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Introduction

Islam is unique as a religion based on a Book — the Qur’in. So
is the Islamic Ummah, whose identity and historical personality have
been derived from and fashioned by the Qur’an. No influence has
been greater than the Qur’an in shaping the spirit and ethos of
Muslim culture and civilization. If we look at the long history of
religions and civilizations, it may be said, without reservation, that
if ever there was a book that produced a religion, a community, a
culture and a civilization, it is the Qur’an. For this reason, the origins
and destiny of the Muslim Ummah rest with the Qur’an.

It would be no exaggeration to suggest that Tafsir literature
mirrors Muslim religious and social thought at its best. The real
genius of the Muslim mind has expressed itself in its unceasing efforts
to understand and interpret the word of God as enshrined in the
Qur’an and as exemplified in the Sunnah of the Prophet (peace be
on him). And just as the Qur’an deals with all aspects of human
life, thought and behaviour, so Tafsir literature constitutes a
spectrum reflecting Muslim ideas in all areas of human thought and
behaviour. From eschatology and metaphysics to prayer and wor-
ship, from epistemology to individual conduct and social behaviour,
from social philosophy to the problems of familial and societal
organization, from theology to law and morality, from the most
sensitive aspects of motivation to the explicit problems of war and
peace, to justice and /hsdn, to history and futurology. A meaningful
history of Muslim thought cannot be written without delving deep
into Tafsir literature. This is the reason why most of the histories
of Muslim thought, written either in the West or which have drawn
primarily upon sources other than Tafsir literature, have failed to
capture the richness and originality of Muslim contributions to
human thought and society.

The Prophet Muhammad (peace be on him) was not only the
recipient of the Divine Revelation contained in the Qur’an; he was
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also its most authentic interpreter and expounder. The Sunnah
represents the Qur'an in practice. It embodies and radiates the
model in both space and time.

The prophetic model is not only the realization of the ideal; it
also inaugurates a process through which those who have followed
in the footsteps of the Prophet throughout the ages have continued
to strive to understand, interpret, explain and implement the Word
of God. Succeeding generations strived to follow the model and
learn from the efforts of their predecessors. The text of the Qur’an
was preserved and protected in.its totality; it was spared human
interpolation. The translation of the Qur’an into other languages
was accepted as an aid to the understanding of the Qur’an, but it
was never accepted as a substitute for that text. A translation is a
human effort and constitutes a form of tafser (bayan). Efforts were
made in every age to understand the meaning of the Qur’an and to
discover its teachings’ relevance to the problems faced by the people
in particular situations. The eternal has continued to provide
guidance for the temporal in all times and climes. Similarly, efforts
to implement the teachings were made at both individual and
collective levels, which did not lose sight of the specific problems
of the age. In facing these challenges, meticulous care was taken to
see that the Word of God and the Word of man remained distinct.
Every effort to understand the intent of the Master and its relevance
to changing situations remained a human effort, despite the fact
that, in the context of Islamic thought and literature, these rep-
resented the best of the Muslim genius. Over a thousand tafsirs are
available in the Arabic language and a similar number in other
Muslim languages taken together. Fresh contributions have been
made in every age and from all areas of the Muslim world.

The science of Tafsir is a very specialized discipline. It is
impossible to make even an elementary effort, in this brief introduc-
tion, to capture the most distinct aspects of its subject. Yet it would
be worthwhile to highlight at least three areas of special concern.

First and foremost, I would like to make reference to the Muslin
scholars and savants who have strived to find the meaning to verses
of the Qur’an by reference to other verses of the Qur’an itself and
to the Sunnah of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be on him). These
efforts have been supplemented by attempts to find out how the
Companions of the Prophet understood different verses of the
Qur’an. While using the tools of lexicon — the Arab idiom and usage
at the time of the Prophet and the literary tradition which constituted
the intellectual universe in which the Qur’an was revealed — their
real effort was to understand the meaning of the Qur’an in light of
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Introduction

the interpretation given by the Prophet, his Companions and the
early savants. In the typology of Tafsir, this is known as the tradition
of Tafsir al-Ma’thiir.

The second area of concern I have chosen relates to the fighi
tafsir. The primary concern, in this context, was to find out the divine
commandments (Ahkam) in relation to the different aspects of
individual and collective life and behaviour. This covered not only
whatever was available in the form of direct and explicit injunctions
but also what was derived by applying the principles of tafsir and
the inference of law (Istinbar al-Ahkam). Efforts were made to apply
Qur’anic injunctions to new problems with the aim of deriving the
intent of law for situations not explicitly covered. As Qur’anic
guidance comprehends all aspects of life} this effort became all-
embracing. Fighi Tafasir lay primary emphasis on spelling out
Qur’anic guidance on the multifarious aspects of human life, and
apply, in particular, general principles to actual problems and infer
the law for issues and areas not directly covered in the text.

The third major area of concern covers the wide spectrum of rafasir
written to highlight the wisdom contained in the Qur’an, the rationale
behind its beliefs as well as its commands, the vision of the man and
the society the Qur’an builds and how it differs from the vision of
man and society in other religions, ideologies and philosophies.
These rafasir also deal with doubts and suspicions and objections
and criticisms voiced in respect of some of the teachings of the
Qur’an. Efforts were also made to show the relevance of the Qur’an
to the problems of the age and how these problems could be solved
by recourse to the Qur’an. This category is known as Kalami Tafsir.

Although these three perspectives are not exclusive, Qur’anic studies
have nevertheless progressed in every age as a result of them. Muslim
scholars, in their attempts to search out Qur’anic answers to the
challenges of their times have always tried to fathom Qur’anic depths.
Every age has its own outstanding contributions which testify to the
inner strength and vitality of the Islamic traditions. For example, the
latter half of the twentieth century will be remembered for two seminal
contributions to tafsir literature; namely Fi Zilal al-Qur’an by Shahid
Sayyid Qutb and Tafhim al-Qur’an by Sayyid Abul A‘la Mawdadi.

The Qur’an held a unique fascination for Sayyid Mawdudi. To
him it was not simply a sacred book which had to be believed in as
an article of faith. It was something more, something vitally different
and something very special. Let me spell out his relationship with
the Book in his own words.

It was in 1946 that an interesting book appeared under the title
Mashahir Ahl-e-‘llm ki Muhsin Kitaben (Books that Moved the
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Intellectual Luminaries, literally ‘their Benefactor Books’). It was
an anthology of essays and memoirs written by over two dozen
top-ranking scholars and statesmen of the Indo-Pakistan subconti-
nent. Each one recapitulated and reflected upon the books that had
influenced him most. In this myriad galaxy, which highlighted
outstanding books from Riimi’s Mathnawi to the Tilism-e-Hushruba
(A Book of Magic and Fairy Tales), the shortest yet the most moving
contribution was from Sayyid Mawdadi. He was alone in identifying
only one book, strangely enough the one not mentioned by any of
the other distinguished scholars; it was the Qur’an: ‘I have studied
a large number of books, particularly in the days of my early gropings
in the dark (Jghiliyah). It would not be an exaggeration to submit
that I have tried to imbibe quite a library — books dealing with
philosophy, old and new, science (natural and social), economics,
politics and what not. But when I studied the Qur’an with the eyes
of my soul it opened up a new world before me. The spell of all
that I had read in my age of gropings was cast asunder. Then only,
I realized that now I have had access to the roots of knowledge,
and the world of reality; Kant, Nietzsche, Hegel, Marx and other
secular thinkers began to look like pygmies. In fact, I began to pity
them, for they could not resolve issues, despite grappling with them
throughout their life and producing thereon huge volumes. This
Book has resolved these in a few words. This Book alone is my true
benefactor. It has changed me altogether. It has transformed the
animal in me into a human. It has conducted me from darkness into
light. It has endowed me with a beacon which illumines every dismal
corner of life into which I now venture to move. Now reality glows
before my eyes without any mask. The key that can open every
locked door is called a “master-key”. So to me, the Qur’an
constitutes the master-key which resolves every problem of human
life. It has opened up for me glorious avenues of life and progress.
Words fail me to thank the Lord, Allah, subhdnahii wata‘ala, Who
bestowed upon us this Blessed Book.’

The Qur’an is the key to Sayyid Mawdidr’s life and mission. In
his view, where the Muslims have failed is in the weakening or
pollution of their relationship with the Qur’an. It was the Qur’an
that made them masters of the world. It is the Qur’an which can
once again set their house in order and enable them to win back
their rightful place in the world.

It is significant that the journal through which.Sayyid Mawdudi
launched his intellectual crusade was called Tarjuman al-Qur’an
(Spokesman of the Qur’an). And when the Islamic Movement of
the Jama‘at-i-Islami was formally launched, in August 1941, he
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Introduction

devoted most of his energies to writing the Tafhim al-Qur’'an so
that this movement would imbibe the message of the Qur’an and
engage in the struggle to establish the world order that the Qur’an
wants to be established. That is why Tafhim al-Qur’an occupies a
very central position in Sayyid Mawdidi’s strategy for Islamic
revolution.

Sayyid Mawdudi is one of the chief architects of contemporary
Islamic resurgence. He was a prolific writer. He authored more than
150 books and treatises on different aspects of Islam, ranging from
al-Jihad fi al-Islam to the Manifesto of the Jama‘at-i-Islami. His
magnum opus, however, remains the Tafhim al-Qur’an, his trans-
lation and tafsir (exegesis) of the Qur’an. This alone epitomizes his
elegant literary style, his vast erudition, the clarity and brilliance of
his thought and the candour of his commitment to change the world
in the image of the Qur’an. It was in the maturity of his youth, in
February 1942, at the age of thirty-nine, that he began the writing
of this tafsir; it was not until May 1973, when his hair had run white
and he had sought retirement from the active leadership of the
Jama‘at, that he completed the work. Tafhim al-Qur’an is the
choicest product of a lifetime - a life dedicated to the glory of the
Lord, a life engaged in honest intellectual inquiry, in robust
scholarship, in all round Jihdd to establish the supremacy of the
truth as revealed by Allah and as practised by His prophet. Tafhim
al-Qur’an has been published in six volumes. The first volume
appeared in 1950, when Sayyid Mawdadi was in prison, and the last
one appeared in 1973, six years before he breathed his last. The
Tafhim al-Qur’an is the most widely read tafsir in our times.

Tafhim is a unique contribution to contemporary tafsir literature.
For this reason, some of its distinct aspects deserve to be highlighted.

The uniqueness of Tafftim lies in the fact that it looks upon the
Qur’an as a book of guidance (hiddyah). There is no denying that
the Qur’an does deal with aspects of history, geography, socio-
economic relations, natural phenomena, etc., but it is not primarily
concerned with any of these subject areas. It is a masterpiece of
higher literature, but it is not meant to be used as a mere piece of
literature. As such, the Qur’an has been approached as the main-
spring for guidance, destined to play a decisive role in the reconstruc-
tion of thought and action, of institutions and society; as was the
case when it was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad (peace be on
him). The function of Tafhim is not to dwell primarily or mainly
on literary beauties and legalistic niceties — which have not been
ignored — but to develop an understapding of the Qur’an as the
source of guidance.
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- Sayyid Mawdudi also emphasizes that the Qur’an is a book of a
movement. It presents a message, invites the whole human race to a
view of reality and society, organizes those who respond to this call
into an ideological community and enjoins upon this community the
necessity to strive for the socio-moral reconstruction of humanity,
both individually and collectively. The Qur’an wants to produce a
universal ideological movement and constitutes a guide-book for this
movement. Much of the Qur’an cannot be properly understood unless
it is studied in the context of this framework. The Prophet was assign-
ed to play a historical role as the leader of this Islamic movement. The
Qur’an was revealed to him piecemeal during the twenty-three years
of his prophetic career, guiding his steps throughout his struggle.
This guaranteed guidance has a particular, as well as a general and
universal, aspect. In its particular aspect, this entire milieu provides
an illustration of the movement and change which the Qur’an wants
to bring about. In its general and universal aspect, the Qur’an
abstracts from the specific time-space context and presents the model
which can and should be applied in different time-space situations.
Sayyid Mawdudi approached the Qur’an as the guide-book for this
movement of Islamic reconstruction. As such, the internal evidence
of the Qur’an, revealing as it does different aspects and situations
of this Da‘wah and movement, the Sunnah of the Prophet and of
his Companions and the evidence on Asbab al-Tanzil, assumes great
significance in his understanding of the Qur’an.

The Qur’an presents a complete way of life — a code of conduct
and a scheme for organizing the total gamut of human life — belief,
action and society. It does not divide itself into water-tight material
and spiritual, this-worldly and that-worldly, compartments. It creates
only one supreme loyalty — to Allah and His prophet; and tries to
organize the whole fabric of human life on this basis. Sayyid
Mawdadi suggests that the key concepts of the Qur’an are Ilah,
Rabb, ‘Ibadah and al-Din. The Qur’an invites man to accept the
Creator as Rabb, the Sustainer and Sovereign, to harmonize his will
with the Will of Allah in all its aspects (‘ibadah) and to establish
the Will of Allah over the totality of life (din). This is the path
through which man can seek the fulfilment of his real nature. This
is the approach that the Tafhim has expounded.

In his unique style, Sayyid Mawdudi emphasizes that the key to
the understanding of the Qur’an lies in its style and methodology.
These are distinct and unique — suited to its purpose and mission —
and consequently do not fit any framework developed by human
scholarship. Its purpose is Hidayah (guidance). It addresses itself to
man. Its target is to develop a new consciousness of reality to mould
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the character and personality of the individual on the prime value of
tagwa (God-consciousness) and to generate a new social movement
to establish a new culture and civilization. To achieve this objective,
it has adopted a direct and straightforward method of heart-to-heart
conversation between God and man. Its style is that of brief and
precise Khutubat addressed by God to man but containing all the
elements of a meaningful dialogue between the two. Individually,
every ayah of the Qur’an serves this purpose, and in the context in
which it occurs. Sayyid Mawdiadi develops a new concept of the
(Nazm) system and sequence within the Qur’an. Earlier Mufassirin
have tried to elaborate on the relationship between the different
strahs of the Qur’an. Some have studied Nazm within every sirah.
Sayyid Mawdudi attempted to study the Nazm of the whole of the
Qur’an and of each sarah, and the relationship between different
surahs and between verses within the sirah in light of the overall
objectives of the Qur’an, and has shown how they are woven together
into one glorious pattern. The apparent diversity is permeated with
a purposive unity. To Mawduadi, the style and methodology of the
Qur’an are not secondary to its purpose, rather they are its essential
instruments. Instead of presenting an apology for the methodology
of the Qur’an or trying to justify it logically or rhetorically, he has
presented this methodology of the Qur’an as a unique and essential
key to the understanding of the message and mission of the Qur’an.

These propositions form the framework in which Sayyid Mawduadi
has endeavoured to study the Qur’an. He has written a Mugaddimah,
prolegomena, to the Tafhim al-Qur’an, wherein he has discussed
his approach to the study of the Qur’an and the principles of
interpretation he has followed, and a treatise on the key concepts
of the Qur’an: Ilah, Rabb, ‘Ibadah and al-Din. Every siurah has
been prefaced by an introduction giving the subject matter of the
sirah, its relevance to the overall scheme of the Qur’an, its historical
setting and a summary of the questions and issues discussed in it.

The Tafhim offers a new translation of the Qur’an which is neither
literal nor liberal. It is an interpretative translation in direct, forceful
and modern Urdu. In the first place, this translation conveys the
meaning of the Qur’an in a forceful style nearest to the spirit of the
original. Secondly, it renders the spoken word of the Arabic into
the written word of Urdu. With this translation, Sayyid Mawduadi
has tried to provide for the ordinary Urdu reader an almost direct
access to the Qur’an.

Another distinctive aspect of this translation is the use of para-
graphs. In the text of the Qur’an, there are no paragraphs. The
division of the Qur’an into Manzil, Juz’ and Ruki’ is only for the
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convenience of recitation. They are not meaningful divisions. The
introduction of paragraphing in translation is a major innovation
and to the best of my knowledge, Sayyid Mawdiidi has been the
first scholar to do so in Urdu, and perhaps in any language of the
world.

The translation is followed by explanatory notes elaborating the
meaning of the Qur’an, giving historical and other information
wherever necessary, pin-pointing the relevance of a verse to the
message and spirit of the Qur'an and the needs of the Islamic
movement, explaining the hikmah (rationale) tehind different
injunctions and their import for our own times. Through these notes,
Sayyid Mawdudi has tried to Jevelop a new ‘ilm al-Kalam based
upon the Qur’an and utilizing the developments of modern know-
ledge, the principles of historical criticism, comparative religion and
ideologies. In using the methodology of the Qur’an to develop a
new ‘ilm al-Kalam Mawdidi has added grist to his mill. His effort
is to use these notes as an aid to the understanding of the Qur’an
and to dispel doubts and difficulties which a modern-educated
Muslim may face in his efforts to study the Qur’an. He has been
only too eager to avoid any issues which may distract the reader’s
attention from the word of the Qur’an. The notes are functional
and not just ornamental.

He has also used these notes to delineate and elaborate the broad
outlines of the total scheme of life adumbrated in the Qur’an and
to suggest how this can be translated into the reality of the present
time.

While dealing with the Ahkam, he has avoided sectarian con-
troversies. Although he generally follows the Hanafi school, he has
usually in his explanatory notes stated the viewpoint of all major
schools of Islamic thought, including that of the Shi‘ak. This helps
the reader appreciate how a certain verse has been explained or
approached by scholars belonging to different schools. It also
identifies the flexibility of Islamic law, and paves the way for bridging
the gap between the different schools of thought. In so doing, it
lays the foundations for an ecumenical movement within Islam.

In his exegesis, Sayyid Mawdidi tries not only to capture the
original meaning and impact of the Qur’an but also to throw light
on the model that emerges from that, as a guide for the present and
for the future.

Another distinct feature of the Tafhim al-Qur’an is its index.
Running into some three hundred pages it is, perhaps, the most
elaborate and exhaustive concordance of the Qur’an. It deals with
the concepts, themes, personalities and events in the Qur’an and is
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an extremely useful aid to any researcher.

Tafhim al-Qur’an is a major contribution to Tafsir literature. It
is difficult to measure it with the yardsticks of modernism or
traditionalism. It may, more correctly, be described as revivalist and
revolutionary. Its emphasis is on movement, activism and dynamism,
without taking liberties with the Word of God or equating the
concepts of the Qur'an with the thought-content of modern
ideologies. It is permeated with respect for tradition in thought and
practice without completely identifying the Qur’an with the institu-
tional structures produced by the Muslims during the course of
history. It is a plea for purposive change and tries to develop the
faculty to discriminate between the essential and the incidental,
between the divine, and as such permanent, and the human, and as
such changeable. The Tafhim al-Qur’an is, itself, a human effort
and is subject to all the possibilities and limitations of a human effort
to understand and explain the Divine Word. It has its own con-
temporary flavour and this constitutes its merit as well as its
limitation.

The need to produce a complete translation of the Tafhim in the
English language has been felt ever since its publication in Urdu.
To fulfil this need, Islamic Publications, Lahore has published an
English translation of the Tafhim. Although this rendered a useful
service, it was commonly realized that the translation could not
capture the real force and elegance of the Tafhim al-Qur’an, which
is not only a masterpiece of scholarship, but also a rare piece of
literary excellence. The text of the Qur’an, as translated in Urdu
by Sayyid Mawdadi, could not be effectively reproduced in the
English translation. Explanatory notes were abridged in a number
of places. Editorial language standards and the physical production
of the book left much to be desired. Sayyid Mawdudi realized these
limitations and wanted a new and more forceful translation of the
Tafhim al-Qur’an in modern English and was eager that the same
be printed to professional and international standards. It was with
this ambition that the late Chaudhri Ghulam Muhammad and the
present writer discussed with Sayyid Mawdidi the plan for a new
translation of the Tafhim. We all agreed that Dr. Zafar Ishaq Ansari
would be the most competent person to undertake this onerous task.
His command of Arabic, Urdu and English and his deep understand-
ing and insight into the thought and style of Sayyid Mawdidi
qualified him for the job. It was in deference to the wish of Sayyid
Mawdudi that Chaudhri Ghulam Muhammad and I persuaded Dr.
Zafar Ishaq Ansari to commit himself to this assignment, a respon-
sibility that he shouldered with some reluctance. It is unfortunate
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that both Sayyid Mawdidi and Chaudhri Ghulam Muhammad are
no longer with us to see the fruit of Dr. Ansari’s heroic effort to
recreate the Tafhim in English. Their souls would, however, be
happy to see that their dream is now coming true.

The Islamic Foundation is publishing this new translation in
fulfilment of the command of Sayyid Mawdudi, with the co-operation
of his family, and with the permission of the Idarah Tarjumanul
Qur’an which holds the copyright of the original. The Foundation
has established a permanent cell to prepare and oversee the
production of the Tafhim al-Qur’an in the English language. We
have tried to achieve the highest standards of accuracy, literary
elegance and aesthetic production. The translation of the entire
Urdu Tafhim is expected to be completed in twelve volumes of
almost equal size. The thirteenth volume will contain an exhaustive
index of the entire work. It is hoped that one volume will appear
every year. May Allah enable us to achieve this target and may
Allah make this translation as instrumental in spreading the message
and mission of the Qur’an all over the world as He has blessed the
Urdu Tafhim to rekindle the spark of faith in the lives of hundreds
of thousands of people and committed them to the Islamic mission.
And may Allah give the best rewards to all those who have been
engaged or who have been helpful in producing this English version
of the Tafhim al-Qur’an.

Leicester Khurshid Ahmad
22 Dhu al-Hijjah, 1410 A.H.
16 July, 1990
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Editor’s Preface

This is the third volume of Towards Understanding the Qur’an
and comprises Surahs 7-9 (al-A‘rdf, al-Anfal and al-Tawbah). 1t is
unfortunate that the time lapse between the publication of the
second and third volumes is perceptibly more than that between the
publication of the first and second volumes. I fervently pray that
the publication of the fourth volume may take less time. All that
depends, however, on God’s benign help.

As compared to the previous two volumes, which were entirely
the work of this writer, the present volume represents a collaborative
effort. The notes, which form the bulk of the work, were first
translated into English by Dr. A.R. Kidwai of the Islamic Founda-
tion. That draft served as the base out of which the present
manuscript developed after a long process of editing and re-editing.
While credit for painstaking assistance and constant counsel goes to
Dr. Kidwai, it deserves to be noted that the responsibility for
whatever inadequacies remain in the final version rests with the
present writer alone. As for the English rendering of the meaning
of the text of the sirahs that have gone into this volume, the work
is exclusively this writer’s.

In this volume, as in the previous ones, we have attempted to
provide adequate documentation. In documenting Hadith we have
followed the system of A.J. Wensinck in his Concordance. However,
instead of referring to the number of the ‘Bab’ of a tradition — a
practice followed by Wensinck — we have preferred to mention the
title of the ‘Bab’. It may also be noted that while referring to
explanatory notes from different works of Tafsir, we have referred
to the verse and siirah in connection with which the notes in question
were written rather than to the volume and page numbers of the
Tafsir work cited. As for the Bible, all quotations have been taken
from its Revised Standard Edition. In this volume too we have
retained the features of the previous two volumes which were our
additions to the original work Tafhim al-Qur’an viz. Glossary of
Terms, Biographical Notes and Bibliography.

In finalizing the manuscript, I have benefited greatly from the
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editorial suggestions of Miss Susanne Thackray. Dr. Manazir Ahsan
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documentation to those parts of the work which needed documen-
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of Terms, I have received invaluable assistance from my colleague,
Mr. A.R. Ashraf Baloch of the Islamic Research Institute. Mr.
Amjad Mahmud of the Isiamic Research Institute assiduously typed
the manuscript many times before it could be sent to the press. Mr.
£.R. Fox rendered valuable assistance in technical editing and
proofreading and Mr. Naiem Qaddoura in setting the Arabic
material. To these and many others who assisted and encouraged
me, I record my profound sense of gratitude. May Allah bless them
all.

Islamabad Zafar Ishaq Ansari

10 Dhu al-Hijjah, 1410 A H.
2 July, 1990

N.B. » refers to the continuation of the paragraph adopted by Mawdudi in
the Urdu translation.
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Strah 7

al-A‘raf

(The Heights)

(Makkan Period)

Title

As verses 46-8 of this siirah mention ‘the Heights’ and the ‘People
of the Heights’ (al-A‘raf), the sirah is called al-A‘raf. Giving this
title to the sirah simply signifies that it is the sdrah in which the
‘Heights’ have been mentioned.

Period of Revelation

This sirah was revealed, as is borne out by a close study of its
contents, in the same period as Sirah al-An‘am. 1t is not definitely
known, however, which of the two siirahs was revealed earlier. For
a better appreciation of the historical context surrounding the
revelation of this sirah it is sufficient to take alook at the background
information provided by us in the introductory statement about
al-An‘am. (See Towards Understanding the Qur’an, vol. II, pp.
209-13 — Ed.)

Main Themes

The central theme of the siirah consists in urging people to follow
the Prophets. The dominant tenor of this urging, however, is that
of a warning. For the people of Makka to whom the Qur’anic
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message was addressed had paid no heed to it even after a long
period of time. The Makkans had rather shown such inveterate
hostility that not long after the revelation of this sirah, the Prophet
(peace be on him) was directed to turn his attention to people other
than the Makkans. Hence, this admonishment to the Makkans to
accept the Guidance of the Prophet (peace be on him), was
accompanied by a stern warning reminding them that other nations
had earlier met their doom by following much the same attitude
towards their Prophets.

As the Message had been repeatedly conveyed to the Makkans
and that they would now have no excuse left before God for not
embracing Islam, the last part of the sirah would seem to be mainly
addressed to the People of the Book, and on one occasion, to all
mankind, rather than to the Makkans. This marks the proximity of
the Migration (Hijrah); of the fact that the phase in which a Prophet
addresses only those close to him was about to finish.

In the course of delivering the basic Message, the Qur’an also
addresses the Jews. At the same time as they are invited to the basic
Message of the Prophets, they are reminded of the dire consequences
attendant upon their indulgence in hypocrisy, their frequent breach
of the covenant, and their consciously clinging to falsehood in
preference to the truth.

Towards the end of the siirah, the Prophet (peace be on him) and
his Companions are favoured with a few vital directives as to how
they should disseminate their message with wisdom, and especially
how they should bear the persecution and provocation of their
opponents and so refrain from acting under emotional stress which
could harm their cause.
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1. The word ‘Book’, in this context, signifies this very strah, al-A‘raf. -

2. The Prophet (peace be on him) is directed to preach his Message
without fear and hesitation, and to disregard his opponents’ response. Such
opponents may well be offended by his preaching of the Message, or may
hold it to ridicule, or go about maliciously twisting it, or acting with greater
hostility. All this notwithstanding, the Message of Islam must be preached.

The Arabic word haraj (which we have translated as straitness), signifies
an intractable bush. (See Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-‘Arab and Firazabadi,
al-Qamis, q.v. ‘Harajah’.) ‘Straitness or constriction in the breast’ refers
to the reluctance of a person to go ahead in the face of opposition. The
following Qur’anic verse would seem to allude to this mental state of the
Prophet (peace be on him): ‘We do indeed know how your heart feels
distressed at what ‘they say’ (al-Hijr 15: 97). What painfully concerned the
Prophet (peace be on him) was to find out how he could direct a people,
whose adamance and opposition to truth had reached such high proportions,
to the Right Way. The same state of mind is again reflected in the Qur’anic
verse: ‘Perhaps you might feel inclined to part with a portion of what has
been revealed to you, and your heart feels straitened lest they say: “Why
is a treasure not sent down unto him; or why does an angel not come with
him?” * (Huad 11: 12).

3. The main purpose of this sirah is to jolt the people out of their
heedlessness and to warn them of the dire consequences that will follow
if they reject the call of the Prophet (peace be on him). Additionally, this
sitrah also seeks to serve as a reminder to the believers — a purpose which
is achieved, incidentally, by the warning made to the unbelievers.
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4. The central theme of the whole sirah, and of the present discourse,
is the guidance which man needs in order to live a wholesome life, the
knowledge which he requires in order to understand the reality of the
universe and his own being and the purpose of his existence; the principles
which he needs to serve as the basis for morality and social life as well as
culture and civilization. In this regard man should look to God alone and
follow exclusively the Guidance which He has communicated to mankind
through His Messenger. To look to anyone other than God is dangerous
for it has always spelled disaster in the past, and will always spell disaster
in the future. In this verse the word awliya’ (masters) refers to those whom
one follows, regardless of whether one idolizes or curses them, and whether
one acknowledges their patronship or strongly denies it. For further
explanation see Tafhim al-Qur’an, al-Shird 42, n. 6.

5. People can learn a lesson from the tragic fate of those nations that
spurned God’s Guidance, and instead followed the guidance of others; and
they became so degenerate that their very existence became an intolerable
burden on the earth. Eventually, God’s scourge seized them, and the earth
was cleansed of their filthy existence.

The words uttered by the evil-doers: ‘We are indeed transgressors’,
emphasizes two points. First, that it is pointless for one to realize and
repent of one’s wrong-doing after the time for such repentance is past.
Individuals and communities who allow the term granted to them to be
wasted in heedlessness and frivolity, who turn a deaf ear to those who
invite them to the truth, have so often been overtaken in the past by God’s
punishment. Second, there are numerous instances of individuals as well
as communities which incontrovertibly prove that when the wrong-doings



AL-A‘RAF (The Heights) 7:6

(6) So We shall call to ac-
count those to whom Mes-
sengers were sent,® and We

shall call to account the Mes- ;.‘.:J/Lj.,-j ARG
sengers (to see how dutifully P P
they conveyed the Message, bV E A
and how people responded

to it).7

of a nation exceed a certain limit, the term granted to it expires and God’s
punishment suddenly overtakes it. And once a nation is subjected to God'’s
punishment, there is no escape from it. Since human history abounds in
such instances, there is no reason why people should persist in the same
iniquity, and repent only when the time for repentance has passed.

6. The words ‘call to account’ refers to the questioning people will be
subjected to on the Day of Judgement. For it is the reckoning on the Day
of Judgement that really matters. Punishment dealt upon corrupt indivi-
duals and communities in this world does not constitute their true
punishment. Punishment in this world is no more than what happens when
a criminal, who has been strutting scot-free, is suddenly arrested. The
arrest constitutes no more than depriving the criminal of the opportunity
to perpetrate further crimes. The annals of history are filled with instances
where corrupt nations have been punished, proving that man has not been
granted absolute licence to go about doing whatever he pleases. Rather,
there is a Power above all that allows man to act freely but only to a certain
extent, no more. And when man exceeds those limits, that Power
administers a series of warnings in order that he might heed the warnings
and give up his wickedness. But when man fails totally to respond to such
warnings, he is punished.

Anyone who considers the events of history will conclude that the Lord
of the universe must have certainly appointed a Day of Judgement in order
to hold the wrong-doers to account for their actions and to punish them.
That the Qur’an refers to the recurrent punishment of wicked nations as
an argument in support of the establishment of the final judgement in the
Hereafter is evidenced by the fact that the present verse — verse 6 — opens
with the word ‘so’.

7. This shows that on the Day of Judgement Prophethood will be the
main basis of reckoning. On the one hand, the Prophets will be questioned
about the efforts they made to convey God's Message to mankind. On the
other hand, the people to whom the Prophets were sent will be questioned
about their response to the message. The Qur’an is not explicit about how
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judgements will be made with regard to individuals and communities who
did not receive God’s Message. It seems that God has left judgement — to
borrow a contemporary judicial expression — reserved. However, with
regard to individuals and communities who did receive God’s Message
through the Prophets, the Qur’an states explicitly that they will have no
justification whatsoever to put forward a defence of their disbelief and
denial, of their transgression and disobedience. They are doomed to be
cast into Hell in utter helplessness and dejection.

8. This means that when the Balance is fixed on the Day of Judgement,
‘truth’ and weight will be identical. The more truth one has to one’s credit,
the more the weight in one’s scale; and vice versa. One will be judged
solely on the basis of this weight. In other words, no consideration other
than #ruth will enter into the calculation. A life of falsehood, however long
it lasted, and however full of worldly achievements, will carry no weight
at all. Weighed in the Balance, the devotees of falsehood will discover that
their life-long deeds do not even weigh so much as a bird’s feather. The
same point has been expatiated upon in al-Kahf 18: 103-5: ‘Shall We tell
you of those who are greatest losers in respect of their deeds? It is those
whose efforts have been wasted in this life, while they kept believing that
they were acquiring good by their deeds. They are those who deny the
Signs of their Lord and the fact of their having to meet Him (in the
Hereafter). So their works are in vain and we shall attach no weight to
them on the Day of Judgement.’

9. For a full appreciation of this point it is necessary to rememiber that

man’s deeds will be classified into positive and negative categories The
positive category will consist of knowing the truth, believing in 1t, acting

6
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upon it, and striving to make it prevail. It is such acts alone which will
have weight in the Hereafter. Conversely, whenever someone follows and
goes after lusts or blindly follows other humans or satans, his acts will be
reckoned as ‘negative’. Such acts will not only be of no value at all, but
will also have the effect of reducing the total weight of one’s positive acts.

Thus, a man’s success in the Hereafter requires that his good acts
outweigh his evil ones to such an extent that even if his evil acts cause the
effacement of some of his good acts, he should still have enough left in
his credit to ensure his scale is inclined towards the positive. As for the
man whose evil acts outweigh his good acts, he will be like the bankrupt
businessman who, even after spending all his assets, remains under the
burden of debt.

10. These verses should be read in conjunction with al-Bagarah 2: 30-9.
The words in which the command to prostrate before Adam is mentioned
may give rise to the misapprehension that it was Adam as such who is the
object of prostration. This misapprehension should be removed by what
has been said here. The text makes it very clear that prostration before
Adam was in his capacity as the representative of all mankind and not in
his personal capacity.

The successive stages of man’s creation mentioned in the present verse
(‘We initiated your creation, then We gave you each a shape’), means that
God first planned the creation of man, made ready the necessary materials
for it, and then gave those materials a human form. Then, when man had
assumed the status of a living being, God asked the angels to prostrate
before him. The Qur’an says:
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And recall when your Lord said to the angels: ‘I am about to create
man from clay. When I have fashioned him (in due proportion) and
breathed into him of My spirit then fall you down in prostration before
him’ (Sad 38: 71-2).

Mention has been made in these verses, though in a different way, of
the same three stages of creation: man’s creation from clay; giving him a
proportionate human shape; and bringing Adam into existence by breathing
into him God’s spirit. The following verses also have the same import:

And recall when your Lord said to the angels: ‘I am about to create
man, from sounding clay moulded into shape from black mud. When
I have fashioned him (in due proportion) and breathed into him of
My spirit, fall you all down in prostration before him’ (al- Hijr 15: 28-9).

It is quite difficult for one to appreciate fully the details of the origin of
man’s creation. We cannot fully grasp how man was created out of the
elements drawn from the earth; how he was given a form and a well-
proportioned one at that and how God’s Spirit was breathed into him. It
is quite obvious, though, that the Qur’anic version of man’s creation is
sharply at odds with the theory of creation propounded by Darwin and his
followers in our time. Darwinism explains man’s creation in terms of his
evolution from a variety of non-human and sub-human stages culminating
in homo sapiens. It draws no clear demarcation line that would mark the
end of the non-human stage of evolution and the beginning of the species
called ‘man’ Opposed to this is the Qur’anic version of man’s creation
where man starts his career from the very beginning as an independent
species, having in his entire history no essential relationship at all with any
non-human species. Also, man is conceived as having been invested by
God with full consciousness and enlightenment from the very start of his life.

These are two different doctrines regarding the past of the human species.
Both these doctrines give rise to two variant conceptions about man. If
one were to adopt the Darwinian doctrine, man is conceived as essentially
a species of the animal genre. Acceptance of this doctrine leads man to
derive the guiding principles of his life, including moral principles, from
the laws governing animal life. Given the basic premises of such a doctrine,
ammal-like behaviour is to be considered quite natural for man. The only
difference between man and animal lies in the fact that animals act without
the help of the tools and instruments used by humans, and their behaviour
1s devoid of culture.

Were one to accept the other doctrine, man would be conceived as a
totally distinct category. Man is no longer viewed simply as a talking or
gregarious animal. He is rather seen as God’s vicegerent on earth. What
distinguishes man from other animals, according to this doctrine, is not his
capacity to speak or his gregariousness but the moral responsibility and
trust with which he has been invested. Thus, one’s whole perspective with
regard to man and everything relating to him is changed. Rather than
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looking downwards to species of being lower than the human, man will
turn his gaze upwards. It is claimed by some that however dignified the
Qur’anic doctrine might be from a moral and psychological point of view,
Darwinism should still be preferred on the basis of its being scientifically
established. However, the very claim that Darwinism has been scientifically
established is itself questionable. Only those who have a very superficial
acquaintance with modern science can entertain the misconception that
the Darwinian theory of evolution has been scientifically established. Those
who know better are fully aware that despite the vast paraphernalia of
evidence in its support, it remains merely a hypothesis. The arguments
marshalled in support of this theory at best succeed in establishing it as a
possibility, but certainly not as an incontrovertible fact. Hence at the most
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what can be said is that the evolution of the species is as much a possibility
as its direct creation.

11. Implicit in the Qur’anic expression (saghirin) is the idea of content-
ment with one’s disgrace and indignity, for saghir is he who invites disgrace
and indignity upon himself. Now, Satan was a victim of vanity and pride,
and for that very reason defied God’s command to prostrate himself before
Adam. Satan was, therefore, guiity of self-inflicted degradation. False
pride, baseless notions of glory, ill-founded illusions of greatness failed to
confer any greatness upon him. They could only bring upon him disgrace
and indignity. datan could blame none but himself for this sordid end.

12. This was the challenge thrown down by Satan to God. What it meant
is that Satan would make use of the respite granted to him until the Last
Day, and he would do so in order to prove that man did not deserve a
position superior to his and this had after all been bestowed upon him by
God. So doing he would expose how ungrateful, thankless and disloyal a
creature man is.

The respite asked for by Satan and granted to him by God includes not
only the time but also the opportunity to mislead man and to prove his
point by appealing to man’s weaknesses. The Qur'an makes a pointed
statement about this in Bani Isra’il 17: 61-5. These verses make it clear
that God had granted Satan the opportunity to try to mislead Adam and
his offspring. At the same time it has also been made quite clear that Satan
was not granted the power to lead men into error against their will. ‘As
for my servants’, says the Qur’an, ‘you shall have no power over them’
(Banu Isr@’il 17: 65). Thus all that Satan can do is to cause misunderstand-
ing, to make people cherish false illusions, to make evil and error seem
attractive, and to invite people to evil ways by holding out to them the
promise of immense pleasure and material benefits. He would have no

10
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power, however, to forcibly pull them to the Satanic way and to prevent
them from following the Right Way. Accordingly, the Qur’an makes it
quite plain elsewhere that on the Day of Judgement, Satan would address
the men who had followed him in the following words: ‘I had no power
over you except to call you; but you listened to me: then reproach me not,
but reproach your own selves’ (Ibrahim 14: 22).

As for Satan’s allegation that God Himself caused him to fall into error
(see verse 16) it is an attempt on the part of Satan to transfer the blame
which falls squarely on him to God. Satan’s grievance seems to be that
God was responsible for his deviation insofar as He hurt Satan’s pride by
asking him to prostrate before Adam, and that it was this which led him
to disobey God. It is thus clear that Satan wanted to continue enjoying his
vain arrogance and that he was incensed that his weakness — arrogance —
was seen through and brought to full light. The underlying stupidity of the
statement is too patently obvious to call for any refutation, and hence God
took no notice of it.

11
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(iv)

)

The narrative sheds light on the following significant points:

Modesty and bashfulness are inherent in human nature. The primary
manifestation of this instinct is seen in the sense of shame that one
feels when one is required to expose the private parts of one’s body
in the presence of others. According to the Qur’an, this bashfulness
is not artificial, nor an outcome of advancement in human culture
and civilization. Nor is it something acquired as some misguided
thinkers contend. On the contrary, modesty has been an integral
part of human nature from the very beginning.

The very first stratagem adopted by Satan in his bid to lead man
astray from the Right Path consisted of undermining man’s sense of
modesty, to direct him towards lewdness and make him sexually
deviant. In other words, the sexual instincts of man were taken by
Satan as the most vulnerable aspect of human nature. Accordingly,
he sought to weaken man’s natural instincts of modesty and bashful-
ness. This devilish stratagem is still followed by the disciples of Satan
in our time. For them, progress is inconceivable without exposing
woman to the gaze of all and making her strip before others in one
form or another.

Such is human nature that man scarcely responds to an unambiguous
invitation to evil. Those who seek to propagate evil are, therefore,
forced to present themselves as sincere well-wishers of humanity.

Man is naturally drawn towards lofty ideals such as the attainment
of superhuman positions and the securing of immortality. Satan
achieved his first victory in his bid to mislead man by appealing to
the latter’s inherent desire to attain immortality. Satan’s most
effective weapon is to promise man a more elevated position than
his present one, and then set him on a course that leads instead to
his degradation.

Here the Qur’an refutes the fairly popular view that Satan first misled
Eve and later used her as an instrument to mislead Adam. (See Ibn
Kathir’s comments on verses 22-3 —~ Ed.) The Qur’anic version of
the story is that Satan attempted to mislead both Adam and Eve,

12
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(vii)
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and in fact both fell prey to his guile. At first sight, this might seem
of trivial significance. However, all those who are acquainted with
the impact of this version of Adam’s fall on the moral, legal and
social degradation of women will appreciate the significance of this
Qur’anic statement.

There is hardly any basis to assume that the forbidden tree had
certain inherent qualities which could result in the exposure of Adam
and Eve’s private parts as soon as they had tasted its fruit. Instead
of the forbidden tree possessing any extraordinary qualities, it was
rather man’s disobedience to God which led to his fall from his
original state. Initially, Adam and Eve’s private parts had remained
hidden on account of special arrangements made by God. Once they
disobeyed, they were deprived of that special Divine arrangement,
and were left to themselves to cover their nakedness if they so wished.

This was a way of conveying to mankind for all time that whenever
he disobeys God, he will sooner or later be exposed; that man will
enjoy God’s support and protection only so long as he remains
obedient to Him. Once man transgresses the bounds of his obedience,
he will be deprived of God’s care and protection and left to his own
self. This idea is also embodied in many traditions from the Prophet
(peace be on him). According to a tradition, the Prophet (peace be
on him) prayed:

pe Eih el ) IS5 g1 dian) Al

‘O God! I seek Your Mercy. Do not leave me to my own care
even for the wink of an eye!” (Ahmad b. Hanbal, Musnad, vol.
5, p. 42 - Ed.)

Satan wanted to prove that man did not deserve, not even for a
moment, the superior status which had been granted to him by God.
However, Satan failed in the very first round of his efforts to discredit
man. Granted, man did not fully succeed in obeying God’s command,;
rather, he fell prey to the machinations of his arch-enemy, Satan,
and deviated from the path of obedience. Nevertheless, it is evident
even in the course of this first encounter that man is a morally
superior being. This is clear from many a thing. First, whereas Satan
laid claim to superiority, man made no such claim. Rather a superior
status was bestowed upon him by God. Second, Satan disobeyed
God out of sheer pride and arrogance. But far from openly revolting
against God out of his own prompting, man was disobedient under
Satan’s evil influence. Third, when man disobeyed God, he did so
unwittingly, not realizing that he was committing a sin. Man was
beguiled into disobedience by Satan who appeared in the garb of
man’s well-wisher. It was Satan who persuaded him to believe that
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(24) Allah said: ‘Go
down;!* you are enemies one
of the other. For you there
is dwelling and provision on
the earth for a while.” (25)
He continued: “You shall live
there, and there shall you
die, and from it you shall be

’jj;u,,._J S BTG
‘ re QRS T

~» v~ A AT PP S

L3 09e Lé—-’_w,—‘L.—-’Jls

raised to life.’

Boss

(viii)

in the fruit of the forbidden tree lay his good, that his action would
lead him to the heights of goodness, not to the depths of evil. Fourth,
when Satan was warned, rather than confessing his mistake and
repenting, he clung even more adamantly to disobedience. But when
man was told that he had sinned, he did not resort to continued
transgression as Satan did. As soon as man realized his mistake, he
confessed his fault, returned to the course of obedience and sought
refuge in God’s mercy.

This story draws a clear line between the way of Satan and the way
that befits man. Satan’s way is characterized by rebellion against
God, by arrogantly persisting in that rebellion even after having been
warned, and by trying to mislead the righteously disposed towards
sin and disobedience. As opposed to this, the way that befits man
is to resist the evil promptings of Satan and to be constantly vigilant
against Satanic machinations. But, if in spite of all these precautions,
a man does swerve from the course of obedience, he should turn,
as soon as he realizes his fault, to God in penitence and remorse
and make amends.

This is the lesson that God conveys to man through this anecdote.
The Qur’an seeks to impress upon the opponents of the Prophet
(peace be on him) that the way they are following is the way of
Satan. To become indifferent to God’s Guidance, to take satans
among men and jinn as their protectors and to persist in disobedience
despite repeated warnings, amounts to adopting a Satanic attitude.
It demonstrates that they have fallen prey to the snares of the
arch-enemy and have been totally overpowered by him. This attitude
will lead to their total undoing just as it led to Satan’s undoing.
Anyone who has even an iota of understanding should heed and
emulate the example of his foreparents — Adam and Eve — who
repented and made amends after their disobedience.
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(26) O Children of
Adam!’® Indeed We have
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14. God’s command that Adam and Eve ‘go down’ should not be
misunderstood to mean that their departure from Paradise was by way of
punishment. The Qur’an has made it clear many a time that God accepted
Adam and Eve’s repentance and pardoned them. Thus the order does not
imply punishment. It rather signifies the fulfilment of the purpose for which
man was created. (For elaboration see Towards Understanding the Qur’an,
vol. I, al-Bagarah 2: nn. 48 and 53, pp. 634 and 66 — Ed.)

15. By referring to an important aspect of Adam and Eve’s story, the
attention of the people of Arabia of those days was drawn to the evil
influence of Satan upon their lives. Under Satan’s influence they had begun
to see dress merely as a shield of protection against the inclemencies of
the weather and as a means of adornment. The basic purpose of dress —
to cover the private parts of the body — had receded into the background.
People had no inhibition about the immodest exposure of the private parts
of their body in public. To publicly take a bath absolutely naked, to attend
to the call of nature on thoroughfares, were the order of the day. To crown
it all, in the course of Pilgrimage they used to circumambulate around the
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(28) And when such
people commit an indecent
act they say: ‘We found our
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Ka‘bah in stark nakedness. Women even surpassed men in immodesty. In
their view, the performance of religious rites in complete nudity was an
act of religious merit.

Immodesty, however, was not an exclusive characteristic of the people
of Arabia. Many nations indulged in it in the past, and many nations
continue to indulge in it even now. Hence the message embodied in these
verses is not directed just to the people of Arabia. It is rather directed to
all men. Mankind, which is the progeny of Adam, is warned against this
particular aspect of Satanic influence on their lives. When men show
indifference to God’s Guidance and turn away from the Message of the
Prophets, they virtually place themselves at the mercy of Satan. For it is
Satan who makes them abandon ways that are consistent with true human
nature and who leads them to immodesty in the same way he did with
Adam and Eve. Were man to reflect on this, it would become quite evident
that when he is deprived of the guidance of the Prophets, he cannot even
appreciate, let alone fulfil, the primary requirements of his true nature.

16. These verses bring into focus several important points.

First, that the need to cover oneself is not an artificial urge in man;
rather it is an important dictate of human nature. Unlike animals, God
did not provide man with the protective covering that He provided to
animals. God has rather endowed man with the natural instincts of modesty
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and bashfulness. Moreover, the priyate parts of the body are not only
related to sex, but also constitute 5? that is, something the exposure
of which is felt to be shameful. Also, God did not provide man with a
natural covering in response to man’s modesty and bashfulness, but has
inspired in him (see verse 26) the urge to cover himself. This is in order
that man might use his reason to understand the requirements of his nature,
use the resources made available by God, and provide himself a dress.

Second, man instinctively knows that the moral purpose behind the use
of dress takes precedence over the physical purpose. Hence the idea that
man should resort to dress in order to cover his private parts precedes the
mention of dress as a means of providing protection and adornment to the
human body. In this connection man is altogether different from animals.
With regard to the latter, the natural covering that has been granted serves
to protect them from the inclemencies of weather and also to beautify their
bodies. However, that natural covering is altogether unrelated to the
purpose of concealing their sexual organs. The exposure of those organs
is not a matter of shame for them and hence their nature is altogether
devoid of the urge to cover them. However, as men fell prey to Satanic
influences, they developed a false and unhealthy notion about the function
of dress. They were led to believe that the function of dress for human
beings is no different from that for animals, viz., to protect them from the
mclemencies of weather and to make them look attractive. As for
concealing the private parts of the body, the importance of that function
has been belittled.. For men have been misled into believing that their
private parts are, in fact, like other organs of their body. As in the case
of animals, there is little need for human beings to conceal their sex organs.

Third, the Qur’an emphasizes that it is not enough for the dress to cover
the private parts and to provide protection and adornment to the human
body. Man’s dress ought to be the dress of piety. This means that a man’s
dress ought to conceal his private parts. It should also render a man
reasonably presentable — the dress being neither too shabby and cheap nor
overly expensive and extravagant relative to his financial standing. Nor
should dress smack of pride or hauteur, or reflect that pathological mental
state in which men prefer characteristically feminine dresses and vice versa;
or that the people belonging to one nation mimic people of other nations
so as to resemble them, thereby becoming a living emblem of collective
humiliation and abasement. The Qur’anic ideal can only be achieved by
those who truly believe in the Prophets and sincerely try to follow God's
Guidance. For as soon as man decides to reject God’s Guidance, Satan
assumes his patronage and by one means or another manages to lead him
into error after error.

Fourth, the question of dress constitutes one of the numerous signs of
God which is visible virtually throughout the world. When the facts
mentioned above are carefully considered it will be quite clear as to why
dress is an important sign of God.
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17. This refers to the pre-Islamic Arabian practice of circumambulating
around the Ka‘bah in stark nakedness. The people of those days thought
that nakedness during circumambulation had been enjoined by God.

18. The simple and succinct Qur’anic statement that ‘Allah never enjoins
any indecency’ (verse 29) stands as the overwhelming argument against
many false beliefs that were entertained by the people of Arabia. For a
fuller appreciation of this argument, the following points should be kept
in mind:

First, that the people of Arabia totally stripped themselves while
performing certain religious rites under the mistaken notion that it
had been so enjoined. But on the other hand they were agreed that
nudity was a shameful thing so that no Arab of any standing could
ever approve of appearing naked in any respectable assembly or
market-place.

Second, notwithstanding their reservation about nudity, they strip-
ped themselves totally while performing certain religious rites on the
ground that religion was from God. Hence there was nothing objection-
able about performing a religious act in a state of nakedness for God
had so enjoined them regarding the performance of that rite. Here
the Qur’an confronts them with a clear question: How can they believe
that God could order them to do something which involves nakedness
and which they know to be inherently shameful? What is implied is
that God could not command them to commit indecency, and if their
religion contained elements of indecency then this is positive proof of
its not being from God.

19. The verse seeks to suggest that God has nothing to do with their
foolish rituals. So far as the religion truly prescribed by Him is concerned,
its fundamental principles are the following:

(1) That man should base his life on justice and righteousness.

(2) That man’s worship should have the right orientation, i.e. that it
should be directed to God alone and should be free of every trace
of devotion to others than God, that man should reserve his absolute
enthralment and bondage for the One True God alone. All these
should have only one direction — the One that is truly worthy of
worship.

(3) Man should invoke God alone to keep him rightly directed, to grant
him help and succour, to favour him with protection and security.
This should be done provided one’s life is oriented to serving God.
Invoking help from God would be ludicrous if man’s life is based on
unbelief, polytheism, disobedience to God, or serving a variety of
gods other than the One True God. Such a prayer would amount to
asking God’s helpin strengthening one in one’s rebellion against Him.
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(30) A party He has guided
to the Right Way, and for
another party straying is
justly its due for they have
taken satans, rather than
Allah, as their guardians,
even though they think that
they are rightly-guided.

(31) Children of Adam!
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(4) That man should have full conviction that in the same way as God
caused him to be born in the world, He will also restore him to life
after death and will make him stand before Himself so as to render
an account of his life.

20. The word zinah which occurs in this verse refers to full and proper
dress. While performing Prayer people are required not only to cover the
private parts of their body, but also to wear a dress that serves the two-fold
purpose of covering and giving one a decent appearance.

The directive to pray in a proper and decent dress is aimed at refuting
the misconception entertained by ignorant people down the ages that man
should worship God either in a nude or semi-naked state, or at least have
a shabby and unkempt appearance while worshipping. In this verse people
are being told the opposite of this. At the time of worship they should not
only be free from all kinds of nudity and indecency, but should also be in
a decent dress.

21. God does not want to subject man to want and misery or starvation,
or to deprive him as such of the good things of this worldly life. On the
contrary, it pleases Him that man should appear in good, decent dress and
enjoy the clean food provided for him by God. There is nothing sinful in
that. As for sin, it consists in transgressing the bounds set by God. This
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(32) Say (O Muhammad):
‘Who has forbidden the
adornment which Allah has
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transgression could be committed in both ways: by making the unlawful
lawful, or by making the lawful unlawful.

22. Since it is God Himself Who has created all good and pure things
for man, it obviously could not have been His intent to make them unlawful.
Now, if there is any religion, or any ethical or social system which forbids
those things, or considers them an insurmountable barrier to man’s spiritual
growth, it has an intellectual orientation which itself is evident proof of its
not having been prescribed by God.

This is an important argument which the Qur’an advances in refutation
of false creeds. An appreciation of this argument would help one understand
the Qur’anic line of argumentation as such.

23. All the clean and beautiful things created by God are meant, in
principle, for the believers even in this world, for they are God’s faithful
subjects, and it is fidelity to God that makes one deserve enjoyment of the
things which are God’s. However, all men are under a test in this world.
Hence even those who are disloyal to God have been granted respite to
mend their ways and are, therefore, not denied His worldly bounties. In
fact with a view to testing those disloyal to God these bounties are at times
lavished upon them even more abundantly than on God’s faithful servants.
But the character of the Next Life will be totally different. For one’s station
there will be determined entirely by one’s righteousness and justice. God’s
bounties in the Next Life, therefore, will be for the faithful alone. As for
the unfaithful, those who were disloyal to God even though every fibre of
their being was nourished by the sustenance provided by Him, they will
have no share whatsoever of those bounties in the Next Life.
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(33) Tell them (O
Muhammad): ‘My Lord has
only forbidden indecent acts,
whether overt or hidden;
all manner of sin;% wrongful
transgression;?® and [He has
forbidden] that you associate
with Allah in His divinity
that for which He has sent
down no sanction; and that
you ascribe to Allah things
of which you have no sure
knowledge that they are from
Him.’
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24. For an elaboration of hidden and overt indecencies see Towards
Understanding the Qur’dn, vol. 11, al-An‘am, 6: nn. 128 and 131 , PP- 290-2.

25. The word ithm denotes negligence, dereliction of duty. Athimah
signifies the she-camel which, though capable of running at a fast pace,
deliberately moves slowly. The meaning of the word, therefore, carries the
idea of sin. Viewed in the context of man, the word conveys the sense of
man’s deliberate neglect of his duty to God, his failure to pursue God’s
good pleasure despite his having the capacity to obey and follow Him.

26. To exceed the limits set by God and to enter an area which has been
declared out of bounds for man constitute rebellion and transgression.
According to this definition of baghy, the charge of rebellion will apply to
all those who act according to their whims rather than in accordance with
the directives of God. It is applicable to those who behave as though they
are the true masters of God's Kingdom, claiming for themselves the
prerogatives of God. It also applies to all those who usurp the rights of
others.

27. The expression ‘fixed term’ used in the verse should not give rise to
the misconception that the term of a nation expires on a definite day,
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(35) Children of Adam! If
Messengers come to you
from amongst yourselves
who rehearse to you My
signs, then those who shun
disobedience and mend their
ways shall have nothing to
fear, nor shall they grieve.
(36) And those who reject
Our revelations as false and
turn away from them in arro-
gance, they shall be the in-
mates of Hell; and there shall
they abide.2® (37) Who is
more unjust then he who in-
vents a falsehood, ascribing
it to Allah, or who rejects
His revelation as false? Their
full portion of God’s Decree
shall reach them,?? until Our
deputed angels come to them
to take charge of their souls,
and say: ‘Where are the
deities now, those whom you
invoked besides Allah?’
They will say: ‘They are all
gone away from us.” And
they shall bear witness
against themselves that they
were unbelievers. »
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month or year. What the statement really means is that God has laid down
a minimum proportion between the good and evil deeds of a nation. As
long as that nation is able to maintain that minimum proportion, its
existence is tolerated in order that it might be able to show its performance.
Once a nation crosses that minimum limit, it is denied any further respite.
(For further explication of this point see Nith 71: 4-10 and 12.)

28. Reference to the continuous unremitting punishment of the unbeliev-
ers occurs invariably on occasions where the Qur’an narrates the coming
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(38) Allah will say: ‘Enter
the fire of Hell and join the
nations of jinn and men that
have gone before you.” As a
nation enters Hell, it will
curse the one that went before
it, and when all are gathered
there, the last of them shall
say of the first: ‘Our Lord!

These are the ones who led

us astray. Let their torment
be doubled in Hell-Fire.” He
will answer: ‘Each will have
a doubled torment; although
you do not know.’30 p
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down of Adam and Eve from Paradise. (See al-Bagarah 2: 38-9; Ta Ha
20: 123-4.) What has been said here should be considered in relation to
the fact that at the very start of man’s earthly life he was informed of the
evil results of unbelief. (See Towards Understanding the Qur’an, vol. 1, Al
‘Imran 3: n. 69, pp. 268-9 — Ed.)

29. All men, whether good or bad, have been granted a definite term
in this world which they will spend and obtain their share of worldly
happiness and misery.

30. As it is, each group of people is followed, even as it is preceded, by
others. A group which inherits an error of outlook and conduct from its
predecessors passes on the same, in turn, to future generations. In addition,
whereas a group owes its wrong-doing partly to the wrong-doing of its
predecessors, it will also be held responsible for leaving behind an evil
legacy for the future generations. The Qur’an, therefore, pronounces a
double punishment on such a group: it will incur punishment for its own
misdeeds and also for leaving behind such a legacy for the coming
generations. A number of traditions elucidate this point. According to one
such tradition the Prophet (peace be on him) said: ‘He who introduces a
misleading innovation which does not please God and His Messenger shall
be held guilty for the sins of all those who follow that innovation without
lessening in the least the burden [of sins] of those who followed the
innovation.” (Cf. Ibn Majah, Mugaddimat Bab Man Ahya Sunnah yad
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umitat, where the words are slightly different — Ed.) According to another
tradition, he said: ‘The responsibility for all the murders committed in the
world is shared by the first son of Adam [i.e. Cain] for he was the first to
have innovated murder.’ (See Bukhari, Kitab al-Jana’iz, Bab Qawlih “alay
al-Salam Yu'‘addhab al-Mayyit bi Ba‘d Buka’i ahlih “alayh — Ed.)

We thus know that the individual or group responsible for introducing
a wrong idea or practice is not only responsible to the extent of those sins,
but shares the responsibility of the sins of all those who are influenced by
him. As long as the evil effects of that influence continue, their sins will
be continually added to his account. This also shows that a person is not
only accountable for the good or bad deeds that he commits. In fact he is
also accountable for the influence of those deeds on others.

This may be illustrated by considering the case of someone who induiges
in unlawful sex. All those whose bad examples, evil company, and
inducements to evil caused a man to indulge in such an act have a share
in the sin that he committed. The persons who influenced him in turn had
been influenced by others. Were this chain of influence traced back to its
ultimate origin, the blame would be fixed on the first person who
demonstrated this unlawful way for satiating the sexual urge.

This does not detract from the fact that anyone who indulged in
fornication is also accountable for the sin he committed. This is so because
when he committed a sin he did so because he failed to make proper use
of his capacity to distinguish between good and evil with which he had
been endowed. He also did not pay due heed to the voice of his conscience,
and mobilize the power of self-control given him. Nor did he benefit from
the knowledge of good and evil transmitted to him by pious men nor was
he inspired by the noble examples of the God-fearing. Nor did he learn
any lesson from the evil consequences of sexual misconduct. Instead, he
totally succumbed to blind sexual lust which sought gratification at all cost.
This much relates to the responsibility of the person who indulged in sexual
misconduct.

But there is another dimension of that person’s evil conduct - his
propagation of that same evil among others which ruined the lives of
countless people belonging to his own generation and to the generations
that follow. It is also possible that he might have been afflicted by some
general disease which he then communicated to his own generation and
also to the generations that followed. His sexual misconduct might also
have given birth to illegitimate children, unjustly passing on the burden of
their upbringing to others, and making his offspring — without any
justification ~ co-sharers in the fortunes and even the inheritance of others.
The wrong that is thus perpetrated persists for many generations. Likewise,
it is also possible that the said criminal might, by his cunning, have led an
innocent girl to sexually corrupt behaviour. That in turn is likely to awaken
evil propensities in her which wreck the lives and homes of countless
families, even generations. Also, by setting an evil example for his children,
relatives, friends and the society at large a fornicator is likely to cast a bad
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influence on people around him and infect others with morai corruption.
The evil consequences of such an act thus linger on for a long time. The
moral corruption that ultimately engulfs the society owes its origin to the
person who initially introduced an evil. Justice, therefore, demands that
such a culprit should also be held responsible for the subsequent evils which
may be traced back to his initial act of corruption.

The same holds true for good deeds. The reward for the heritage of
goodness left behind by our predecessors from the earliest times should
inevitably go to the credit of those men of the past who have continually
transmitted that heritage to posterity down to our own time. If our own
generation takes good care of that heritage, enriches it and passes it on to
the coming generation, it also deserves due reward for that. As long as
our good acts leave a trace of good influence on history and continue to
cast a good influence on people, mankind will reap the benefits of those acts.

This is the Qur’anic view of retribution. Every sensible person will agree
that such a dispensation alone can ensure perfect justice. Appreciation of
this concept should dispel the idea of those who believe that men can be
fully rewarded or punished for their deeds within the confines of this worldly
life. Likewise, such an appreciation should also dispel the views of those
who believe that the transmigration of souls alone can ensure full justice
to all men. Such people have blundered because they have neither grasped
fully the nature ahd consequences of human acts nor the nature and
requirements of perfect justice. It is obvious that the consequences of
individuals’ acts are not visible during their life-span — say sixty or seventy
years or so. Instead, human activities, both good and evil, influence the
lives of countless people belonging to countless generations. One cannot,
therefore, be brought to justice during one’s own lifetime, since only a
small part of the consequences of those acts have yet come to the surface.
Moreover, the limited possibilities available in the present world are quite
inadequate for bringing people to justice. Just consider the hideous crime
of someone who pushes us to a world war. As things stand, the catastrophic
consequences of such a crime would affect the lives of billions of men
through the ages. Is there any punishment — physical, spiritual or material
~— which can be deemed even remotely proportionate to that crime?
Likewise, no worldly reward, however valuable, can adequately recom-
pense for the noble services rendered by a philanthropist which will benefit
numerous people for thousands of years.

Having viewed the question from this angle, one readily concludes that
there must necessarily be life in the Hereafter such that full justice can be
meted out to everyone. Here all human beings are brought together, their
full records are made available, and the reckoning is made by God Himself
Whose knowledge embraces literally everything. Additionally, men should
be granted unlimited spans of life, and infinite possibilities should be made
available for receiving compensation.

A little reflection on this will help us see how false the doctrine of the
transmigration of souls is. Those who subscribe to this doctrine fail to
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realize that eternal life is needed to mete out recompense to people for
the deeds they commit during their relatively brief spans of life. If one
were to believe in the unending cycle of life and death, it would become
impossible to reward or punish anyone for his actions, for each span of
life would go on accumulating endlessly. The arrears would never be
cleared.

31. In addition to the above verse, the Qur’an elsewhere recounts the
mutual incriminations of the dwellers of Hell. For example, it occurs in
Sirah al-Saba’ in the following words: ‘Could you but see when the
wrong-doers will be made to stand before their Lord, throwing back the
word (of blame) on one another! Those who had been abased-will say to
the arrogant ones: “Had it not been for you, we should certainly have
been believers! The arrogant ones will say to those who had been abased:
“Was it we who kept you back from Guidance after it reachetl you? Nay,
rather it was you yourselves who transgressed” ’ (al-Saba’ 34: 31-2).

This means that since the misguided people themselves were not keen
on receiving the right guidance, they fell victims even more to the forces
of misguidance. Out of their own excessive worldliness they chose to follow
their ungodly leaders. Granted that it was the forces of misguidance which
had invented ideologies such as materialism, excessive worldliness, and
nationalism. But when people were attracted to these false ideologies, they
did so out of their own weaknesses. These forces of evil achieved success
because what they offered was to the utmost liking of the people. Again,
the people who were tempted to embrace counterfeit religious ideologies
were themselves to blame for falling prey to them since there was an inner
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(41) Hell shall be their bed,
and also above them their
covering. Thus do We re-
ward the wrong-doers.
(42) And those who believe
and do good — We do not
impose upon any of them a
burden beyond his capacity.
They are the people of
Paradise. And there they
shall abide. (43) We shall
strip away all rancour from
their hearts,3? and rivers shall
flow beneath them, and they
shall say: ‘All praise be to
Allah Who has guided us on
to this. Had it not been for
Allah Who granted us gui-
dance, we would not be on
the Right Path. Surely the
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indeed come down with

truth.” Then a voice will cry ;:..fL’.:L:r:J ) ;‘ &l
out to them: ‘This is the ' oy s
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to inherit as a reward for
your deeds.’3?

urge in them to accept such ideologies. Rather than submitting to the One
True God and to rigorous moral discipline, they looked for deities that
would help them to achieve their worldly purposes. Naturally, they
invented deities of their own liking. They also desired the intercession of
those who would let them grow in worldliness and godlessness, and yet
who would also ensure their redemption in the Next World. As they
preferred a religion that would not make their life a bit dry, permissive
religious cults which did not object to any kind of self-indulgence were
developed. This establishes clearly that the external forces of evil alone
are not to blame. The people who succumb to evil and error equally share
the blame. This neither condones the role of those who seek to mislead
others, nor detracts from the responsibility of those who choose to be
misled.
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(44) And the people of
Paradise shall cry to the
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32. If there develops any rancour or ill-will among good people during
the course of their worldly lives, such rancour and ill-will will be removed
in the Hereafter. Their hearts will be purged of all hostile feelings and
they will enter Paradise as cordial friends. They will not feel envious
towards those who had formerly been opposed or hostile to them that they
share with them the bounties of Paradise. Significantly, ‘Ali once recited
this very verse and remarked: ‘I wish that I and ‘Uthman and Talhah and
al-Zubayr will be among those about whom God has said: “And We shall
take away all rancour from their hearts” ’ (verse 43). (See Qurtubi’s
comments on verse 43 — Ed.)

Reflection on the verse leads one to conclude that out of His mercy God
will first purge the righteous of their blemishes. This will be done before
admitting them to Paradise. Thus they will enter Paradise in a state of
untainted purity.

33. This refers to something of a fine and delicate character that will
take place in Paradise. Instead of boasting about their virtuous deeds which
led them to Paradise, the righteous will thank and praise God profusely
and acknowledge His grace and mercy without which they could never
have entered Paradise. On the other hand, God will not impress His bounty
upon the righteous; He will rather emphasize that Paradise is granted to
them by way of compensation for their righteous conduct, that it is the
fruit of their hard labour; that it is not like the crumbs of charity but a fair
recompense for their striving. The subtlety involved here is further brought
into relief by the fact that the above response will not be made by God.
It will rather be just announced to them.
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(46) And between the two
there will be a barrier, and
on the Heights will be men
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What is said above about the Hereafter may be discerned in the attitude
of the righteous in the world itself. The wicked and arrogant ones take
great pride in their worldly attainments and ascribe them to their own
efforts. They firmly believe that what they have achieved is the fruit of
their labour. Swayed by such notions, they continue to act even more
haughtily. Conversely the righteous look upon all the bounties which they
receive as favours from God. Accordingly, they thank and praise Him out
of gratitude. The more they are lavished with worldly favours, the more
humble and generous they become. Moreover, they do not suffer from the
illusion that their righteousness will certainly earn them their salvation.
On the contrary, they consistently repent over their lapses and earnestly
turn to God in the hope that He will pardon them out of His grace and
mercy. They are always fearful of God’s reckoning lest their evil deeds are
found to outweigh their good deeds. According to a tradition, the Prophet
(peace be on him) said: ‘Know well that none will be able to enter Paradise
by dint of his good deeds.” When asked if that would apply to him as well,
the Prophet (peace be on him) replied: ‘Yes, in my case as well; unless
God covers me with His mercy and favour.” (Bukhari, Kitab al-Rigaq,
‘Bab al-Qasd wa al-Mudawamah ‘ald al-‘Amal’ — Ed.)
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(48) And the people of the
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34. The people of A‘raf (Heights) will be the people who are neither
righteous enough to enter Paradise nor wicked enough to be cast into Hell.
They will, therefore, dwell at a place situated between the two.

35. The trialogue between the People of Paradise, the People of the
Fire, and the People of the Heights gives some indication of the tremendous
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(52) Surely We have
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range of human faculties in the Next World. These faculties would increase
to such an extent that the People of Paradise, the People of the Fire and
the People of the Heights will be able to see, hear and talk to one another.
Other Qur’anic statements about the Hereafter enable us to realize that
the laws operating in the Next World will be altogether different from
those in the present. Notwithstanding this, men’s personalities will not
undergo any such change.

Those who cannot perceive anything beyond the present limited world
and who are incapable of imagining scales bigger than the ones relating to
the present world, make fun of the statements in the Qur'an and Hadith
about life in the Hereafter. This only betrays their poverty of understanding
and imagination. The fact, however, is that the possibilities for life are not
as narrow and limited as their minds.

36. The Qur’an has spelled out in some detail what constitutes the
fundamental reality, explained the attitude that man ought to adopt, and
laid down the fundamentals of the way of life that he ought to follow. The
details laid down in the Book in this regard are based on sound knowledge
rather than on conjecture and fancy.
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