al-
Gbad.
The Ayah of Debt (2:282)

1. On the placement and setting of the dyah of debt within the passage on charity and riba, see
al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir at 2:282, and the introductions of the fugah? to the verse in
Abkam al-Qur'an.

A Pledge Taken in Hand (2:283)

1. al-Jassas, Abkam al-Qur'an, at 2:283, on the generality of the pledge beyond travel and the
meaning of magqbida.

2. The Prophet’s armour pledged to a Jew %: al-Bukhari, no. 2916, and Muslim, no. 1603.
3. al-Jassas and al-Qurtubi at 2:283, on kitman al-shahidab and the wording dthimun qalbub.

4. The greatest major sins, including false testimony: al-Bukhari, no. 2654, and Muslim, no. 87.

S.Rendering the trust: Aba Dawad, no. 3535, and al-Tirmidhi, no. 1264; the grading is
discussed by the ‘ulama’.

To Allah Belongs What Is in the Heavens (2:284)

1. The distress of the Companions and the command to say "we hear and we obey”: Muslim,
\

no. 125, from Aba Hurayra 4& iy &P

2. The pardon of what the heart whispers: al-Bukhiri, no. 6664, and Muslim, no. 127. The
principle that acts are by intentions: al-Bukhari, no. 1, and Muslim, no. 1907.
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The Messenger Has Believed (2:285)
1. Fadil al-Saimarra1, Lamasit Bayaniyya, on the order of the elements of the creed.

2. The two ayahs sufficing at night: al-Bukhari, no. 5009, and Muslim, no. 807.
\
3. The answer gad fa‘altu to each plea: Muslim, no. 126, from Ibn ‘Abbas L«‘,& ) LS’ ).

Allah Does Not Burden a Soul Beyond Its Capacity (2:286)

1. On the nuance of kasabat and iktasabat, see al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, and al-Razi at
2:286; the distinction of wus“and tdga is drawn out by the same.
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Glossary

adhd — hurt, injury; here, the wounding of the one who received a charity by reproach,

reminder, or humiliation.

amdna — a trust; something placed in a person's keeping that must be faithfully

returned or discharged.
ayab (pl. ayat) — a sign; a verse of the Qur'an.

bay* — sale, trade; the lawful exchange of a good for a price, contrasted in the Qur'an

with riba.

dhimmi — a non-Muslim living under the protection of an Islamic order, with settled

rights and obligations.

fagqir — a poor person; in the law, one who does not possess the #4526 and is an eligible

recipient of zakah.

badith qudsi — a sacred report in which the Prophet £ conveys words attributed to
Allah, distinct from the Qur'an.

bikma — wisdom; the sound knowledge of things joined to right action, putting each

matter in its proper place.

bugiiq al-5bad — the rights of other people, as distinct from the rights of Allah; not

discharged by repentance alone but requiring restitution.

tktisab — acquisition through effort; the reflexive earning of a thing, used in the Qur'an
of sin (tktasabat).

5ar — a whirlwind; the fiery storm that destroys the garden in the parable of 2:266.
kasb — earning; the acquiring of a thing, used in the Qur'an of good deeds (kasabat).

kbulla — deep friendship, intimate attachment; from the same root as £balil, the intim-

ate friend.

kitman al-shabadab — the concealment of testimony; the sinful withholding of what

one knows when called to witness.

Kursi — the Footstool; affirmed as a reality in 2:255, distinct from and beneath the
‘Arsh, the Throne.
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li‘an — the mutual sworn oath between spouses in a case of accusation, by which each

testifies against the other.

mann — reproach; the reminding of a favour done, which nullifies the reward of a char-
ity.
maqbiida — taken into possession; said of a pledge that has actually been delivered into

the creditor's hand and is thereby binding.

nadbr — a vow; a self-imposed binding to Allah to perform some act, often made

conditional on an outcome.
nisab — the threshold of wealth at which zakah becomes due.
gabd — taking into possession; the actual transfer that makes a pledge or a sale effective.

rabn — a pledge or collateral; property held as security against a debt, remaining the
debtor's but held by the creditor.

ribd — usury; a prohibited increase, whether the increase on a loan for time (riba al-

nasia) or the surplus in exchanging like commodities (7iba al-fadl).

riwdyah — the transmission of religious knowledge, such as hadith and figh; a domain

in which a woman's report stands equal to a man's.
riya’ — showing off; the performance of a deed to be seen by people, which voids it.

rukbsa (pl. rukbas) — a concession or dispensation in the law, granted where hardship

would otherwise fall on the servant.

sadaqa — charity; a voluntary gift given for the sake of Allih, distinct from the
obligatory zakah.

safwan — a smooth rock; the bare stone with a film of dust on it in the parable of the
show-off's charity (2:264).

shabddah — legal testimony; the formal witnessing of a matter before others or a court.

Suffa — the shaded platform at the back of the Prophet's mosque where the poor
Mubhijiran who had no home lodged.

tdghit — a false object of worship or obedience; anything set up and obeyed in the place
of Allah.

tdga — the outermost limit of a person's endurance, beyond which he breaks;

contrasted with wus¢
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tayyib — good, wholesome, lawful; said of wealth and earnings that are pure, the only
kind Allah accepts.

urwa al-wuthqa — the firmest handhold; the secure grip of faith described in 2:256 as

one that does not break.

wali — a protector, guardian, or intimate ally; used of Allah's relation to the believers

and, in the law, of the guardian in marriage.

waswasa — whispering; the intrusive suggestion of Shaytan or of the lower self, which

carries no sin unless entertained and acted upon.

wus“— the capacity a person can manage comfortably; the measure within which Allah
legislates (2:286).

zakah — the obligatory alms due on wealth at the #454b, one of the pillars of Islam,

restricted to eight named categories of recipient.

zulm — wrongdoing, injustice, oppression; the placing of a thing where it does not be-

long.
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