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			Foreword

			It may be argued that among the grassroots believers of all religions, and perhaps particularly among believers who are Muslim, there has for all too long been the perception that Divine trial and tribulation appear in the form of events, situations and scenarios which are inherently disruptive of the status quo ante and are thus shot through with negativity: hunger, poverty, illness, “natural” disasters such as fires, floods and earthquakes are but a few of the “acts of God” which are, as the word tribulation suggests, sent to try us.

			Almost as deeply entrenched as this perception is the idea that when tribulation does strike, it is sent primarily to punish, and it has to be said that at first glance, Islamic revelation presents some of the calamities which have befallen certain communities over the millennia squarely in the framework of retributive justice. One thinks of Noah and the flood, of the destruction of the idolatrous people of “Ad by ferocious winds”, and, of course, one thinks of the community of Lot, whose cities were visited by fire and brimstone on account of their persistent disobedience.

			Yet there is another side to the issue of tribulation – as yet virtually unexplored – which would suggest that the notion of Divine trial is not only more multifaceted than popular perception would allow, but also that the concept of the test is fundamental to the very act of creation itself. To uncover this other face of Divine trial and tribulation is to uncover a world in which the default setting, as it were, is one of continuous examination – one in which all of the things which mankind finds taxing or abhorrent, as well as all of the things that mankind finds pleasurable or welcome, are posited as instruments by which man is subjected to the Divine test. More significant still, it would seem, is the fact that the very creation of the cosmos in general, and of mankind in particular, is presented by revelation as an act that is mediated by the Divine will to “try” human beings, as it were, in the vast courtroom of existence, and in so doing to determine whether man is worthy of the title of “vicegerent of God” (khalifat Allah) on earth.

			It is this hitherto uncovered face of tribulation which is one of the central concerns of Nasrin Rouzati in this ground-breaking piece of scholarship. Drawing on, inter alia, the works of Toshihiko Izutsu, Jalal al-Din Rumi and Ghazali, Rouzati’s Trial and Tribulations in the Qur’an: A Mystical Theodicy is a remarkable amalgam of semantic analysis, exegesis criticism and theological speculation. Through her critical analysis of the Qur’anic narratives in which the concept of test and examination is revealed, the author unpacks the notion of trial and lays it bare, revealing for the first time in a Western academic work its all-embracing inclusivity. Through her painstaking semantic study and inter-textual interpretation of the Qur’anic balā narratives, augmented by various works of gnostic theology, Rouzati argues for an understanding of Divine trial quite unlike any that has gone before. With elegance and eloquence, she emphasizes the wholly positive nature of Divine trial, rescuing it in a sense from the popular perception of tribulation as punishment. For Rouzati, while suffering may indeed be experienced as a result of subjection to Divine examination, the test itself is meant not to make man suffer, but to help him actualize his potential and realize his destiny as God’s vicegerent on earth.

			Apart from having intrinsic value as an example of contemporary exegesis, Nasrin Rouzati’s work provides us with a new lens through which to view and explore how the challenges of life, be they fortunate or unfortunate, in prosperity or in adversity, can in reality be seen as opportunities – opportunities for the unfurling and development of latent human potentialities and spiritual growth. Even those for whom the central tenets, themes and motifs of the Islamic revelation are unfamiliar, and the Muslim understanding of theodicy unknown, will be able to gain access to these ideas through Rouzati’s penetrating, darkness-dispelling analysis, thus opening up another window onto one of the most perplexing yet thought provoking areas of our shared human condition.

			Colin Turner

			Durham, June 2015
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			Every soul is certain to taste death: We shall test you all through the bad and the good, and to Us you will all return.

			(Qur’an, 21:35)

			Introduction

			This book aims to provide a critical examination of one of the central themes of the Islamic revelation: the notion of trial and tribulation, balā / ibtilā, and throw light on its all-inclusive, multi-dimensional, and wholly positive meaning. The significance of the notion of balā, within the context of the Qur’anic teachings, becomes evident through the following narrative whereby balā is introduced as the raison d’être of the creation itself: “It is He who created the heavens and the earth in six days…so as to test you, which of you does best”1. However, traditionally, balā is discussed in the context of evil and human suffering, and thus largely with negative connotations; hardly ever is it pondered as something which is positive, meaningful and ultimately benign. And even when it is discussed as a benign phenomenon, there is no nuanced exposition of balā which accords with its all-inclusive meaning as established in the Qur’an.

			Furthermore, balā is seen almost exclusively as being an issue of Muslim theodicy2, in which it appears fleetingly against the backdrop of discussion on the justice of God and the apparent inconsistency between Divine justice and the existence of trials and tribulations which mankind encounters as an inevitable corollary of being human.3 What has thus far been overlooked is the all-encompassing nature of balā as portrayed by the Qur’an, which actually posits balā as being the reason for creation. If the very reason for creation is balā, this naturally brings into question the ontological status of balā. If the whole of the cosmos was brought into being in order for man to experience balā, then it raises the question of whether humankind was created only to suffer adversity, for adversity and hardship are the things which balā commonly connotes.4 A closer reading of the Qur’anic verses on balā, however, reveals that while it is indeed all-encompassing, to see it as only the harbinger of negativity is to fail to understand the multi-dimensional nature of balā, and the fact that it deals not only with adversity but also with prosperity and well-being.5 Moreover, in positing the all-reaching nature of balā the Quran confirms that as a phenomenon, Divine trial, whether in adversity or prosperity, is always positive and charged with good. Therefore there appears to be a serious mismatch between both the popular and, for the most part, the scholarly perceptions of balā and the notion of Divine trial that is portrayed in the Qur’an.6 An understanding of the Qur’anic approach to balā is crucial if we are to understand exactly how the process of human spiritual development is envisioned by the Islamic revelation. It also adds dimensions to the Muslim understanding of theodicy.

			The Qur’an also affirms that the creation of the universe in general, and mankind’s creation in particular, is purposeful, decisive, and not in vain: “It was not without purpose that We created the heavens and the earth and everything in between!”7 Furthermore, at the core of the Qur’anic discourse on the creation of the universe, also appear the divine attributes and the affirmation that this world is the creative work of an Omnipotent, Omniscient, Wise, and absolutely Compassionate and Merciful God. The facts of adversity, misfortune, illness, and suffering, all of which may be considered as negative forms of balā, however, seem to question the very foundation of the aforementioned belief. Is this world, with all of its apparent imperfections, the creative work of an all-loving and powerful God? Therefore, the fact that mankind’s experience of balā is interrelated with the purpose of the creation of the universe further necessitates a critical analysis and an in-depth study of the notion of balā.

			Moreover, the popular perception of balā, and to a large extent the scholarly work, often tends to imply that God is testing mankind in order to establish a basis for either reward or punishment.8 However, a closer reading of the Qur’anic text reveals that while Divine trial may be a measure for reward or punishment in the world to come, its primary role seems to serve a more comprehensive purpose: to provide a context for the actualization of man’s full potential in this world. Therefore, balā is one of the key concepts needed to understand better the purpose posited by the Qur’an for the existence of beings in general, and mankind in particular. It is also one of the main issues that need to be unpacked in order to facilitate a more rounded understanding of Divine justice and the notion of evil.

			Background

			As already stated, the notion of Divine trial, balā / ibtilā, and its various versions, appears as a central theme in the Qur’an.9 Nonetheless, there is a noticeable paucity of scholarly literature on the concept of balā. Most of what exists is found in the classical works of Qur’anic exegesis, and in the theological debates. The exegetical material on balā, however, is scant, and there is a lack of serious intellectual engagement which renders a literature review difficult to say the least. Therefore, while balā is a Qur’anic concept, it is not dealt with, in its all-inclusive nature, in the literature which purports to have as its main aim the exposition and clarification of the meanings of the Islamic revelation.

			The review of the exegetical material, presented in Chapter Two, illustrates that the primary literature on the Qur’anic teachings is largely silent on the in-depth meaning and significance of balā. An example of the exegete’s lack of engagement with this concept can be observed from their elucidations on the following narrative: “It is He who created the heavens and the earth in six Days – and His throne was on water- so as to test you, which of you does best…”.10 One of the most comprehensive Qur’anic commentaries, Jāmi’ al-bayān `an Ta’wīl ayy al-Qur’ān, by Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310/923), fully elaborates on the first part of the narrative and offers detail discussion on how and why the universe was created in six days. Tabari, however, offers very little on the second part of the verse which posits balā as the reason for the creation, and simply points out that God created the heavens and the earth to test peoples’ commitment to their religious duties.11 A similar approach is taken by another major exegetical work, al-Kashshaf ‘an Haga’I al-Tanzil wa ‘Uyun al-Agawil fi Wujuh al-Ta’wil by Abu al-Qasim Jar Allah Mahmud ibn ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari (d. 538/1144). In Zamakhshari’s opinion God created the universe, granted man countless blessings, and commanded him to perform certain religious duties; He will then reward the one who obeys Him and punish whoever disobeys the commands. According to Zamakhshari, similar to the goals set by any test giver, the purpose for having mankind experience balā is for God to find out, or to know, whether or not people act according to His commandments, and to establish the criteria for rewards and punishments.12

			Another source where material on balā is found seems to be those scholastic theological works which discuss theodicy in general. Nonetheless, due to the fact that the discussion of balā in the theological discourse is generally discussed under the category of natural or moral evils and its relation to the overall “problem of evil” and justice in the world, it only treats the concept in a limited scope and does not offer the all-inclusive meaning of balā as emphasized in the Qur’an.13

			Finally, the works of the mystic scholars and the poets, though scattered, seem to offer more in-depth exposition of this concept.14 The notion of Divine trial from the perspective of Muslim mystics and its significance in man’s spiritual development will be discussed in Chapter Four.

			The relative silence of the sources on this issue may have contributed to the popular misconception of balā as something unpalatable and undesirable. As such, an in-depth study of balā which figures only incidentally in the scholarly literature is long overdue.

			The Objective

			The premise of the present book is that balā is not equated with suffering; it is not intended to punish the sinful; and that its manifestation is both in adversity and prosperity. Furthermore, the sole purpose of balā is not to put human beings into difficulties in order for God to establish their status in the world to come, but is a means whereby man’s inherent potentialities for spiritual growth are allowed to flourish and be made manifest. This study aims to show that the Qur’anic notion of balā is seriously at odds with both popular, and to a large extent, the scholarly perceptions of this concept. The leading research questions for the study include the following: do classical and modern works of exegesis, which are deemed to be the prime source of elucidation of the Qur’an, throw light on the all-encompassing and entirely positive nature of the notion of balā? Is balā represented as a negative or positive phenomenon in the Qur’an? Is balā God’s way of punishing the sinful; how is that related to the balā of the prophets mentioned in the Qur’an? If balā is a “test”, what is the purpose of this test? If God is Omniscient, He can clearly have no need of a test which throws light on man’s abilities and deficiencies. Similarly, if the test is for man, to what end?

			Defining Key Terms and Methodology

			The concept of Divine trial is mostly connoted by two main terms in the Qur’an, balā and fitna, both of which are subsumed under the general term ibtilā. Translation of these terms into English is problematic, since any translation will inevitably fail to give a full picture of the term as it is used in the Qur’an.15 Although translation may serve as a preliminary guide and the first step, more often than not, it misrepresents the original term under study. For this reason, although the term “Divine trial” is used, it is used only for the sake of the English–speaking reader, and then merely as a rough equivalent. Therefore, the use of the original words balā and ibtilā has been deemed more appropriate than the term “Divine trial”.

			As mentioned above, the notion of Divine trial becomes visible in the Qur’an through balā and fitna narratives. In an effort to provide a clear understanding of the meanings of the two terms, I have employed the methodology of semantic analysis and contextual interpretation discussed by Toshibiko Izutsu in his book Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an.16 According to Izutsu, any Qur’anic term needs to be understood within the whole semantic framework of the verses in which it appears and which surround it. In Izutsu’s opinion the best method for analyzing the Qur’anic terms is to bring together, compare and put in relation, all the narratives in which the terms under study appear, so that the semantic value and the context of the narratives are examined. Utilizing the Izutsuian methodology, all balā and fitna narratives were surveyed first, followed by a careful examination of the context of each narrative which involved the occasion of the revelation, the targeted audience, and the historical context (revealed in Mecca or Medina). The contexts of these narratives were then compared and studied against similar and opposing verses prior to grouping them in a specific category. Taking this contextual analysis approach, the study allowed the Qur’an to interpret itself and further guide the research to its full development. Therefore, the result of this analysis which is based on the Izutsuian methodology, serves as the backbone of the study; the result is the complete typology of balā and fitna narratives which is presented in Chapter One.

			In addition to Izutsuian methodology employed in Chapter One, textual and historical analysis method has been utilized in Chapters Two and Three. These chapters also include an intra-textual hermeneutics method whereby the narratives under study are examined in light of their overall context, as well as their relationship, whether implicitly or explicitly, to other closely related themes of the Qur’an. The historical analysis method becomes especially noticeable in discussing balā in lives of the Prophets and other faith communities in light of their historical settings. It also needs to be noted here that “critical” analysis, used in various parts of this work, refers to a tool in the examination of the concept of balā through textual analysis in the form of deconstructionist approach. Therefore, the methodology of deconstructionism is utilized in Chapters Four and Five of the study. To this end, the term balā is first un-packed and decomposed so that its in-depth meaning can better be studied in light of the mystical and theological discussions. Accordingly, the utilization of the deconstructionist method in the final two chapters of the work enabled the study to shed light on the wholly positive nature of balā which the Qur’an seems to import.

			Scope and Structure

			As stated above, the Muslim exegetical literature is regarded as the primary source for the study of the Qur’anic concepts. Consequently, in order to pursue the aforementioned research questions, the works of the mainstream Muslim exegesis, as they pertain to the notion of balā, will be scrutinized and their level of engagement with the all-inclusive meaning of this concept will be highlighted. However, it needs to be noted that, while the task of the Muslim exegetes has traditionally been defined as the interpreters of Divine revelation, their elucidation is not solely based on the Qur’anic text itself – the semantics and linguistic aspects – but is also influenced by external factors which affect their comprehension of the Qur’anic themes. The exegetical literature, therefore, reflects the various school of thoughts and approaches in Muslim history (Ashʾarite/Muʿtazilite; Sunnite/Shi`ite sectarian views; rationalistic, philosophic, or theological orientations), as well as the cultural, theological, and political climate, and the personal interests of their respective authors. This research, however, is not concerned with these external elements which inevitably influence the extent of the exegetes’ understanding as it relates to the notion of balā. Consequently, the study limits itself to the context of the Qur’an, and examines the Qur’anic commentaries, without analyzing their particular social and anthropological setting, to find out if, in fact, the exegetical literature deals with the all-encompassing meaning and the wholly positive nature of balā emphasized in the Qur’an. Correspondingly, the examination of various factors underpinning the development of mystical tradition of Islam (various Sufi orders), and the establishment of different theological schools of thought (Ashʾarite/Muʿtazilite) are beyond the scope of this work. Thus, the interpretations of balā from mystical and theological perspectives, presented in Chapters Four and Five, are not concerned with the socio-political and anthropological contexts of the sources used in the study; rather, the aim is to throw light on their overall exposition of the concept of balā.

			This book is comprised of five chapters that are chronologically organized and also represent a logical order. The first chapter is dedicated to the typology of the Qur’anic narratives whereby the notion of Divine trial is revealed in its various contexts. The chapter is organized according to the statistical survey of the fifty balā and fitna narratives, as well as the narratives’ historical context, the occasion of the revelation, the objective, and the audience to whom they were addressed. Therefore, by taking a textual hermeneutics approach, the narratives are grouped in four distinct categories with certain overlap between them. This part of the study produced a framework which demonstrates the overall Qur’anic approach to the notion of Divine trial and establishes the importance of the concept of balā within the Qur’anic teachings. The impact of this typology becomes visible in various parts of the book.

			In Chapter Two, the concept of Divine trial will be examined in light of the two major Muslim scholarly sources: the prophetic traditions (hadith) and Qur’anic exegesis (tafsir). The chapter begins by highlighting the importance of hadith and tafsir and the instrumental role that they play in elucidation of the Islamic revelation, followed by discussing the rationale for selecting certain scholars and their respected work. Since the number of prophetic traditions that pertain to the concept of balā in its all-encompassing meaning are not significant, hadith literature is discussed first. The following section which occupies the major portion of this chapter discusses the Qur’anic exegetical materials and deals directly with one of the leading research questions of the study: does the exegetical material deal with the all-inclusive meaning of balā which accords with the Qur’an? To this end, a total of twelve balā and fitna narratives – three verses from each of the four categories indicated in the typology chapter – were selected and examined in light of six major tafsir works. The Qur’anic exegeses were selected to best represent the viewpoints of the Sunnite and Shiite schools of thought from classical and contemporary time. In its final analysis, this chapter establishes the fact that the mainstream Muslim exegetes generally do not engage in an in-depth discussion of the notion of Divine trial which the Qur’an seems to emphasize.

			Chapter Three is tasked with the examination of Divine trial in the lives of the prophets, nabi / rasūl, and pertains to the balā and fitna narratives grouped in the fourth category indicated in the typology. The responsibility of the prophets, as well as the many challenges they encountered in leading their addressee communities, occupy a major portion of the Qur’an and require a careful examination. The chapter begins by a brief overview of the Qur’anic approach to the notion of prophethood (na-  buwwa), and the vital role of the prophets as the exemplars and the best role model to be followed by their communities. Next, the stories of ten Qur’anic prophets whose particular trials are emphasized in the Qur’an are examined in the following subsequent sections of the chapter. To this end, each section begins by a brief synopsis of the tale of a prophet as it is reflected in the Qur’an, followed by a discussion of the unique balā of each prophet; the Qur’anic exegetical literature is reviewed to illustrate the commentator’s understanding, or misunderstanding, of the significance of that particular balā. Further responding to the leading research question – the exegetical materials on the concept of balā – this chapter illustrates that the mainstream Qur’anic commentaries, for the most part, are generally concerned with the non-essential details of the stories of the prophets, and seem not to engage with the notion of balā to its full potential.

			Chapter Four of the study is charged with the mystical dimensions of the notion of balā and investigates the perspectives of the Muslim mystics relating to this concept. Due to the fact that the typology chapter clearly demonstrates the significant position that the notion of balā occupies in the Qur’an, and since the exegetical literature seem to have opted not to engage with this concept in a comprehensive manner, the study will now turn to the mystical and Sufi literature to examine their understanding of balā. To this end, first, the chapter will provide the reader with the universal definition of the term “mysticism” and its roots in the teachings of perennial philosophy, as well as a general overview of the mystical tradition of Islam which historically has been represented by Sufism. The chapter will then demonstrate the comprehensive engagement of Muslim mystical literature with the notion of balā, as reflected in the teachings of a selected mystic and poet, and show that it is through this mystical approach that one engages in an in-depth understanding of the concept of balā which appears to accord with the all-encompassing approach that the Qur’an seems to emphasize. The material presented in this chapter supports the notion that balā – in adversity and prosperity – is a necessary component of the creation of the universe in general, and man’s creation in particular; that balā is the means by which man’s potential will be realised; and as such, it is a wholly positive phenomenon.

			Chapter Five, which is the concluding chapter of the study, is devoted to the investigation of Divine trial as it relates to the notion of “the best of all possible worlds”. Due to the fact that balā is seen traditionally as being synonymous with suffering and hardship, the objective of this chapter is to examine balā from the Muslim theological perspective and the attendant concepts of “good” and “evil”. The chapter begins by an overview of the “problem of evil” and the various theological and philosophical debates surrounding it, followed by a summary of the theodicies which attempt to explain the existence of “evil” from a theistic perspective. The chapter will culminate in an in-depth scrutiny of al-Ghazālī’s famous dictum of “the best of all possible worlds” and demonstrates that, from the Ghazālian perspective, this world, including all of its apparent imperfections, is indeed the best possible world that it can be.

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			It is He who created the heavens and the earth...to test you, which of you does best.

			(Qur’an, 11:7)

			1

			Divine Trial Narratives in the Qur’an: A Typology

			The Qur’anic approach to the notion of Divine trial becomes visible mostly in the balā and fitna narratives. These narratives reveal that balā is a fundamental pillar of the creational structure of the Cosmos, functioning as an instrument to actualize the purposes of the Creator. The Qur’an clearly illustrates that humankind, regardless of religious belief, individually and collectively as a community, will be put to the test as part of their human experience: “He created death and life to test you, and reveal which of you does best” (Q. 67:2). The depth and comprehensiveness of the concept of balā in the Qur’an reveals that even the prophets are not exempted from this meaningful encounter: “... And we tried you [Moses] with many tests” (Q. 20:40).

			In this introduction, the notion of balā will be discussed in various themes as it can be observed from the Qur’an. These include: the link between balā and the creational structure of the universe both as a whole, and in relation to man’s creation, means by which balā is actualized in man’s life, and balā as punishment.

			Trial and Tribulation: Purpose in Divine Plan

			The strength and universality of the concept of balā within the Qur’anic context posits balā as one of the components of the formation of the universe: “It is He who created the heavens and the earth in six Days – and His throne was on water – so as to test you, which of you does best. Yet [Prophet] if you say to them, ‘You will be resurrected after death’, the disbelievers are sure to answer, this is clearly nothing but sorcery!” (Q. 11:7). Furthermore, the notion of balā is intertwined with the Qur’anic concept of purposefulness of the Cosmic Creation. Repeatedly the Qur’an reminds us that the Creation of the universe is purposeful, decisive, and not in vain: “It was not without purpose that we created the heavens and the earth and everything in between!” (Q. 38:27). It can further be noticed from the Qur’an that the creation of man (insān)1 is distinguished from the rest of the Creation, for the reason that his inner-nature (fitra) is composed of the Divine Spirit, hence, making him the highest creature in rank: “…I have fashioned him, and breathed my spirit into him…” (Q. 15:29).

			As Rahman points out, “While the purpose of man is to serve God, i.e., to develop his higher potentialities in accordance with the ‘command’ (amr) of God, through choice, he must be provided with adequate means of sustenance and of finding the right way.”2 To this end, the very first Qur’anic revelations point out that the essential knowledge, which is imperative for man’s survival, is ingrained in his nature by the Merciful God: “Your Lord is the Most Bountiful one who taught by the pen, who taught man what he did not know” (Q. 96:3-5). Additionally, the endowment of knowledge is illustrated in the Qur’anic narrative of Adam’s creation, whereby the angels are commanded to bow down before him (Q. 2:30-34). According to Yusuf Ali, “Allah teaches us new knowledge at every given moment. Individuals learn more and more day by day; nations and humanity at large learn fresh knowledge at every stage. This is even more noticeable and important in the spiritual world”3. To this fact, in an early Meccan4 Sura, the Qur’an exposes a colorful portrait of man’s soul, illustrating the extent of man’s capability in making his spiritual destiny. It is worth mentioning here that it is in accordance with the concept of man’s spiritual development emphasized in the Qur’an that the present work will discuss the notion of balā from the Muslim mystical perspective in Chapter Four to shed light on the wholly positive nature of balā as it relates to man’s creation and his spiritual journey.

			By creation of the soul (nafs), and granting it the power to distinguish between right and wrong, God has positioned man in charge of his own life. His spiritual success is dependent on whether he makes the “choice” to purify his soul or corrupt it: “…And by the soul and how He formed it and inspired it [to know] its own rebellion and piety! The one who purifies his soul succeeds, and the one who corrupts it fails” (Q. 91:7-10). Hence, having the necessary cognition to create knowledge, and the ability to differentiate between wrong and right, man’s crucial test, Rahman informs us, is “whether he can control history towards good ends or whether he will succumb to its vagaries.”5 Thus, it may be noted that the Qur’an approaches the notion of balā, as a means to constantly remind man of his mission on earth, and his final return. “Did you think we had created you in vain, and that you would not be brought back to us?” (Q. 23:115).

			The instrumentality of balā as it relates to serving the purposes of God, whereby the Divine Plan is actualized, therefore, is the context in which the Qur’an approaches the concept of balā. It can also be observed that the underlying principle of balā seems to arise from the notion of “Divine Guidance” (hedaya) which is the ultimate goal of the Qur’an, guidance for humanity (hudan li’l-nas). The notion of Divine guidance and its direct relationship to balā is discussed in more detail in other parts of this study. Furthermore, it is in conforming to the instrumentality aspect of balā and its entirely positive nature that this concept must further be discussed in light of the theological debates. Consequently, to shed light on the all-inclusive meaning of balā, Chapter Five of the book is tasked with the interpretation of balā as it relates to the overall “problem of evil” from the Muslim theodicean thought in general, and the Ghazālian perspective formulated in his famous dictum of “the best of all possible worlds” in particular.

			Means of Divine Trial

			While the vast majority of the Qur’anic narratives in which the concept of balā is elucidated point to manifestation of balā through adversity and hardship, nevertheless, the Qur’an noticeably reveals that balā will, without a doubt, present itself in prosperity and abundance as well: “We will test you all through the bad and the good” (Q. 21:35).

			The manifestation and objects of balā are clearly represented in the Qur’an, signifying all that matters to man, wealth, power, health, offspring, etc., are means by which man will be put to the “test”; how man perceives the specific circumstances of his life is of tremendous importance in the Qur’an. As the commentator Tabarsi writes, “This world is the realm of tests and afflictions. People of faith will face trials in order that they may develop patience and know spiritual blessings.”6 To this fact, the Qur’an points out that, in reality, “everything” on this earth is meant for the purpose of the test: “We have adorned the earth with attractive things so that We may test people to find out which of them do best, but we shall reduce all this to barren dust” (Q. 18:7).

			Divine Trial as Punishment

			The popular understanding of balā and fitna carries a negative connotation and, for the most part, represents an undesirable and unconstructive image. This perception may be viewed from different perspectives. Whether an individual is experiencing a hardship, an illness or financial difficulty, or an entire community is affected by a natural tragedy, such as an earthquake, the popular tendency is to view the situation as a punishment from God. This accepted perception goes further to justify the hardship as a deserved punishment, which is a direct consequence of sinful conduct on the part of the recipient of the calamity. However, as it can be observed from the following verse, the Qur’an indisputably clarifies this misperception: “No blame will be attached to the blind, the lame, and the sick” (Q. 24:61). Therefore, as Bowker points out, “the Qur’an warns the faithful not to make the mistake of Job’s friends and to assume that where they see suffering there also they see sin”.7 The overall Qur’anic view which noticeably identifies the purpose of adversities in human lives as tests and not punishment can be elucidated from the following narrative: “We shall certainly test you with fear and hunger, and loss of property, lives, and crops; but [Prophet], give good news to those who steadfast” (Q. 2:155).

			Nevertheless, the Qur’an includes a small number of narratives which support that suffering may, in fact, be a punishment from God. Appealing to past history, these “punishment narratives” illustrate that as a result of continuous persistence in disbelief and rejection of the prophetic message, an entire community is eradicated. According to the Qur’an, God’s sending of a prophet may be accompanied by calamities afflicting the community8. However, the purpose of the tragedies or misfortunes is to serve as supporting evidence for the warnings of the prophet, thereby providing the opportunity to embrace the prophetic message. However, as a result of peoples’ choice of ignoring the prophet’s warnings, and their endless tenacity on the disbelief path, God eradicates the hardship, bestows prosperity, and whilst people are ignorant of the Divine, wills the total destruction of the community through a natural disaster.

			Whenever we sent a prophet to a town, we afflicted its [disbelieving] people with suffering and hardships, so that they might humble themselves [before God], and then we changed their hardship to prosperity, until they multiplied. But then they said, “hardship and affluence also befell our forefathers”, and so we took them suddenly, unawares. (Q. 7:94-95)

			Although annihilation of a particular community is perceived to be a punishment from God, nevertheless, this paradigm serves a decisive role within a broader scope: a test and a learning opportunity for other addressee communities. The Qur’an repeatedly demonstrates that the underlying principle of the hardships was meant for the community to become humble in the way of God, transform their attitude, and willingly accept the monotheistic message. Time and again, the Qur’an reflects on human understanding with regard to signs (ayāt) from God; in this case, asking people to think about the adversity and the prosperity visited on them, and recognize the Divine purpose. Had they not ignored the signs which resulted in their insistence on the wrong path, they would have been guided to salvation. Instead, their heedlessness leads them to destruction.9 It needs to be emphasized that the term balā is not utilized in the “punishment narratives”; nonetheless, the popular understanding equates these calamities with balā.

			Man’s Response to Divine Trial

			In the case of the individual who is going through hardship, by and large, the circumstance is perceived as an undesirable condition, with no benefit or purpose. The person views himself as the victim of an objectionable occasion, someone unlucky who is being humiliated by God: “And man, when his Lord tries him through the restriction of his provision, he says, ‘my Lord has humiliated me’” (Q. 89:16). Identifying a particular situation as misfortune, which has happened due to bad luck, the person refrains to reflect on the circumstance, and perhaps, fails to discover a meaningful purpose with an opportunity to grow. In the language of the Qur’an, whether the individual is experiencing a hardship, or enjoying life in prosperity (Q. 89: 15-16), he is going through a balā. What is expected of man is to act in accordance with the Will of God: patience during hardship, and humility and kindness in prosperity. However, man, more often than not, gets “puffed up in prosperity and depressed in adversity, putting false values on this world’s goods”.10

			This analogy, of course, lends itself not only to the individual who, in any given situation, might be experiencing the balā (Divine test), but equally to those who are observing a particular circumstance. In other words, man is always going through some sort of test; either he himself is the direct subject of the trial, or his response towards the ordeal and / or prosperity of other fellow human beings indirectly becomes his own balā. To illustrate the latter, the Qur’an speaks of people who are not willing to spend part of their wealth in charity, thus not realizing that their balā is with their wealth. Therefore, their refusal of help to the needy is a testimony to their failure in the test: “And when they are told, ‘give to others out of what God has provided for you’, the disbelievers say to the believers, why should we feed those that God could feed if He wanted? You must be deeply misguided” (Q. 36:47).

			Contrary to the popular perception of balā and fitna, the Qur’an paints a very different portrait of these terms, to the extent that it regards balā as part of the structure of Divine Creation, and a very purposeful encounter for human beings. The Qur’anic view on balā as a fundamental pillar of the creation of the Cosmos is exposed through many narratives whereby not only adversity is viewed as trial; prosperity is also a condition in which man is put to the test. This aspect of balā, as part of the “Divine Plan”, and the fact that all human beings, including the prophets, encounter diverse purposeful trials in both adversity and prosperity, will be an essential part of this study.

			Preceding the linguistic overview of the terms balā and fitna, it should be noted that the Qur’anic view on the general notion of trial is presented in more than one hundred narratives by utilizing four verbs and / or verbal nouns. However, by and large, the notion of Divine trial becomes known in balā and fitna narratives; therefore, this typology is concerned only with these two major terms. The two fewer used terms, each appearing only in two Qur’anic accounts, are: mahhasa, trial, (Q. 3:141; 3:154) and imtahana, test, (Q. 49:3; 60:10). Nonetheless, based on the context and the level of their relevancy, these two terms will be highlighted during the discussion of various categories and types of balā.

			A Linguistic Overview of balā and fitna

			Edward William Lane describes the term balā as: “God tried, proved, or tested him, [by, or with, good], or [by, or with, evil]; for God tries his servant by, or with, a benefit, to test his thankfulness; and by, or with, a calamity, to test his patience”11. According to Abdolnabi Ghayyem, balā simply means “to put to the test”.12 Although the term balā or ibtilā is not referenced in the Encyclopedia of the Qur’an, the notion of trial is cross-referenced to balā and the definition of “challenge to be endured”13 is given.

			Prior to providing the reader with the various meanings of fitna, it has to be noted that, historically, Muslim culture portrays a symbolic meaning of fitna to refer to “the great rift in the community shortly after the death of the prophet”14. Therefore, more often than not, the use of the word fitna carries a negative connotation. This study is not, however, concerned with the cultural aspects of fitna as it applies within the historical context, but rather will focus on the Qur’anic aspect of the term as it relates to Divine trials and tests.

			An overall review of the meaning of the Arabic word fitna reveals multiple definitions. According to Lane, its most general meaning seems to be:

			Melting of gold and of silver in order to separate, or distinguish, the bad from the good, it signifies a trial, or probation; and affliction, distress, or hardship; and [particularly] an affliction whereby one is tried, proved, or tested.15

			The Arabic lexicon of Ibn-Manzūr defines a similar meaning for fitna:

			It denotes a process of extracting and purging the impure from the pure in the metal. This basic idea of purification was then extended to the moral condition of humanity where a demanding situation acted as a watershed, a moral test or trial.16

			According to Abdolnabi Ghayyem, the following definitions may be applied to fitna: “disparity between people, riot, trial, learning experience, affliction, and disbelief.”17 Similarly, the Encyclopedia of Islam gives the primary definition of the term fitna as “putting to the proof, discriminatory test.”18

			In an effort to inductively bring clarity on the meanings of terms balā and fitna, taking a hermeneutical approach, I have applied the methodology of Toshihiko Izutsu outlined in his book Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an.19 In his book, Izutsu explains the importance of “contextual interpretation”, whereby the terms are analyzed according to the framework of the Qur’an, hence allowing the Qur’an to interpret itself. According to Izutsu, “for any passage to acquire a peculiar semantic significance, it must work as a specific context revealing in a full light some aspect or aspects of the semantic category of a given word”20. Izutsu’s methodology is constructed on seven distinct principles by which the Qur’anic terms must carefully be examined before the interpreter is able to provide the intended meaning.

			Applying the Izutsuian methodology, namely the employment of “contextual interpretation”, balā and fitna narratives in the Qur’an underwent a careful examination, both individually and collectively. I have located all the verses of the Qur’an in which the word balā and / or fitna have been utilized; examined each verse by studying its occasion of revelation, the historical context, and its thematic concept by employing the intra-textual hermeneutic approach. Furthermore, the purpose of the narratives and the addresses were also examined. With this method, my goal is to shed light on the notion of balā, as expressed in the Qur’anic context, by grouping the narratives in specific categories, keeping in mind potential overlaps between them. Through this process, the context and themes of each individual verse were cautiously studied and compared with other similar verses in which the words were utilized. Based on this analysis, the fitna and balā narratives reveal a deeply rooted principle indicating why and how people are put to the “test”.

			A General Overview of balā and fitna Narratives

			The balā and fitna narratives appear in both Meccan and Medinan chapters of the Qur’an. Although much research has been done on the chronology of the Qur’anic scripture, there is still no consensus as to the exact sequence of the chapters (sūras). However, categorization of the Qur’an based on whether the sūras were revealed during the first phase of the prophetic message in Mecca, or after the prophet and his followers migrated to Medina, is generally accepted.21

			The numerical analyses of the terms balā and fitna shows a total of eighty-nine accounts. However, this typology is concerned only with fifty of these narratives, whereby the contextual format directly alludes to Divine trial. Of the twenty nine occasions of balā, fifteen are revealed in Mecca and fourteen in Medina; where as from the twenty one fitna accounts, Mecca has a share of fourteen narratives, with Medina chapters containing only seven. The fact that the twenty nine balā verses are almost equally divided between the Meccan and Medinan chapters seems to suggest that the notion of Divine trials and tests was part of the Qur’anic teachings from the early stage of the prophetic message, and continued to be the case throughout the Medinan phase. Furthermore, the fact that the vast majority of fitna verses are revealed during the Meccan phase also points to the importance of the notion of Divine trial from early on.

			Classifications of balā and fitna Narratives

			The overall representation of the balā and fitna narratives in the Qur’an appears to suggest four distinct types or categories, with a certain amount of overlap between them. The individual narratives have been grouped in each category according to their theme and the overall context in which they are revealed. What follows is the explanation for each of the four categories and their corresponding narratives.

			(a) Divine Trial as the Central Pillar of the Creational Structure of the Cosmos

			Prior to providing the reader with an explanation of the narratives in this category, an important distinction between the terms balā and fitna needs to be made. While both terms are utilized to mean “trial” in the Qur’anic context, balā seems to be used in a broader spectrum presenting itself in all four categories. Fitna, on the other hand, is mostly used in the Qur’anic accounts in which specific subjects of trial are mentioned, offering more detailed elucidation of the means by which man will be tested. Consequently, since fitna does not seem to appear in any of the verses where “trial” is presented as part of the creational structure, this category will only include the balā narratives.

			The verses classified in this category are mainly those in which the concept of balā is introduced as an integral part of the cosmic plan. Therefore, this category provides us with an overall umbrella of the Qur’anic view on balā as part of the structure of the Cosmos. The fact that out of the six narratives in this category, four are from the Meccan period (11:7, 18:7; 67:2; 86:9), and two appear in Medinan sūras (5:48; 76:2), points to the importance of the concept of balā from the early phase of the Qur’anic teachings.

			Meccan balā Narratives

			The first verse in this category appears in sūra Hud:

			It is He who created the heavens and the earth in six Days – and His throne was on water - so as to test you, which of you does best. Yet [Prophet] if you say to them, “You will be resurrected after death”, the disbelievers are sure to answer, this is clearly nothing but sorcery! (Q. 11:7)

			In this verse the concept of balā is not only directly linked to the story of the Creation, it is highlighted as its foundation: without balā the Creation would be aimless. It can be further observed that this narrative is the focal point which acts as the bridge for verses 6-11, whereby key Qur’anic concepts are linked through the concept of balā. We are told in verse six that there is no creature on this earth but its provision rests with God; He knows where it lives and its final resting place. Therefore, verse six emphasizes that everything in this universe happens with the knowledge of God and according to Divine Law. Subsequently, verse seven, which is the narrative in discussion, reveals that “God created the heavens and the earth so as to ‘test’ you: which of you does best in conduct”, hence emphasizing that balā is part of the structure of the universe. The narrative then goes further to introduce the concept of resurrection while pointing to the fact that disbelievers’ response will be “this is clearly nothing but sorcery”. In summary, this narrative illustrates that the creation of the universe is purposeful, that man’s conduct is tested through balā, that balā is the medium in which his spiritual life will be flourished, and that ultimately man’s return is to God.

			Following along the same path, verses nine through ten illustrate man’s behavior at the time that he is experiencing balā, whether he is being tested in adversity or prosperity.

			How desperate and ungrateful man becomes when We let him taste Our mercy and then withhold it. And if We let him taste mercy after some harm has touched him, he is sure to say, “misfortune has gone away from me”, he becomes exultant and boastful. (Q. 11:9-10)

			These narratives illustrate that human beings, for the most part, do not act in accordance with God’s plan during balā; they get disappointed while experiencing hardship and proud during blessed times. However, the next verse in this sequence paints the picture of those who have developed the sense of steadiness in life, and who neither get depressed whenever a calamity befalls them nor overjoyed with pride during prosperity22: “Not so those who are steadfast and do good deeds: they will have forgiveness and a great reward” (Q. 11:11). The Qur’an, therefore, demonstrates what is expected of man by guiding him to the correct path and the right course of actions during the time of balā.

			The second narrative in this category is revealed in sūra al-kahf: “We have adorned the earth with attractive things so that We may test people to find out which of them do best” (Q. 18:7). This narrative demonstrates the Qur’anic view on the materialist aspect of this life, such as power, fame, wealth, social status, and all that man strives for, to be nothing but a magnificent show and means of trial to test man. It can be observed from this verse that beautification of all things on this earth, “everything” that man desires, is part of the Divine plan in order to test man in his conduct, hence positioning balā at the center of God’s Creation and an instrument by which His plan is actualized.

			The next narrative in this group presents itself in sūra al-Mulk: “He who created death and life to test you and reveal which of you does best – he is the Mighty, the Forgiving” (Q. 67:2). The creation of death and life for the purpose of trial is once again a clear indication that balā is an essential part of the Divine plan. This narrative also confirms the point made previously that the Creation of the universe is not in vain or without a purpose. As Yusuf Ali points out: “The state before our present Life, or the state after, we can scarcely understand. But our present Life is clearly given to enable us to strive by good deeds to reach a nobler state.”23 It can be further observed that balā is the medium by which man’s conducts and deeds will be evaluated, and therefore, based on his attitude towards Divine trial, he will be able to reach the higher state in life.

			The final narrative revealed in Mecca appears in sūra al-Tāriq; “On the Day when secrets are laid bare” (Q. 86:9). This verse points to Judgment Day when the secrets of the hearts are put on trial, all that man attempted to hide will become apparent. The term used in this verse is tubla from the root balā, signifying the fact that the result of the trial will be bluntly clear on this day.

			Medinan balā Narratives

			From the Medinan period we have two narratives which can be classified in this category. The first of these appears in sūra al-Mā’idah:

			We sent to you [Muhammad] the Scripture with the truth, confirming the Scriptures that came before it and with final authority over them: so judge between them according to what God has sent down. Do not follow their whims, which deviate from the truth that has come to you. We have assigned a law and a path to each of you. If God had so willed, He would have made you one community but He wanted to test you through that which He has given you, so race to do good: you will all return to God and he will make clear to you the matters you differed about. (Q. 5:48)

			While this narrative discloses the relationship between the Qur’an and the previous scriptures, it provides clarification on the underlying principle which validates the variety of rules, sharia, and practical conduct. The verse also explains that a diverse code of law which, in fact, is the consequence of diversity of the people, is part of the Divine plan. It can further be observed from this narrative that, while God could have made people into one single community, He has constructed the universe to accommodate different people and a variety of rules in order to “test” people. While this verse sheds light on the fact that scriptures and laws are means by which each community will be put to the “test”, it commands people to compete in virtue and strive on the right path. The concluding part of the narrative reminds us that everyone’s return is to God, and the truth of disputed matters will be known to all communities on the Day of Judgment. It has to be noted that this verse may also be classified in Category Two of this typology (the manifestation of balā); however, it is included in this category due to the fact that the subject of balā is directly related to the creational structure of the universe.

			The second narrative of the Medinan phase appears in Sura Insān: “We created man from a drop of mingled fluid to put him to the test; We gave him hearing and sight” (Q. 76:2). This narrative which is one of the key Qur’anic verses on the creation of man consists of three sections: first, it discloses the origins of man by showing the animalistic dimension of his creation; second, it points to the notion of Divine trial (balā) and the fact that man will go through tests and trials; finally, it concludes by shedding light on man’s potential and abilities which will enable him to thrive in his life. Therefore, “man as an animal has this humble origin, but he has been given the gift of certain faculties of receiving instruction (typified by hearing) and of intellectual and spiritual insight (typified by sight)”24.

			(b) Manifestation of Divine Trial

			The narratives identified in this category are mainly those in which the manifestation of balā, i.e., how balā is materialized in the lives of human beings, is the central theme and appears at the core of the discussion. By providing clear examples of tangible means through which balā is realized, these Qur’anic accounts shed light on the overall view of the Divine plan as it relates to man’s trials. Furthermore, the narratives equally emphasize man’s response in dealing with different situations, i.e., the variety of balā. This collection also illustrates what is expected of man during the time of balā and provides guidelines to reflect upon as man experiences balā. An overall observation on narratives presented in this group also reveals that, while balā is manifested mostly through adversity and hardship, prosperity and abundance, nevertheless, are also viewed as a type of balā. This observation further tends to suggest that the purification of man’s personality to create a more authentic and truthful exposition is the focal point of the verses in this category. The following is a brief explanation on four balā verses (6:165, 21:35, 89:15-16), as well as four fitna narratives (6:53, 21:35, 21:111, 39:49), whereby the manifestation of balā is discussed.

			The Meccan balā Narratives25

			The first narrative of this category appears in sūra al-An’ām:

			It is He who made you successors on the earth and raises some of you above others in rank, to test you through what He gives you. [Prophet], your Lord is swift in punishment, yet He is most forgiving and merciful (Q. 6:165).

			This verse is the concluding narrative of the Sura; therefore, it summarizes the previously discussed contents. While pointing to the Divine plan in creating generations after generations who are the inheritors of earth, the narrative emphasizes that God positions people in different ranks and provides them with diverse opportunities in order to test them. Hence, the goal is to test you in what He has bestowed upon you.

			The second verse of this collection is a key narrative which appears in the late Meccan sūra al Anbiyā’: “Every soul is certain to taste death: We test you all through the bad and the good, and to Us you will all return” (Q. 21:35). The structure of this narrative is unique mainly for two reasons: firstly, both balā and fitna terms are used; secondly, the manifestation of balā both in adversity and prosperity is elucidated. While the narrative begins by confirming mortality, that everyone’s time on this earth is limited and that death will visit us all, it quickly reminds man that his entire life is a test. The narrative further provides a detailed explanation of the means by which the Divine test will be conducted: through the bad (sharr: sickness, lack of wealth, etc.) and the good (khayr: abundance, health, etc.). The concluding section of the verse expounds upon the fact that everyone’s return is to God; once again reminding man to be attentive of the diverse circumstances of his life and not lose sight of the fact that, at any given time, he might be experiencing a test.

			The following two narratives present themselves in Sura al Fajr:

			The nature of man is that, when his Lord tries him through honors and blessings, he says, “My Lord has honoured me”, but when He tries him through the restriction of his provision, he says, “My Lord has humiliated me” (Q. 89:15-16).

			These narratives substantiate the point already made by the previous verse in this category, emphasizing that God will try man in both prosperity and adversity. Furthermore, the verses illustrate the likelihood of man’s response at the time of balā: when he is the recipient of God’s blessings, he gets puffed up and thinks he is special in the eyes of God; on the other hand, when his provision is restricted by God, man gets depressed and thinks that God has humiliated him. Had man recognized God’s plan in both of these circumstances, he would have responded differently: show kindness to others during prosperity and patience during hardship.

			The Meccan fitna Narratives26

			The first narrative in which fitna is used to mean “trial” appears in Sura Al – An`ām: “We have made some of them a ‘test’ for others, to make the disbelievers say, ‘is it these men that God has favoured among us?’ Does God not know best, who are the grateful ones?” (Q. 6:53). In conjunction with the surrounding verses, this narrative demonstrates that the social and financial status of a group of people may in fact happen to be a test for others, i.e., the wealthy of a society are tested through the disadvantaged within the same society. The historical evidence indicates that the people of Mecca did not respond positively to the prophetic message, and a small number who did follow the prophet were the poor and the disadvantaged of that society27. The more wealthy people of Mecca who viewed themselves superior to others found it degrading to listen to Muhammad’s preaching in the company of the poor. Therefore, by failing to realize that the financial status of the followers of the Prophet was how they were being tested, the materially well-off polytheists rejected the monotheistic message of the Prophet.

			The third narrative28 of this category is revealed in a late Meccan Sūra al Anbiyā’ “I do not know: this [time] may well be a test for you, and enjoyment for a while” (Q. 21:111). Appearing at the end of the Sura, this verse represents the Prophet’s final remarks in reminding his audience that what he has been asked to warn them about may be a test.

			The final verse in this group appears in Sūra Al Zumar:

			When man suffers some affliction, he cries out to Us, but when We favor him with Our blessings, he says, “All this has been given to me because of my knowledge” – it is only a test, though most of them do not know it (Q. 39:49).

			While this narrative clearly illustrates the manifestation of balā (test / trial) through prosperity, it also sheds light on man’s response at the time of hardship or abundance. It can be understood from this verse that when man is faced with distress or adversity, he realizes his powerlessness and turns to God as the source of all good. However, when God bestows on him a favor, a gift, or mercy, man attributes it to his own doing, and fails to remember that God is the source of the received mercy. The narrative promptly reminds us that while man remains ignorant of the true source of the happiness or mercy he has just been blessed with, more importantly, he fails to realize that ultimately the goal was to test him. Time and again, the Qur’an reminds the reader that God is the sole source of all things; therefore, remembering God in times of distress and turning to Him during adversity, and yet being ignorant during abundance and happiness, will result in ungratefulness. It can further be observed from this narrative and other similar verses in the Qur’an that afflictions and hardships, as well as happiness and abundance, are both means in which man will be put to the test; in both circumstances man should be mindful of God and act according to what is expected of him.

			(c) Objects of Divine Trial

			The narratives included in this category are largely those in which various objects of balā are identified and presented as the focal point of the narratives. Additionally, the Qur’anic accounts which refer to the Muslim community’s trials and tests at the time of battles or conflicts are grouped in this cluster as well. This collection includes eleven balā verses, two of which appear in Mecca (16:92 & 68:17) and nine of which belong to the Medinan phase (2:155, 3:152, 3:154, 3:186, 5:94, 8:17, 33:11, 47:4, 47:31). The nine fitna narratives are almost equally divided between Meccan (17:60, 29:2, 29:3, 72:17, 75:31) and Medinan periods (8:28, 9:126, 22:11, 64:15). That the frequency of the balā verses, with references to tangible objects, appears mostly in Medina seems to correlate with the historical context of Medina. Historians have written much about the cultural-social context of Medina, where this newly formed faith-community must thrive, as well as the challenges that the followers of the prophet had to face29. Therefore, this group of narratives symbolizes the Qur’anic view as it relates to unforeseen situations, whereby concrete objects of balā are entailed. Furthermore, man’s perception of, and his emotional attachment to these precious and worldly goods, are questioned and warned about by these narratives.

			The Meccan balā Narratives

			The first narrative of this group appears in sūra al Nahl:

			Do not use your oaths to deceive each other – like a woman who unravels the thread she has firmly spun – just because one party may be more numerous than another. God tests you with this and on the Day of the Resurrection He will make clear to you those things you differed about (Q. 16:92).

			It can be observed from the previous verse, which leads to the verse in discussion, that sometimes oaths and promises were used as a tool in deceiving other members of the community. By instructing people to keep their oaths and remain faithful to their promises, the narrative runs a comparative analysis between the actions of a female character that untwists the strands of the yarn after she has spun the yarn. The concluding section of the narrative reminds us that, while making an oath may bring security and strong sense of community to man, in actuality, the oath is one of the means by which God will test people.

			The second Meccan narrative of this category presents itself in Sura Al Qalam: “We have tried them as We tried the owners of a certain garden, who swore that they would harvest its fruits in the morning” (Q. 68:17). In the preceding verses, mention is made of those people who have rejected the Prophetic message, basing their rejection on their false belief that the Qur’an is “nothing but ancient fables.” The narrative in discussion, then, reminds the reader that the rejecters are, in actuality, being tested, i.e., experiencing a balā, the same way the owners of the Garden were put to the test30.

			The Medinan balā Narratives

			The first verse of the Medinan period in which tangible items are referenced as balā appears in the longest sūra of the Qur’an, al- Bagarah: “We shall certainly test you with fear and hunger, and loss of property, lives, and crops. But [Prophet], give good news to those who are steadfast.” (Q. 2:155). In this narrative the most precious items within man’s life are considered as objects of balā or Divine tests. While these objects may present themselves at various times and according to specific situations, lack of security and fear during conflicts, loss of property throughout harsh economic crisis, etc., they are, however, in the Qur’anic context, viewed as means by which man is tested. The concluding section of the narrative clearly demonstrates that what is expected of man during these difficult times is to have patience and act according to the will of God. Furthermore, by instructing the Prophet to give glad tidings to those who patiently persevere, it grants the believers the ultimate assurance to endure the situation and remain faithful to God.

			Continuing with the discussion of concrete objects of balā, the following narrative appears in sūra al –Imrān:

			You are sure to be tested through your possessions and persons; you are sure to hear much that is harmful from those who were given the Scripture before you and from those who associate others with God. If you are steadfast and mindful of God, that is the best course (Q. 3:186).

			This narrative emphasizes three distinct subjects of balā by means of which the believers are put to the test: their belongings (wealth, social status, and children); themselves (their own life); and the insults or harm imposed by the non-believers. The concluding section of the narrative briefly demonstrates the Qur’anic view on the expectations on the part of the believers, i.e., proper response while they are experiencing any of the mentioned balā – endurance with patience and mindfulness of God.

			The concluding narrative of this section makes itself known in sūra al-Mā’ida:

			You who believe, God is sure to test you with game within reach of your hands and spears, to find out who fears Him even though they cannot see Him: from now on, anyone who transgresses will have a painful punishment (Q. 5:94).

			By informing the believers that gaming is an object of balā in which they will be put to the test, this narrative sets the stage for the following verse: “You who believe, do not kill game while you are in the state of consecration [for pilgrimage]…” (Q. 5:95). Therefore, it can be understood from the two narratives that, since gaming is prohibited during the pilgrimage, they should refrain from killing any kind of animal during that time. Consequently, observing the rule as it relates to this object of balā is the sign of obedience to the command of God.

			Balā on the Battle Field

			As mentioned previously, a number of Qur’anic narratives signify balā during warfare. By and large, these verses pertain to some of the major battles that took place between the newly formed Muslim community in Medina and the Meccans. While they may deserve their own category, they have been included in this collection to show the relevancy of objects of balā to specific circumstances. This collection includes the following narratives in chronological order as they appear in the Qur’an: 3:152, 3:154, 8:17, 33:11, 47:4, and 47:31.

			The first two narratives with an analogous theme appear in sūra al Imrān:

			God fulfilled His promise to you: you were routing them, with His permission, but then you faltered, disputed the order, and disobeyed, once He had brought you within sight of your goal – some of you desire the gains of this world and others desire the world to come – and then He prevented you from [defeating] them as a punishment31. He has now forgiven you: God is most gracious to the believers (Q. 3:152).

			Continuing with more details of the same story, verse 154 reads:

			After sorrow, He caused calm to descend upon you, a sleep that overtook some of you. Another group, caring only for themselves, entertained false thoughts about God, thoughts more appropriate to pagan ignorance and said, “Do we get a say in any of this?” [Prophet], tell them, “Everything to do with this affair is in God’s hands”. They conceal in their hearts things they will not reveal to you. They say. “If we had had our say in this, none of us would have been killed here.” Tell them. “Even if you had resolved to stay at home, those who were destined to be killed would still have gone out to meet their deaths.” God did this in order to test everything within you and in order to prove what is in your hearts. God knows your innermost thoughts very well (Q. 3:154).

			The above two narratives refer to one of the major battles in which the Muslims were engaged, namely the battle of Uhud, whereby the followers of the Prophet experienced an enormous balā32. The story has it that while the Meccans, who were the enemy of the Muslims, outnumbered the supporters of the Prophet, the battle turned out in favor of the Muslims in victory. However, as the enemy was withdrawing from the battlefield, a group of Muslim soldiers who were instructed to remain on the top of the hill disobeyed the order and left their post to join the rest of the army in capturing valuables left by the Meccans. Taking advantage of the opening left by the archers, the Meccan army attacked again and killed many of the prophet’s companions, including his uncle, Hamza. Although the Prophet was hurt, he was able to regroup the remaining members of the army, and return to the battlefield the next day to force the enemy out.33 It can be observed from the context of 3:152 that going against the direct orders of the Prophet, which resulted in leaving the post and aiming after the booty, is referred to as the balā. Moreover, the entire story of the battle of Uhud, with its gains and losses, disappointments and excitements, is referred to as balā in 3:154.

			The next narrative in discussion appears in sūra al Anfal:

			It was not you who killed them but God, and when you [Prophet] threw [sand at them] it was not your throw [that defeated them] but God’s, to do the believers a favor34: God is all seeing and all knowing (Q. 8:17).

			This narrative is related to another major battle, namely the battle of Badr which was a “turning point in the history of Islam as a political and military, as well as expanding religious movement”.35 The story has it that “before the battle, the Prophet prayed and threw a handful of sand at the enemy as symbol of their being defeated.”36
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