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Introduction

The Critical Qur’an is designed to equip the English-speaking reader with a knowledge of the Qur’an and how it is interpreted in Islam, and to see how mainstream Islamic commentators understand the text, particularly its passages that are most problematic for non-Muslim readers: the exhortations to jihad warfare, the Sharia provisions that call for the denial of various rights to women, and the like. In numerous other editions of the Qur’an, these are obscured with apologetic intent. Here, they are explained in full.

This edition of the Islamic holy book also provides a general introduction to some of the problems with the text. This is also unusual, as for the Islamic scholarly tradition, such problems do not actually exist. The Qur’an is perfect, unchanging, and unchangeable, and its centrality in Islam cannot be overstated.

The Qur’an, according to Mohammed Marmaduke Pickthall, an English convert to Islam who translated the Muslim holy book, is an “inimitable symphony, the very sounds of which move men to tears and ecstasy.”1 The Qur’an, explains the Islamic scholar Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “constitutes the alpha and omega of the Islamic religion in the sense that all that is Islamic, whether it be its laws, its thought, its spiritual and ethical teachings and even its artistic manifestations, have their roots in the explicit or implicit teachings of the Sacred Text.”2

To Muslims worldwide it is the perfect, unaltered word of Allah, delivered without the slightest error by the angel Gabriel to the Islamic prophet Muhammad, and then transmitted, again with no error or deviation at all, down the centuries to reach us in exactly the same form it had when it was first compiled and codified by the caliph Uthman in the year 653. It is for pious Muslims an all-encompassing guide to living, as eternally relevant as it is eternally unchanging.

Yet it is by no means immediately inviting, particularly to the non-Muslim reader. One principal reason for this is that it is hard to follow, as it is not arranged chronologically or by subject matter, but by the length of the chapters, suras. With the exception of the brief first chapter, its 114 suras are generally arranged, with some exceptions, from the longest to the shortest. According to Islamic tradition, the first revelation that Muhammad received is not sura 1, but sura 96 of the Qur’an. Islamic tradition also holds, with some disagreements, that the last revelation Muhammad received, which came to him while he was on his deathbed, is sura 110 of the Qur’an, not the last one in the book, sura 114.

Further complicating matters is the fact that the Qur’an follows no single narrative line; it is not a collection of historical accounts, but more a collection of sermons, the longer of which deal with a wide variety of topics, with no clearly discernable unifying thread. It makes no attempt at linear history, either as a whole or, generally, within the individual suras.

According to Islamic tradition, Gabriel first began visiting Muhammad and giving him sections of the Qur’an, a perfect copy of the “mother of the book” (43:4) that has always existed in Paradise with Allah, in the year 610. Over the next twenty-three years, Gabriel delivered Qur’anic revelations to Muhammad piecemeal. Some were written down, others memorized by various followers of Muhammad. According to Islamic tradition, the Qur’an was not collected together when Muhammad died in 632, and early Muslims were reluctant to do so, since Muhammad had not done it himself. However, when some of those who had memorized portions of the Islamic holy book were killed in battle, some of the believers began to press for its collection, the rejection of variant readings, and the codification and distribution of the agreed-upon text.

That is, again according to Islamic tradition, supposed to have taken place in the year 653, under the direction of the caliph Uthman, the third successor of Muhammad. However, this account, however widely accepted, lacks any contemporary attestation and is likely to be more legend than historical fact. Although Uthman is supposed to have distributed his Qur’an to the various Muslim provinces, virtually no trace of the book, such as quotes or even mentions of its existence, exist from the time it is supposed to have been completed (632), or from when it is supposed to have been distributed throughout the Islamic world (653), or for four decades thereafter, when quotations from the Qur’an appear on wall inscriptions inside the Dome of the Rock, although they are not identified as such. Not until the early part of the eighth century does mention of the Qur’an begin to appear in the polemical literature of non-Muslims and Muslims alike.

Uthman is said to have burned the variants in the Qur’anic text, and Islamic polemicists hold to this day that no such variants exist, as the text has been miraculously preserved in its original form. Yet numerous variants actually do exist. Islamic tradition seems to provide for this when Muhammad is depicted as saying: “This Qur’an has been revealed to be recited in seven different ways, so recite of it whichever [way] is easier for you (or read as much of it as may be easy for you).”3

Islamic scholars say these “seven different ways [ahruf]” are simply variations in the Arabic dialect in which the Qur’an was transmitted. However, there are varying manuscript traditions, and attempts to standardize and codify them. Notably, some three hundred years after Muhammad supposedly received the Qur’an, an Islamic scholar named Ibn Mujahid (860–936), published a book entitled The Seven Readings, in which he delineated the seven acceptable forms of Qur’an recitation (qira’at), that is, seven variant forms of the text which were within the acceptable bounds of Islamic orthodoxy.

Ibn Mujahid ascribes each of his “readings” to a different eighth-century scholar, but it cannot be known for sure whether the earlier authorities to which he ascribes the variants actually transmitted them, or if he attributed his work to them in order to give it an air of antiquity and authenticity. It seems likely that the hadiths in which Muhammad is made to speak of the Qur’an being recited in “seven different ways” were invented in order to explain the existence of these seven variant readings of the text, which had all apparently circulated so widely by the eighth, ninth, and tenth centuries that they could not be ignored or all copies destroyed. Ibn Mujahid gives the names of the transmitters (mutawatir) of the “seven readings” as Nafi (d. 785); Ibn Kathir (d. 737, not to be confused with the fourteenth-century Qur’anic scholar whose work is cited throughout this book); Ibn Amir (d. 736); Abu Amr (d. 770); Asim (d. 744); Hamza (d. 772); and al-Kisa’i (d. 804).4 To these were later added other readings as well: those of Abu Ja’far (d. 747); Ya’qub (d. 820); Khalaf (d. 843); Hasan al-Basri (d. 728); Ibn Muhaisin (d. 740); al-Yazidi (d. 817); and al-A‘mash (d. 765).5

Not only were there thus fourteen diverging traditions of the actual text of the Qur’an, but each of these has transmitters who are identified in Islamic tradition, and generally more than one. Among the transmitters of Nafi’s text is Warsh (d. 812), and among those who transmitted the text of Asim is Hafs (d. 796); both of these manuscript traditions would come to predominate in large sectors of the Islamic world.

This multiplicity likely accounts for the variants in Qur’anic manuscripts, which are, contrary to popular belief, actually quite numerous. The contemporary Qur’anic scholar Daniel Alan Brubaker notes that while “most surviving Qur’an manuscripts bear the signs of having been produced following a campaign of standardization basically consistent with that reported to have been directed by the third caliph, it is also clear that there existed some differences of perception about the correct words of the Qur’an text at the times most of these manuscripts were produced, which were later revisited when these perceptions changed or standardization became more thorough. It is not impossible that some of these varying perceptions would have been tied to certain geographic regions or locales.”6

Indeed, the different qira’at were used in different areas of the Islamic world. Islamic scholar Aisha Bewley explains that in AD 815, “Basra was reciting the qira’a of Abu Amr and Ya’qub, Kufa was using Hamza and Asim, Syria was using Ibn Amir, Makka had Ibn Kathir, and Madina was using Nafi.”7

What is taken almost universally today to be Uthman’s Qur’an is actually a Qur’an that was published in Cairo in 1924 and has since then become the dominant edition of the Muslim holy book all over the world, as it has won wide acceptance as an accurate reflection of the Uthmanic text. This edition represents the Hafs tradition. Yet despite this immense effort at standardization, the Warsh tradition of the Qur’anic text still predominates in western and northwest Africa, and other variants exist as well. Many of the variant readings are noted in this volume.

Traditionally, the suras of the Qur’an are classified as Meccan, that is, dating from the first twelve years of Muhammad’s career, when he and his followers lived in Mecca, and Medinan, or dating from the last eleven years of Muhammad’s career, after the hijrah, or emigration, from Mecca. Because of the doctrine of abrogation (see 2:106), Medinan suras are generally considered to take precedence over Meccan suras in the formation of Islamic theology and law.

Even while acknowledging that there is no firm indication that any of the Qur’an as such originated in the Meccan or Medinan periods, the Meccan/Medinan distinction of the suras is important, as historically it may refer to two stages of development of the Qur’anic text, which had to be explained by means of the invention of the distinction itself. It also provides a useful means of understanding which sections of the Qur’an are generally considered in Islamic theology to carry greater weight than others.

Many historians today have noted the glaring absence of seventh-century attestation to the existence of Muhammad as the prophet of Islam and to the Qur’an in its Uthmanic recension, as it is supposed to have been published and distributed in the middle of that century. These historians tend to put the final editing and publishing of the Qur’an somewhat later, at the end of the seventh and beginning of the eighth century. Reasons for that understanding, including textual variants and evidence of other alterations in the text, will be noted throughout, although what is presented here is not an exhaustive list of variants; preference has been given to those that are clear in English and do not require knowledge of Arabic grammar or orthography to understand.

These variants, although they are almost all minor differences of wording, are extraordinarily important, as they demonstrate that the Qur’an has undergone editing and alteration, as well as textual variation and scribal error, which is contrary to the Islamic apologetic claims that even the smallest detail has been miraculously preserved by Allah, to the degree that there are no variants at all. This idea has tended to stymie efforts to examine the Qur’an as a historical document and to prevent light being shed on the origins of Islam. The variants presented in this volume are an attempt to stimulate such examinations.

Aside from noting variants and other anomalies, the notes on various passages of the Qur’an in this book will rely largely on some of the key Islamic tafsir, that is, commentaries on the Qur’an. The primary reference is the tafsir of Ibn Kathir (1301–1372), whose voluminous and detailed multivolume commentary on the Qur’an still stands as one of the primary references for Muslims in endeavoring to understand their holy text. The contemporary Islamic scholar Ahmad von Denffer notes that Ibn Kathir’s work is “one of the better-known books on tafsir,” and that it places “emphasis on soundness of reports.” Says von Denffer, “This book although of greatest importance to Muslims has been widely ignored by the orientalists.”8 Until now.

Another Qur’an commentary that is popular among Muslims today, the Tafsir al-Jalalayn, so called because it is the work of two men named Jalal, Jalal ad-Din al-Mahalli (1389–1459) and Jalal ad-Din as-Suyuti (1445–1505) is also frequently cited here, along with the twentieth-century tafsir of the influential Pakistani Islamic scholar and politician Syed Abul Ala Maududi (1903–1979), and the Tafsir Anwarul Bayan by the Indian scholar Mufti Muhammad Ashiq Ilahi Madani, also from the twentieth century. These were chosen to give a representative sampling of the general Islamic understanding of the various texts; other commentaries are also cited in due course.

Transliteration generally follows the most common usage in English for various names and terms, rather than a systematic rendering. The Qur’an, according to Islamic theology, cannot be translated, as its Arabic character is intrinsic to its meaning. That noted, its meaning can and should be more widely known among English-speaking readers. The translation used here is both new and old. It is based primarily on a modernization of the landmark English translation of Mohammed Marmaduke Pickthall, with reference to the Arabic original and other common translations. It is designed to be as clear as possible for the English-speaking reader, as an alternative to the most popular Qur’an translations in English, most of which are written in a pseudo-King James Bible English that can be confusing and wearisome to the contemporary reader, and are often marred by an apologetic intent that leads them to mitigate the force of some of the more jarring and problematic passages, or conceal them altogether behind language that, while strictly accurate, can be highly misleading. The most notorious example of this is the rendering of jihad in its various verbal forms as “strive” or “struggle,” which gives the impression to readers unfamiliar with Islamic theology that only an increased effort at prayer or other spiritual actions is meant. That is not at all the case, as is clear from the actual Qur’anic text, as well as from Islamic theology and law. This version of the Qur’an attempts to bring out that clarity on this as well as other matters.
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SURA 1

The Opening

Al-Fatiha

Introduction

Al-Fatiha (The Opening) is the first sura of the Qur’an and most common prayer of the Islamic tradition. A pious Muslim who prays the five requisite daily prayers of Islam will recite the Fatiha seventeen times in the course of those prayers.

According to a hadith, the Muslim prophet Muhammad said that “Allah, the Mighty and Sublime, did not reveal in the Torah or the Gospel anything like Umm Al-Quran,” that is, the Mother of the Qur’an, which is another name Islamic tradition gives to al-Fatiha.1

Another hadith has the angel Gabriel giving this chapter singular status. As the angel sat with Muhammad, the story goes, he heard a sound, looked up, and said: “This is a gate which has been opened in heaven today. It was never opened before.”2 Then an angel came through the gate, and Gabriel continued: “This is an angel who has come down to earth. He never came down before.”3 The unidentified second angel greeted Muhammad and said: “Rejoice with two lights given to you. Such lights were not given to any Prophet before you. These are: Fatiha-til-Kitab (Surat Al-Fatihah), and the concluding Ayat of Surat Al-Baqarah,” that is, the Qur’an’s first sura and the last verse of its second.4 “You will never recite a word from them without being given the blessings it contains.”5

Besides bringing blessings, this sura is said to have spiritual powers. On one occasion, according to Islamic tradition, “a lunatic fettered in chains” was cured by the recitation of al-Fatiha.6

Al-Fatiha also efficiently and eloquently encapsulates many of the principal themes of the Qur’an and Islam in general: Allah as the “Lord of the worlds,” who alone is to be worshiped and asked for help, the merciful judge of every soul on the Last Day.

As this sura is the foundation of Islamic prayer, most Islamic scholars hold that it was revealed in Mecca, early in Muhammad’s career. One tradition has Ali ibn Abi Talib, Muhammad’s son-in law, one of his earliest followers and his rightful successor in the eyes of Shi‘ite Muslims, saying: “The Opening of the Book was revealed in Mecca from a treasure beneath the divine throne.”7 The eleventh-century Islamic scholar al-Wahidi relates a tradition in which the Fatiha, rather than the famous demand from the angel that Muhammad “recite,” which is enshrined in sura 96, was the first revelation of the Qur’an. Al-Wahidi adds, “This is also the opinion of Ali ibn Abi Talib.”8 This belief persisted to the extent that the twelfth-century Persian Islamic scholar and jurist Zamakhshari states that most Qur’an commentators at the time he was writing believed that the Fatiha was the first sura to have been revealed.9

The idea that the Fatiha was the beginning of Qur’anic revelation, however, is a minority view, with mainstream Islamic scholars today holding that sura 96, or at least the beginning of it, was the first revelation to come to Muhammad.

Yet in an indication of the fluidity of the Qur’anic text in the early days of Islam, Abdullah ibn Masud, one of Muhammad’s companions, did not even have this sura in his version of the Qur’an. Other early Islamic authorities also expressed reservations about its inclusion.10

To be sure, this sura does not fit in with the rest of the Qur’an, in that it is in the voice of the believer offering prayer and praise to Allah, not Allah addressing Muhammad. Islamic orthodoxy has it that Allah is the speaker in every part of the Qur’an, so with al-Fatiha, the believer must accept that the deity is explaining how he should be prayed to, without explaining directly that that is what he is doing.



The Opening

1IN THE NAME OF ALLAH, THE COMPASSIONATE, THE MERCIFUL.

2Praise be to Allah, the Lord of the worlds,



2. In Islamic theology, Allah is the speaker of every word of the Qur’an. Some have found it strange that Allah would say something like “Praise be to Allah, the Lord of the worlds,” but Islamic tradition holds that Allah revealed this prayer to Muhammad early in his career as a prophet (which began in the year 610 AD, when he received his first revelation from Allah through the angel Gabriel—a revelation that is now contained in the Qur’an’s 96th sura), so that the Muslims would know how to pray.

Instead of “Praise be to Allah,” the seventeenth-century Shi‘ite scholar Muhammad Baqir Majlisi has, “We greatly praise Allah.”1





3The compassionate, the merciful.



3. Instead of “the compassionate, the merciful” (ar-rahman ar-rahim), a variant seen in Cairo by the Qur’anic scholar Arthur Jeffery (1892–1959) has “the sustainer, the merciful” (ar-razzaqi ar-rahimi).2





4Master of the day of judgment,



4. Instead of “master of the day of judgment,” the Warsh Qur’an has “king of the day of judgment.”3





5You do we worship, you do we ask for help.

6Guide us to the straight path,

7The path of those whom you have favored, not of those who have earned your anger, or of those who have gone astray.



7. Islamic scholars have often identified “those who have earned Allah’s anger” as the Jews, and “those who have gone astray” as the Christians. This is such a commonplace understanding that a translation of Sahih Bukhari, the collection of reports (hadith) of Muhammad’s words and deeds that Muslims consider most reliable, adds identifying glosses into a story in which Muhammad quotes this verse of the Qur’an: “Say Amen when the Imam says not the path of those who earn Your Anger (such as Jews) nor of those who go astray (such as Christians); all the past sins of the person whose saying (of Amin) coincides with that of the angels, will be forgiven.”4

Another hadith in the same collection compiled by the imam Bukhari (810-870) depicts the pre-Islamic monotheist Zaid bin Amr bin Nufail, who died in 605 (five years before Muhammad is said to have begun getting revelations), traveling to Syria in search of the true religion. Encountering a Jewish scholar, Zaid told him: “I intend to embrace your religion, so tell me something about it.”5 The scholar replied, “You will not embrace our religion unless you receive your share of Allah’s anger.” Appalled, Zaid asks him if he knows of another religion, to which the Jewish scholar responds: “I do not know any other religion except the Hanif,” that is, “the religion of (the prophet) Abraham who was neither a Jew nor a Christian, and he used to worship none but Allah (alone).” Traveling on, Zaid then happens upon a Christian scholar and tells him also that he wishes to embrace his religion. The Christian states: “You will not embrace our religion unless you get a share of Allah’s curse.” Again unwilling, Zaid asks him about another religion and is once again told about the Hanif, which he duly adopts. Islamic theology considers Islam to be the true embodiment of that pure religion of Abraham, who worshiped no others, as do Jews and Christians (see 9:30). On hanif, see 2:135.

The repetition of this identification in Bukhari is an indication of how strong the identification is of those who have earned Allah’s anger with the Jews and those who have gone astray with the Christians.

The classic Qur’anic commentator Ibn Kathir explains that “the two paths He described here are both misguided,” and that those “two paths are the paths of the Christians and Jews, a fact that the believer should beware of so that he avoids them. The path of the believers is knowledge of the truth and abiding by it. In comparison, the Jews abandoned practicing the religion, while the Christians lost the true knowledge. This is why ‘anger’ descended upon the Jews, while being described as ‘led astray’ is more appropriate of the Christians.”6

The Tafsir al-Jalalayn, a fifteenth-century Qur’an commentary that, like Ibn Kathir’s, remains popular among Muslims to this day, agrees, identifying those who have earned Allah’s anger with the Jews and those who have gone astray as the Christians and explaining: “The grammatical structure here shows that those who are guided are not the Jews or the Christians.”7

This is the view of numerous other mainstream Islamic commentators on the Qur’an. One contrasting but not majority view is that of the fourteenth-century Persian scholar Nisaburi, who says that “those who have incurred Allah’s wrath are the people of negligence, and those who have gone astray are the people of immoderation.”8

Some Western commentators imagined that the Saudis originated this interpretation, and indeed the whole idea of Qur’anic hostility toward Jews and Christians. They found it inconceivable that Muslims all over the world would learn that the central prayer of their faith anathematizes Jews and Christians, and attributed this interpretation to parenthetical glosses the Saudis inserted into the text.

But unfortunately, this interpretation is venerable and mainstream in Islamic theology. The printing of the interpretation in parenthetical glosses into a translation would be unlikely to affect Muslim attitudes, since the Arabic text is always and everywhere normative in any case, and since so many mainstream commentaries contain the idea that the Jews and Christians are being condemned here.
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SURA 2

The Cow

Al-Baqara

Introduction

The title might tempt the reader to think that this sura is actually about a cow. This is, however, not the case. The suras of the Qur’an generally take their titles from something recounted within them, even if it’s an insignificant detail. In this case, the sura name comes from the story of Moses relaying Allah’s command to the Israelites that they sacrifice a cow (2:67–73), one of the Qur’an’s many stories from the Bible and Jewish tradition, altered and retold.

At 286 verses, this is the longest sura of the Qur’an. It begins the Qur’an’s general (but not absolute) pattern of being organized not chronologically or thematically, but simply running from the longest to the shortest suras, with the exception of the Fatiha (sura 1), which has pride of place as the first sura because of its centrality in Islamic prayer.

This means that one should not take “The Cow” as the original, first, or primary message of Islam, simply because of its position. According to Islamic tradition, it actually dates from the latter part of Muhammad’s career, as it was revealed to Muhammad at Medina—to which he is supposed to have fled from Mecca in the year 622. In Medina for the first time, Muhammad became a political and military leader.

Islamic theologians generally regard Medinan suras as taking precedence over Meccan ones wherever there is a disagreement, in accord with verse 106 of this sura of the Qur’an, in which Allah speaks about abrogating verses and replacing them with better ones. (This interpretation of verse 106, however, is not universally accepted. Some say it refers to the abrogation of nothing in the Qur’an, but only of the Jewish and Christian Scriptures.)

“The Cow” contains a great deal of important material for Muslims and is held in high regard. Ibn Kathir says that recitation of “The Cow” distresses Satan: he says that one of Muhammad’s early followers, Ibn Mas’ud, remarked that Satan “departs the house where Surat Al-Baqarah is being recited, and as he leaves, he passes gas.” Without Ibn Mas’ud’s poor taste, Muhammad himself says: “Satan runs away from the house in which Surah Baqara is recited.”

There are two indications that this sura was not part of the Qur’an as late as the first three decades of the eighth century. Around 710, a Christian monk of the monastery of Beth Hale (of which there were two, one in northern Iraq and the other in Arabia; it is not known in which one this monk lived) wrote to a Muslim, “I think that for you, too, not all your laws and commandments are in the Qur’an which Muhammad taught you; rather there are some which he taught you from the Qur’an, and some are in surat albaqrah and in gygy and in twrh.”1

From this it appears that at that time, the Qur’an was not in its present form we now know. Surat albaqrah is “the chapter of the Cow,” which we know as the second, and longest, sura of the Qur’an. Yet the monk refers to surat albaqrah as distinct from the Qur’an, like gygy (the Injil, or Gospel) and twrh (the Torah). This suggests that the Qur’an’s largest sura was not actually in the Qur’an in the early eighth century, but was a stand-alone book nearly sixty years after the Qur’an was supposed to have been finalized by Uthman.

Then around 730, the renowned Christian theologian John of Damascus published On the Heresies, a smorgasbord of nonmainstream Christianity from the perspective of Byzantine orthodoxy. He included a chapter on the strange new religion of the people he identified by three names: Hagarenes, Ishmaelites, and Saracens. John writes of a “false prophet” named Muhammad (Mamed) who, “having happened upon the Old and the New Testament and apparently having conversed, in like manner, with an Arian monk, put together his own heresy. And after ingratiating himself with the people by a pretence of piety, he spread rumours of a scripture (graphe) brought down to him from heaven. So, having drafted some ludicrous doctrines in his book, he handed over to them this form of worship.”2

Likewise John shows some familiarity with at least some of the contents of the Qur’an, although he never names it as such, referring instead to particular suras by their names. Among them he refers to “the text of the Cow and several other foolish and ludicrous things which, because of their number, I think I should pass over.”3 He gives the impression that the “text of the Cow” and others he mentions, the “text of the Woman” (see sura 4) and the “text of the Camel of God,” are all separate documents rather than parts of a single collection.

It is possible that this manner of citation is simply an idiosyncrasy of John’s, with no larger significance. But it may also be an indication that the Qur’an was not yet in its final form a century after it was purportedly revealed.



The Cow

IN THE NAME OF ALLAH, THE COMPASSIONATE, THE MERCIFUL.

1Alif. Lam. Mim.



1. Many suras of the Qur’an begin with Arabic letters in this way; usually, but not always, there are three such letters. While there has been considerable speculation about what they might mean, Islamic tradition offers no definitive answer. The Tafsir al-Jalalayn sums up the prevailing view: “God knows best what is meant by this.”1 “These letters are one of the miracles of the Qur’an and none but Allah (Alone) knows their meanings,” say the modern-day Saudi Islamic scholars Muhammad Muhsin Khan and Muhammad Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali.2 This is the mainstream Islamic perspective, although how exactly a series of Arabic letters constitutes a miracle is not explained. Speculation abounds. Modern critical researchers generally agree, however, with a statement of one of the foremost among them, the twentieth-century Qur’an scholar Richard Bell; he states, “of these groups of letters placed at the head of certain suras no explanation can be given.”3

The groundbreaking philologist Christoph Luxenberg has extensively examined the Qur’an’s Aramaic substratum (see 12:2) and notes that the Psalms are mentioned several times in the Qur’an (3:184, 17:55, 21:105, 35:25, 54:43, 54:52). He suggests that the mysterious letters may be vestiges of the Qur’an’s source text having been a Christian lectionary. The Qur’anic scholar Erwin Gräf declares that the Qur’an, “according to the etymological meaning of the word, is originally and really a liturgical text designed for cultic recitation and also actually used in the private and public service. This suggests that the liturgy or liturgical poetry, and indeed the Christian liturgy, which comprises the Judaic liturgy, decisively stimulated and influenced Mohammed,”4 or whoever was responsible for the compilation of the Qur’an.

Luxenberg explains that the Syriac Christian liturgy “typically begins with a psalm,” and that “up to three letters can indicate the number of the psalm in question in the Psalter.”5 The Qur’an’s mysterious letters, then, could be indications in the Syriac lectionary of which psalm was to be recited. When that Syriac lectionary was transmuted into the Qur’an, the letters, no longer intelligible, became mysterious utterances of Allah.





2This book, there is no doubt in it, is a guide for those who fear Allah.



2. This is a key Islamic doctrine. The Qur’an is not to be questioned or judged by any standard outside itself; rather, it is the standard by which all other things are to be judged. That, of course, is not significantly different from the way many other religions regard their Holy Writ. But there has been no development in Islam of the historical and textual criticism that has transformed the ways Jews and Christians understand their scriptures today. This is in large part because there is no doubt about the Qur’an and no questioning of it; to study it in a historical-critical way would be impious in itself.

The fluidity of the Qur’anic text is exemplified by the tenth-century story in which a young man was reciting the Qur’an and confused two sets of letters that are identical other than their diacritical marks: he confused zay for ra and ta for ba. Thus instead of reading, “This book, there is no doubt in it” (la raiba fihi), he read, “This book, there is no oil in it” (la zaita fihi).6





3Who believe in the unseen, and establish prayer, and spend out of that we have given to them,

4And who believe in what has been revealed to you and what was revealed before you, and are sure of the hereafter.



4. Islamic tradition holds that the “you” addressed here and in many other cases is Muhammad, the prophet of Islam. There is nothing within the Qur’an itself, however, to make that identification certain.

There is likewise in those early decades of the Arab conquests only a handful of mentions of Muhammad, and none either contain or agree with the voluminous material that Islamic traditions that date from the eighth and ninth centuries record of him. The “you” who is addressed in this and so many other Qur’an passages could, therefore, be another prophetic figure whose material was incorporated into the Muhammad legend when it began to be constructed.

With this verse begins the first example, for those who read the Qur’an from cover to cover, of something that is found again and again in the Qur’an: an extended disquisition on the perversity of those who reject belief in Allah. The one beginning here sounds several themes that will recur many, many times. First among these is the assertion that the Qur’an provides guidance to those who believe in what was revealed to whoever is being addressed, as well as in “what was revealed before you.”

This refers to the Qur’an’s oft-stated assumption that it is the confirmation of the Torah and the Gospel, which teach the same message Muhammad is receiving in the Qur’anic revelations (see 5:44-48). When the Torah and Gospel were found not to agree with the Qur’an, the charge arose that Jews and Christians had corrupted their Scriptures—which is mainstream Islamic belief today. The moderate Muslim Qur’an translator and commentator Muhammad Asad, a convert from Judaism, states this in a positive and irenic way, but it is nonetheless unmistakable that the Qur’an is the crown, the finale, of the earlier scriptures: “The religion of the Qur’an can be properly understood only against the background of the great monotheistic faiths which preceded it, and which, according to Muslim belief, culminate and achieve their final formulation in the faith of Islam.”7 If they achieve their final formulation in Islam, obviously they were not complete or fully correct in their formulations before Islam.





5These are the people who depend on guidance from their Lord. These are the successful.

6As for the unbelievers, it is all the same for them whether you warn them or don’t warn them, they do not believe.

7Allah has sealed their hearing and their hearts, and over their eyes there is a covering. They will suffer an awful doom.



7. Another theme in this part of “The Cow” is Allah’s absolute control over everything, even the choices of individual souls to believe in him or reject him. All through the book there are so many exhortations to believe in its message that it is hard to imagine that Islam could reject the concept of free will. The Tafsir al-Jalalayn says of the unbelievers that Allah does not remove “blessings from them” until they “exchange their good state for disobedience.”8 In other words, as long as they persist in sin, they have only themselves to blame (6:12, 9:70, 30:9).

Other Qur’an passages hold that it is Satan who leads the believers astray (4:119, 15:39, 114:5). But still other passages of the Qur’an, as well as indications from Islamic tradition, state that no one believes in Allah except by his will, so also no one can disbelieve in him except by his active will (6:25, 10:100, 16:93, 24:40, 35:8, 36:9-11, 81:29, and so on). Everything is in Allah’s hands, even the decision of the individual to obey him or not, yet human beings will still be held accountable for the things they have done. Yet those who have rejected Allah do so because he made it possible for them to do nothing else.

Ibn Kathir states: “These Ayat [verses] indicate that whomever Allah has written to be miserable, they shall never find anyone to guide them to happiness, and whomever Allah directs to misguidance, he shall never find anyone to guide him.”9

In early Islamic history, a party known as the Qadariyya is said to have tried to advance the concept of individual free will. The pioneering Islamic scholar Ignaz Goldziher explains that the Qadariyya were protesting against “an unworthy conception of God,” and yet they “could not find a large body of supporters” among Muslims. Their opponents “battled them with the received interpretation of the sacred scriptures.”10 And won. Ultimately, Muslim authorities declared the concept of human free will to be heretical. A twelfth-century Muslim jurist, Ibn Abi Ya’la, fulminated that the Qadariyya wrongly “consider that they hold in their grasp the ability to do good and evil, avoid harm and obtain benefit, obey and disobey, and be guided or misguided. They claim that human beings retain full initiative, without any prior status within the will of Allah for their acts, nor even in His knowledge of them.” Even worse, “their doctrine is similar to that of Zoroastrians and Christians. It is the very root of heresy.”11





8And there are some people who say, We believe in Allah and the last day, and they are not believers.



8. Allah refers to himself as “we” frequently throughout the Qur’an. Some non-Muslims have been tempted to see traces of polytheism in this, and Christians in particular have attempted to discern the Trinity. Islamic theology, however, is adamant that this is simply a royal “we” that does not impinge upon the Qur’an’s strict and uncompromising monotheism.





9They try to deceive Allah and those who believe, and they deceive no one except themselves, but they do not realize it.

10In their hearts is a disease, and Allah increases their disease. They will suffer a painful doom because they lie.



10. Instead of “because they lie” (yakzibuuna), the Warsh Qur’an has “because they accuse of lying” (yukazzibuuna).12





11And when it is said to them, Do not spread corruption on the earth, they say, We are only peacemakers.



11. “To spread corruption on earth” is one of the foremost sins the Qur’an envisions, although it never defines it in specific terms. Ayat 5:33 specifies the punishment for it as killing, crucifixion, amputation of a hand and a foot on opposite sides, or exile.





12Are not they indeed those who spread corruption? But they do not realize it.

13And when it is said to them, Believe as the people believe, they say, Shall we believe as the foolish people believe? Are not they indeed the foolish ones? But they do not know.

14And when they encounter those who believe, they say, We believe, but when they go back to their satans they say, Indeed we are with you, we were just mocking.

15Allah mocks them, leaving them to wander blindly on in their defiance.

16These are the ones who buy error at the price of guidance, so their business does not prosper, and they are not guided.

17They are like one who lights a fire, and when it illuminates everything around him, Allah takes away their light and leaves them in darkness, in which they cannot see.

18Deaf, dumb and blind, and they will not return.



18. The charge that those who do not believe in Islam are “deaf, dumb, and blind” (cf. 2:171) is an indication of the Islamic assumption that those who reject Islam are not operating in good faith, but are suffering from a moral defect.





19Or like a rainstorm from the sky, in which is darkness, thunder and lightning. They thrust their fingers into their ears because of the thunder, for fear of death, Allah surrounds the unbelievers.

20The lightning almost snatches their sight away from them. As often as it flashes, they walk in its light, and when it is dark all around them, they stand still. If Allah willed, he could destroy their hearing and their sight, for Allah has power over everything.



20. The philologist Jacob Barth notes that the verse appears incomplete; “perhaps a part containing the rhyme has dropped out.”13





21O mankind, worship your Lord, who created you and the people before you, so that you may fear Allah.

22He has fashioned the earth a resting place for you, and the sky a canopy, and he causes water to pour down from the sky, thereby producing fruits as food for you. And do not set up rivals to Allah when you know.

23And if you are in doubt about what we are revealing to our slave, then produce a sura like it, and call your helpers besides Allah, if you are telling the truth.



23. This challenge is hollow and self-reinforcing, as no criteria are given for what would make a sura “like” those of the Qur’an, and no impartial judge is or could possibly be specified. However, there have been numerous attempts to replicate the Qur’an’s tone, language, and rhyme scheme, often by Christians who couch evangelistic appeals to Muslims in Qur’anic dress, but by many others as well. The success or failure of such endeavors depends entirely upon the attitudes and assumptions of the person who is evaluating them. See also 10:38.

Richard Bell notes that the word “sura” is likely a derivation from the Syriac word surta, “used in the sense of Scripture.”14





24And if you do not do it, and you can never do it, then guard yourselves against the fire prepared for unbelievers, the fuel of which is of men and stones.

25And give good news to those who believe and do good works, that they will have gardens under which rivers flow. As often as they are given food from their fruit, they say, This is what was given us before, and it is given to them in resemblance. There are pure companions there for them, there they remain forever.

26Indeed, Allah doesn’t disdain to use the comparison even of a gnat. Those who believe know that it is the truth from their Lord, but those who do not believe say, What does Allah mean by such a comparison? He misleads many by means of it, and he guides many by means of it, and he misleads only wrongdoers with it,

27Those who violate the covenant of Allah after affirming it, and sever what Allah ordered to be joined, and spread corruption in the earth, those are the ones who are the losers.



27. On “corruption in the earth,” see 5:33. According to Ibn Kathir, severing “what Allah ordered to be joined” refers to “keeping the relations with the relatives.”15





28How do you disbelieve in Allah when you were dead and he gave life to you? Then he will give you death, then life again, and then you will return to him.

29He is the one who created everything on earth for you. Then he turned to heaven, and constructed them as seven heavens. And he is the knower of all things.



29. According to the twentieth-century Qur’anic scholar Régis Blachère, the plural pronoun “them” doesn’t agree with its singular referent, “heaven.” According to Ibn Warraq, some translators gloss over the difficulty by translating the passages as, “Then he turned to heaven, and constructed it as seven heavens.”16 The tenth-century Islamic scholar and historian Tabari maintains that “heaven” is a collective singular, and thus poses no difficulty.





30And when your Lord said to the angels, Indeed, I am about to place a caliph on the earth, they said, Will you place on it one who will spread corruption there and shed blood, while we, we sing your praise and extol you? He said, Surely I know what you do not know.



30. “Caliph” is khalifa, or successor. In the traditional understanding the caliphs were successors of Muhammad. But here the word is used in the sense of mankind being Allah’s viceroy on earth. This reveals the exalted nature of the claim of the Sunni caliphs, that they were the viceroys and regents of the last and greatest prophet of Allah.

Instead of “a caliph,” the eighth-century Shi’ite Qur’an attributed to Zaid bin Ali, the son of Ali ibn Abi Talib, has “creatures.”17





31And he taught Adam all the names, then showed them to the angels, saying, Tell me the names of these, if you are truthful.



31. This passage is loosely based on Genesis 2:19, in which God created the animals and then “brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name.”





32 They said, Glory to you, we know nothing except what you have taught us. Indeed, you and only you are the knower, the wise.

33He said, O Adam, tell them their names, and when he had told them their names, he said, Didn’t I tell you that I know the secret of the heavens and the earth? And I know what you reveal and what you hide.

34And when we said to the angels, Prostrate yourselves before Adam, they fell prostrate, all except Iblis. He refused because of pride, and so became a disbeliever.



34. The identification of Iblis as an angel here contradicts 18:50, which states that Iblis is a jinn (see 7:11).

The command of Allah that the angels prostrate themselves before Adam, and Iblis’s haughty refusal, is derived from an older Jewish and/or Christian tradition that is recorded in, among other places, the apocryphal Life of Adam and Eve, which dates from between the first and fourth centuries AD. In that account, the devil tells Adam that he was thrown out of heaven for refusing God’s command to worship him (as Iblis is here in 2:36), saying, “I will not worship an inferior and younger being (than I). I am his senior in the Creation, before he was made was I already made. It is his duty to worship me.”18

According to Bell, the use of the name “Iblis” in 2:34 and then “Satan” in 2:36 is “an indication that the different parts of the story came originally from different sources.”19





35And we said, O Adam, live in the garden, you and your wife, and eat freely of whatever you wish, but do not come near this tree or you will both become wrongdoers.

36But Satan caused them to turn away from there and got them out of the state they were in, and we said, Go down, one of you an enemy to the other. There will be for you on earth a place to live and provision for a while.

37Then Adam received words from his Lord, and he forgave him. Indeed, he is the forgiving, the merciful.

38We said, Go down, all of you, from here, but indeed there is coming to you some guidance from me, and whoever follows my guidance, no fear will come upon them, nor will they grieve.



38. “We said, Go down” repeats from 2:36, and as it makes little sense in this verse, may be an interpolation or evidence that some of the text was lost.





39But they who disbelieve, and deny our signs, they are the rightful people of the fire. They will remain in it.



39. The word here and throughout the Qur’an translated as “signs” is ayat, the word that is also used for the verses of the Qur’an. According to the Qur’an, the messenger of Allah performs no miracles (although in the hadith, Muhammad performs miracles frequently), but essentially every verse of the Qur’an that he delivers is a sign of Allah’s presence and power.





40O children of Israel, remember my favor with which I favored you, and fulfil your covenant, and I will fulfil my covenant, and fear me.



40. Addressed to the “children of Israel,” here begins an extended meditation on all that Allah did for the Jews, and the ingratitude with which they repaid him.





41And believe in what I reveal, confirming what you already have, and do not be the first to disbelieve in it, and do not exchange my signs for a small price, and keep your duty to me.



41. “Do not exchange my signs for a small price” is generally interpreted as an exhortation to put the service of Allah before the concerns of this world. Sayyid Abul A‘la Maududi, a renowned twentieth-century Islamic intellectual and exponent of political Islam, says in his massive Towards Understanding the Qur’an that this verse “refers to the worldly benefits for the sake of which [the Jews] were rejecting God’s directives.”20 However, many have speculated that this verse amounts to Muhammad’s rebuke of those who sold him material that they told him was divine revelation, but wasn’t—people who are raked over the coals again in 2:79.





42Do not confuse truth with falsehood, and do not knowingly conceal the truth.



42. Instead of “do not knowingly conceal,” the Zaid bin Ali Qur’an has “do not knowingly confuse.”21





43Establish prayer, give alms, and bow your heads with those who bow.



43. The Jews can get back into good graces with Allah by converting to Islam. That this is the import of this passage might sail right by the English-speaking reader, since the translations exhort them to “establish prayer” and to “give alms,” practices that need not at first glance be something restricted only to Islam. However, the word used here (and in many other cognate passages) for prayer is salat, which refers specifically to Islamic prayer, and for the alms-tax zakat, which is specifically Islamic almsgiving. Non-Muslims cannot pray salat or pay zakat. About the need for this conversion Ibn Kathir is forthright: “Allah commanded the Children of Israel to embrace Islam and to follow Muhammad.”22 The twentieth-century Qur’anic scholar and Muslim Brotherhood theorist Sayyid Qutb says that here Allah “invites the Israelites to join the Muslims in their religious practices, and to abandon their prejudices and ethnocentric tendencies.”23





44Do you urge mankind to righteousness while you yourselves forget? And you are reciters of the book. Do you then have no sense?

45Seek help in patience and prayer, and indeed it is hard except for those who are humble,

46Who know that they will meet their Lord, and that to him they are returning.

47O children of Israel, remember my favor with which I favored you, and how I preferred you over the worlds.



47. Maududi says that beginning here, “reference is made to the best-known episodes of Jewish history. As these episodes were known to every Jewish child, they are narrated briefly rather than in detail. The reference is intended to remind the Jews both of the favors with which the Israelites had been endowed by God and of the misdeeds with which they had responded to those favors.”24 These include the Israelites being rescued from Pharaoh (2:49-50), the golden calf episode (2:54-55), and the feeding of the people with manna and quails in the wilderness (2:57, 61), culminating in the avowal that “humiliation and poverty” struck the Jews for their rejection of Allah’s signs (2:61). The unbelievers suffer worldly punishments as well as suffering in the next world.





48And guard yourselves against a day when no soul will help another in any way, and intercession will not be accepted from it, nor will compensation be received from it, and they will not be helped.



48. Everyone will stand alone before Allah; no intercession from others will be accepted (2:123, 6:94, 23:101, 39:43, 42:46). However, the Qur’an elsewhere accepts intercession with Allah’s permission (10:3, 20:109, 21:28, 34:23, 53:26).





49And when we delivered you from Pharaoh’s people, who were afflicting you with dreadful torment, killing your sons and not killing your women, that was an immense trial from your Lord.



49. On Pharaoh, see also 3:11, 7:103, 8:52, 10:75, 14:6, 17:101, 20:24, 23:46, 26:11, 27:12, 28:3, 29:39, 38:12, 40:24, 44:17, 50:13, 51:38, 54:41, 66:11, 69:9, 73:15, 79:15, 85:18, and 89:10.





50And when we brought you through the sea and rescued you, and drowned the people of Pharaoh before your eyes.

51And when we established forty nights for Moses, and then you chose the calf when he had departed from you, and were wrongdoers.

52 Then, even after that, we forgave you, so that you might give thanks.

53And when we gave Moses the book and the furqan, so that you might be guided.



53. On the furqan, see 3:4.





54And when Moses said to his people, O my people, you have wronged yourselves by your choosing of the calf, so turn in repentance to your creator, and kill yourselves. That will be best for you in the sight of your creator and he will accept your repentance. Indeed, he is the forgiving, the merciful.



54. Ibn Kathir explains: “Allah ordered Musa to command his people to kill each other. He ordered those who worshipped the calf to sit down and those who did not worship the calf to stand holding knives in their hands. When they started killing them, a great darkness suddenly overcame them. After the darkness lifted, they had killed seventy thousand of them. Those who were killed among them were forgiven, and those who remained alive were also forgiven.”25





55And when you said, O Moses, we will not believe in you until we see Allah plainly, and while you watched, the lightning struck you.

56Then we revived you after your death, so that you might give thanks.

57And we caused the white cloud to overshadow you and sent down the manna and the quails upon you. Eat of the good things with which we have provided you. They did not wrong us, but they did wrong themselves.

58And when we said, Go into this town and eat freely of what is there, and enter the gate prostrating, and say, Repentance. We will forgive you your sins and will give more to those who do right.



58. Instead of, “We will forgive you your sins” (naghfiru), the Warsh Qur’an has, “He will forgive you your sins” (yughfaru).26





59But those who did wrong exchanged the word that had been told them for another saying, and we sent down wrath from heaven upon the evildoers for their evildoing.



59. A Shi‘ite Qur’an manuscript discovered in Bankipur, India, in 1912 that was at that time at least two hundred or three hundred years old renders this verse in this way: “But those who wronged the family of Muhammad exchanged the word that had been told them for another saying, and we sent down wrath from heaven upon those who deprived the family of Muhammad of its due, for their evildoing.”27 Shi‘ites reject the readings of this manuscript in favor of the canonical Uthmanic reading (in the Cairo version of 1924), and their provenance is unknown. Unless they are the text in its original form, which is unlikely, they are evidence of a willingness at least in some quarters to alter the wording of the Qur’an, a willingness that differs sharply from the contemporary Islamic doctrines of its perfection and immutability. See the Appendix: Two Apocryphal Shi‘ite Suras.





60And when Moses asked for water for his people, we said, Strike the rock with your staff. And there gushed out from it twelve springs, each tribe knew its drinking-place. Eat and drink of what Allah has provided, and do not act corruptly, spreading corruption on the earth.

61And when you said, O Moses, we are weary of one kind of food, so call upon your Lord for us, that he would bring forth for us from what the earth grows, of its herbs and its cucumbers and its corn and its lentils and its onions. He said, Would you exchange what is higher for what is lower? Go down to a settled country, in this way you will get what you are demanding. And humiliation and poverty struck them and they were visited with wrath from Allah. That was because they disbelieved in Allah’s signs and killed the prophets wrongfully. That was for their disobedience and transgression.



61. The idea that the Jews killed the prophets is derived from Jewish tradition. The prophet Elijah states: “I have been very jealous for the LORD, the God of hosts; for the people of Israel have forsaken your covenant, thrown down thy altars, and killed your prophets with the sword; and I, even I only, am left; and they seek my life, to take it away” (I Kings 19:10). It is, however, much amplified in the Qur’an, repeated at 2:87, 2:91, 3:21, 3:112, 3:181, 3:183, 4:155, 5:70, and made an act of the Jews as a whole.

In line with this, Ibn Kathir applies the punishments described for the Jews to all Jews for all time: “This Ayah [verse] indicates that the Children of Israel were plagued with humiliation, and that this will continue, meaning that it will never cease. They will continue to suffer humiliation at the hands of all who interact with them, along with the disgrace that they feel inwardly.”

As the word here rendered “signs,” ayat, is also the term for verses of the Qur’an, this verse, like many others, can be read as a warning that disbelieving in the Qur’an puts one in line for humiliation, poverty, and the wrath of Allah.





62Indeed, those who believe, and those who are Jews, and Christians, and Sabeans, whoever believes in Allah and the last day and does right, surely their reward is with their Lord, and no fear will come upon them, neither will they grieve.



62. This is one of the Qur’an’s oft-quoted “tolerance verses,” which seems to promise a place in paradise to “those who were Jews or Christians or Sabeans.” Muhammad Asad exults: “With a breadth of vision unparalleled in any other religious faith, the idea of ‘salvation’ is here made conditional upon three elements only: belief in God, belief in the Day of Judgment, and righteous action in life.”28 Not, apparently, acceptance of Islam. But he contradicts himself by adding “in this divine writ” after the words “those who have attained to faith” in his translation of 2:62; that is, to be saved, one must believe in the Qur’an as well as the earlier revelations.29

This idea goes all the way back in Islamic tradition to Muhammad’s cousin Ibn Abbas, who contends that this verse was abrogated (see 2:106) by 3:85, which states that no religion other than Islam will be accepted in the next world.30 The thirteenth-century Qur’an commentator Abu Abdullah al-Qurtubi, whose commentary is still respected and widely read among Muslims, notes Ibn Abbas’s opinion and adds: “Others said that it is not abrogated and that it is about those who believe in the Prophet, peace be upon him, and who are firm in their belief.”31 Thus it would apply only to those Jews, Christians, and Sabeans who accept Islam. Those who do not are “the unbelievers of the People of the Book,” for whom Allah’s disdain is noted vividly in 98:6.

Ibn Kathir notes that “There is a difference of opinion over the identity of the Sabians.”32 He cites several Islamic authorities who hold that “they do not have a specific religion.”33 He notes that others say they are “a sect among the People of the Book who used to read the Zabur (Psalms), others say that they are a people who worshipped the angels or the stars.” The word “Sabeans” means “Baptizers” in Syriac.34 The Sabeans are supposed to have practiced baptism as a central ritual. But the only Sabeans of whom something is known historically, the Sabeans of Harran in Upper Mesopotamia (modern southeastern Turkey), did not practice baptism or notably revere the Psalms. There is no record independent of Islamic literature of any group of Sabeans that actually did do those things.35





63And when we made a covenant with you and caused the mountain to tower above you, hold fast to what we have given you, and remember what is in it, so that you may fear Allah.



63. The passage beginning here, along with 5:59-60 and 7:166, is the basis for the common tendency among Islamic jihadis today to refer to Jews as apes (2:65, 7:166) or as both apes and pigs (5:60). Traditionally in Islamic theology these passages have not been considered to apply to all Jews. The fourteenth-century Tafsir Ibn Abbas, which is attributed to Muhammad’s cousin, says that those “who have taken the covenant (the Sabbath) the day of Saturday and this at the time of David” were the ones who were “turned into humiliated and base apes.”36 Qurtubi explains that “scholars disagree about the transformation and whether they had offspring. Some people said that apes are descended from them,” but “most say that they had no offspring and these animals existed before them and that those who were transformed died without progeny because they were struck by Allah’s wrath and punishment. They only lasted in that form for three days, unable to eat or drink.”37





64Then, even after that, you turned away, and if it had not been for the grace of Allah and his mercy, you would have been among the losers.

65And you know about those among you who broke the Sabbath, how we said to them, Be apes, despised and hated.

66And we made it an example to their own generation and to succeeding ones, and a warning to those who fear Allah.

67And when Moses said to his people, Indeed, Allah commands you to sacrifice a cow, they said, Are you making fun of us? He answered, Allah forbid that I should be among the foolish.



67. The reproaches against the Jews are taken up yet again, with the Israelites reacting with haughty rebelliousness to Allah’s command, given through Moses, that they sacrifice a heifer (the “cow” of the sura’s title), an incident based on Numbers 19:1-8 and Deuteronomy 21:1-9. This verse and other Qur’anic passages establish the Jews as the most perverse and guilty—as well as the craftiest and most persistent—enemies of Allah, Muhammad, and the Muslims (cf. 5:82).





68They said, Pray for us to your Lord that he would make clear to us what she is like. He answered, Indeed, he says, Truly she is a cow that is neither with calf nor immature, but between the two conditions, so do what you are commanded.

69They said, Pray for us to your Lord that he would make clear to us what color she is. He answered, Indeed, he says, Truly she is a yellow cow. Her color is bright, pleasing to those who see her.

70They said, Pray for us to your Lord that he would make clear to us what kind she is. Indeed, cows are all much the same to us, and indeed, if Allah wills, we may be led on the right path.

71He answered, Indeed, he says, Truly she is a cow that is unyoked, she does not plough the soil or water the field, she is whole and without blemish. They said, Now you bring the truth. So they sacrificed her, though they almost did not.

72And when you killed a man and disagreed about it and Allah brought forth what you were hiding.

73And we said, Strike him with some of it. In this way Allah brings the dead to life and shows you his signs, so that you may understand.

74Then, even after that, your hearts were hardened and became as rocks, or worse than rocks, for hardness. For indeed there are rocks from which rivers gush, and indeed there are rocks that split in two so that water flows from them. And indeed there are rocks that fall down in the fear of Allah. Allah is not unaware of what you do.

75Have you any hope that they will be true to you when a party of them used to listen to the word of Allah, and then used to change it knowingly, after they had understood it?



75. In his Tafsir Anwarul Bayan, the twentieth-century Indian Mufti Muhammad Aashiq Ilahi Bulandshahri notes that some commentators “have mentioned that the verse refers to the adulteration of the Torah. The Jewish scholars used to accept bribes from people to alter certain injunctions to suit their desires….They behaved in this manner even though they realized the error of their ways. They also altered the description of the Holy Prophet which appeared in the Torah so that people do not follow him.”38

The Jews dare to change the word of Allah; however, at 6:115, the Qur’an states that no one can change the word of Allah.





76And when they fall in with those who believe, they say, We believe. But when they depart with each other, they say, Do you tell them what Allah has revealed to you so that they may argue with you about it before your Lord? Have you then no sense?

77Are they then unaware that Allah knows what they keep hidden and what they proclaim?

78Among them are illiterate people who do not know the book except from hearsay. They only guess.

79Therefore woe to those who write the book with their hands and then say, This is from Allah, that they may sell it for a small price. Woe to them for what their hands have written, and woe to them for that they earn by it.



79. The Tafsir Anwarul Bayan says that the Jews “commit a dual sin by altering Allah’s scripture and by accepting bribery as well.”39

This is a traditional view: the Tafsir al-Jalalayn says that the Jews “removed the description of the Prophet, may Allah bless him and grant him peace, which was in the Torah and the verse of stoning and other things which they wrote differently from how they were originally revealed!”40





80And they say, The fire will not touch us except for a certain number of days. Say, Have you received a covenant from Allah? Indeed Allah will not break his covenant. Or are you talking about something you do not know about?



80. The arrogance of the Jews extends to their thinking that they will only be in hell for a few days. A hadith recorded by Bukhari states that after Muhammad conquered the Jews of Khaibar, an Arabian oasis, they roasted a sheep for the Prophet of Islam—and poisoned it. Sensing their stratagem, he summoned and questioned them. In the course of this, they told him, “We shall remain in the (Hell) Fire for a short period, and after that you [Muslims] will replace us.”41 Muhammad responded indignantly: “You may be cursed and humiliated in it! By Allah, we shall never replace you in it” and revealed that he knew of their plot to poison him.42





81No, but whoever has done evil and his sin surrounds him, such people are rightful companions of the fire, they will remain in it.

82And those who believe and do good works, such people are the rightful companions of the garden. They will remain in it.

83And when we made a covenant with the children of Israel, Worship no one except Allah, and be good to your parents and relatives and to orphans and the needy, and speak kindly to mankind, and establish prayer and give alms. Then, after that, you turned back, except for a few of you, as you are backsliders.

84And when we made a covenant with you, do not shed the blood of your people nor turn your people out of your homes. Then you ratified it and you were witnesses.

85Yet it is you who kill each other and expel a party of your people from their homes, supporting one another against them by sin and aggression. And if they came to you as captives, you would ransom them, although their expulsion was itself unlawful for you. Do you believe in part of the book and disbelieve in part of it? And what is the reward of those who do so, except disgrace in the life of the world, and on the Day of Resurrection they will be consigned to the most grievous suffering. For Allah is not unaware of what you do.



85. Instead of, “Allah is not unaware of what you do,” the Warsh Qur’an has, “Allah is not unaware of what they do.”43

“And if they came to you as captives, you would ransom them” interrupts the point about expulsion and thus may be an interpolation.

Ibn Kathir says that they rejected parts of the Torah, and also: “They should not be believed when it comes to the description of the Messenger of Allah, his coming, his expulsion from his land, and his Hijrah, and the rest of the information that the previous Prophets informed them about him, all of which they hid. The Jews, may they suffer the curse of Allah, hid all of these facts among themselves.”44





86Those are the ones who buy the life of the world at the price of the hereafter. Their punishment will not be lightened, and they will not have support.

87And indeed we gave the book to Moses and we caused a succession of messengers to follow after him, and we gave Jesus, son of Mary, clear proofs, and we strengthened him with the holy spirit. Is it always the case that when a messenger comes to you with what you yourselves do not desire, you grow arrogant, and some of them you disbelieve and some you kill?



87. On “our spirit,” see 19:17.





88And they say, Our hearts are hardened. No, but Allah has cursed them for their unbelief, so little is what they believe.



88. Allah emphasizes that the Jews are accursed for rejecting Islam. This is why most Muslims don’t accept the idea that the Jews have any right to the land of Israel, despite Qur’an 5:21 and other verses: an accursed people doesn’t receive Allah’s gifts.





89And when there comes to them a book from Allah, confirming the one in their possession, although before that they were asking for a great victory over those who disbelieved, and when there comes to them what they know, they disbelieve in it. The curse of Allah is on unbelievers.

90What they sell their souls for is vile, that they should disbelieve in what Allah has revealed, begrudging the fact that Allah should reveal things out of his bounty to one of his slaves whom he wishes. They have brought upon themselves anger upon anger. For unbelievers there is a shameful doom.

91And when it is said to them, Believe in what Allah has revealed, they say, We believe in what was revealed to us. And they disbelieve in what comes after it, although it is the truth confirming what they possess. Say, Why then did you kill the prophets of Allah of earlier times, if you are believers?

92And Moses came to you with clear proofs, yet while he was away, you chose the calf and you were wrongdoers.

93And when we made a covenant with you and caused the mountain to tower above you, hold fast by what we have given you, and hear, they said, We hear and we rebel. And the calf was made to sink into their hearts because of their rejection. Say, Evil is what your belief leads you to do, if you are believers.

94Say, If the abode of the hereafter in the providence of Allah is indeed for you only and not for other people of mankind, as you pretend, then long for death, if you are truthful.



94. This is the foundation of a jihadist taunt, succinctly stated by an al-Qaeda warrior but by no means limited to him: “The Americans love Pepsi-Cola, we love death.”45 The true believers long for paradise and disdain this world. See also 62:6.





95But they will never long for it, because of what their own hands have sent before them. Allah is aware of evildoers.

96And you will find them the greediest of mankind for life, even more than the idolaters. Each of them would like to be allowed to live a thousand years. And to live would by no means remove him from the doom. Allah is the seer of what they do.



96. Bell states of, “And you will find them the greediest of mankind for life, even more than the idolaters” that it is “grammatically uneven, and is perhaps a later insertion.”46





97Say, Who is an enemy to Gabriel? For it is he who has revealed this to your heart by Allah’s permission, confirming what was before it, and a guidance and good news to believers,

98Who is an enemy to Allah, and his angels and his messengers, and Gabriel and Michael? Then, indeed, Allah is an enemy to unbelievers.



98. Stated in the context of a chastisement of the Jews for their disbelief, this clearly refers to the Jews as enemies of Allah, and to Allah as their enemies.





99Indeed, we have revealed clear signs to you, and only wrongdoers will disbelieve in them.

100Is it ever so that when they make a covenant, a party of them sets it aside? The truth is, most of them do not believe.

101And when a messenger from Allah comes to them, confirming what is with them, a faction of those who have received the book cast the book of Allah behind their backs, as if they did not know.

102And they follow what the satans used to recite in the kingdom of Solomon. Solomon did not disbelieve, but the satans disbelieved, teaching mankind sorcery and what was revealed to the two angels in Babel, Harut and Marut. Nor did they teach it to anyone without first saying, We are only a temptation, so do not disbelieve. So they learn from them what causes division between man and wife, but they injure no one thereby, except by Allah’s permission. And they learn what harms them and does not help them. And surely they do know that he who buys it will have no share in the hereafter, and surely evil is the price for which they sell their souls, if only they knew.



102. Qurtubi explains that “sorcery” is “distortion and producing illusions,” such that “the person under the spell imagines something to be different from what it is.”47 The messengers are frequently accused of sorcery in the Qur’an for his revelations of it (6:7, 10:76, 27:13, 34:43, 37:15, 43:30, 74:24), which a hadith has Muhammad explain: “Some kinds of eloquence are sorcery.”48 Qurtubi notes: “Sunnis believe that sorcery is real.”49

As for Harut and Marut, Bell notes that “no explanation of these names has been found.”50 He suggests that “what the satans used to recite in the kingdom of Solomon” could be “a reference to the Rabbinic Law,” and that “the mention of Babil may further suggest the Babylonian Talmud. But the whole verse is obscure.”51 The historian and philologist William St. Clair Tisdall (1859-1928), however, asserts that “Harut and Marut were two idols worshipped far back in Armenia. For in writers of that country they are so spoken of, as in the following passage from one of them: ‘Certainly Horot and Morot, tutelary deities of mount Ararat, and Aminabegh, and perhaps others now not known, were assistants to the female goddess Aspandaramit. These aided her, and were excellent on the earth.’ In this extract, Aspandaramit is the name of the goddess worshipped of old in Iran also; for we are told that the Zoroastrians regarded her as the Spirit of the Earth, and held that all the good products of the earth arise from her.”52





103And if they had believed and kept away from evil, a reward from Allah would have been better, if they had known.

104O you who believe, do not say, Listen to us, but say, Look upon us, and listen. For unbelievers there is a painful doom.

105Neither the unbelievers among the people of the book nor the idolaters love the idea that there should be sent down to you any good thing from your Lord. But Allah chooses for his mercy whom he wills, and Allah is of infinite bounty.



105. The “unbelievers among the people of the book” are the Jews and Christians who do not become Muslims. See 2:62 and 57:27. Here, Allah tells Muslims that unbelievers wish them only ill; Ibn Kathir explains: “Allah described the deep enmity that the disbelieving polytheists and People of the Scripture, whom Allah warned against imitating, have against the believers, so that Muslims should sever all friendship with them.”53

On “Allah chooses for his mercy whom he wills,” see 7:179, 10:99, 32:13.





106We do not abrogate or cause to be forgotten anything of our revelation unless we bring something better or like it. Do you not know that Allah is able to do all things?



106. The torrent of condemnations of the Jews is interrupted to introduce the Islamic doctrine of abrogation, in which Allah replaces a verse he has previously revealed but abrogated with one that is like it or even better.

The Tafsir al-Jalalayn says that this verse was revealed “when the unbelievers attacked the possibility of abrogation and said, ‘Muhammad commands his companions to do something one day and forbids them it the next.’”54 (The companions, sahaba, are in Islamic tradition the closest followers of Muhammad during his lifetime.) Sayyid Qutb maintains that “partial amendment of rulings in response to changing circumstances during the lifetime of the Prophet Muhammad could only be in the interest of mankind as a whole.”55

The concept of naskh, abrogation, has for centuries been part of the skeptics’ claim that Muhammad was a false prophet whose revelations were conveniently tailored for the advantage of the moment. When circumstances changed such that he felt it necessary to alter a ruling, the doctrine of abrogation gave him a ready rejoinder to those who claimed that he was just improvising the divine utterances as he went along. Meanwhile, those who find the Qur’an to be the work of a committee working decades after Muhammad is supposed to have lived would also have found a doctrine of this kind useful to cover for inconsistencies in the patchwork scripture they were assembling.

The doctrine of abrogation is also the foundation of the widespread Islamic understanding that the violent verses of the Qur’an take precedence over the more peaceful verses revealed earlier, since they come later in the lifetime of Muhammad.





107Do you not know that it is Allah to whom belongs the dominion of the heavens and the earth, and you do not have any guardian or helper besides Allah?

108Or would you question your messenger, as Moses was questioned earlier? He who chooses disbelief instead of faith, indeed he has gone astray from the right path.

109Many of the people of the book long to make you unbelievers after your belief, through envy on their own account, after the truth has become clear to them. Forgive them and be indulgent until Allah gives command. Indeed, Allah is able to do all things.

110Establish prayer, and give alms, and whatever good things you send ahead for your souls, you will find it with Allah. Indeed, Allah is the seer of what you do.

111And they say, No one enters paradise unless he is a Jew or a Christian. These are their own desires. Say, Bring your proof if you are truthful.

112No, but whoever surrenders himself to Allah while doing good, his reward is with his Lord, and no fear will come upon them, neither will they grieve.

113And the Jews say the Christians follow nothing, and the Christians say the Jews follow nothing, yet both are readers of the book. Those who do not know speak this way. Allah will judge between them on the day of resurrection concerning those things they disagree about.

114And who does greater wrong than he who forbids the approach to the sanctuaries of Allah, to prevent his name should be mentioned in them, and works for their destruction. As for such people, it was never meant that they should enter them except in fear. For them there is disgrace in this world and for them in the hereafter is an awful doom.

115To Allah belong the East and the West, and wherever you turn, there is Allah’s face. Indeed, Allah is all-embracing, all-knowing.

116And they say, Allah has taken to himself a son. May he be glorified. No, but whatever is in the heavens and the earth is his. All submit to him.



116. This is the first of several Qur’anic articulations of Islam’s indignant rejection of the Christian belief in Jesus as the Son of God. The Qur’an repeatedly insists that Allah has neither sons nor daughters (other instances of this can be found at 6:100, 9:30, 10:68, 17:40, 17:111, 18:4, 19:35, 19:88, 21:26, 25:2, 37:149, 39:4, 43:16, 43:81, 52:39, 53:21, 72:3, 112:3).

The idea that Allah could have a son is considered to compromise monotheism, and to imply that Allah is not all-powerful and thus capable of performing his celestial tasks by himself, without any helper.





117The creator of the heavens and the earth. When he decrees a thing, he just says to it, Be, and it is.

118And those who have no knowledge say, Why doesn’t Allah speak to us, or some sign come to us? Even in this way, as they now speak, those before them spoke. Their hearts are all alike. We have made clear the signs for people who are sure.

119Indeed, we have sent you with the truth, as a bringer of good news and a warner. And you will not be asked about the companions of the blazing fire.



119. Instead of, “And you will not be asked,” the Warsh Qur’an has, “Do not ask.”56





120And the Jews will not be pleased with you, neither will the Christians, until you follow their religion. Say, Indeed, the guidance of Allah is guidance. And if you follow their desires after the knowledge that has come to you, then you would have from Allah no protecting guardian or helper.



120. “Religion” here is milla, likely derived from the Syriac meltha, “word.”57





121Those to whom we have given the book, who read it with the right reading, those believe in it. And whoever disbelieves in it, those are the ones who are the losers.

122O children of Israel, remember my favor with which I favored you and how I preferred you over the worlds.

123And guard against a day when no soul will help another in anything, and compensation will not be accepted from it, and intercession will be of no use to it, and they will not be helped.



123. Everyone will stand alone before Allah; no intercession from others will be accepted (2:48, 6:94, 23:101, 39:43, 42:46). However, the Qur’an elsewhere accepts intercession with Allah’s permission (10:3, 20:109, 21:28, 34:23, 53:26).





124And when his Lord tried Abraham with commands, and he fulfilled them, he said, Indeed, I have established you a leader for mankind. He said, And what about my descendants? He said, My covenant does not include wrongdoers.



124. “Leader” is imam, the word commonly used for the leader of prayer in a mosque among Sunnis and for the leader of the Muslim community among Shi‘ites.





125And when we made the house a refuge for mankind and sanctuary, take as a place of prayer the place where Abraham stood. And we imposed a duty upon Abraham and Ishmael, Purify my house for those who go around it and those who meditate it and those who bow down and prostrate themselves.



125. Instead of “take as a place of prayer” (attakhizuu), the Warsh Qur’an and the version transmitted by the eleventh-century scholar al-Asbahaani have “they took as a place of prayer” (attakhazuu).58

The house that Abraham and Ishmael build here is supposed in Islamic tradition to be the Ka‘ba in Mecca. However, Mecca is nowhere mentioned in this account of the building of the house for prayer and worship. This place could have been elsewhere. Mecca is, in fact, mentioned only once in the Qur’an (48:24).





126And when Abraham prayed, My Lord, make this a region of security and give its people its fruits, those among them who believe in Allah and the last day, he answered, As for he who disbelieves, I will leave him in contentment for a while, then I will force him to the torment of fire, an evil journey’s end.

127And when Abraham and Ishmael were raising the foundations of the house, Our Lord, accept this from us. Indeed, you, only you, are the hearer, the knower.

128Our Lord, and make us Muslims and make our children a Muslim nation, and show us our ways of worship, and be merciful to us. Indeed, you, only you, are the forgiving, the merciful.



128. Abraham and Ishmael are submitters to Allah, that is, Muslims. This underscores the recurring Qur’anic theme that the people we know of today as Jews and Christians are only renegades from the true religion actually taught by Abraham and Moses, as well as Jesus. That true religion was Islam.

Much of sura 2 is devoted to addressing the renegade Jews who have rejected the messenger and calling them back to the true faith, the faith of Abraham and Moses as well as the messenger. Thus Islam challenges Judaism and Christianity by claiming that the true and original form of both religions is Islam.





129Our Lord, and raise up from among them a messenger who will recite your signs to them, and will instruct them in the book and in wisdom and make them grow. Indeed, you, only you, are the mighty, the wise.

130And who turns away from the religion of Abraham except the one who is fooling himself? Indeed we chose him in this world, and indeed in the hereafter he is among the righteous.

131When his Lord said to him, Submit, he said, I have submitted to the Lord of the worlds.

132Abraham commanded the same thing from his sons, and also Jacob, O my sons, indeed, Allah has chosen the religion for you, therefore do not die except as men who have submitted.

133Or were you present when death came to Jacob, when he said to his sons, What will you worship after my death? They said, We will worship your God, the God of your fathers, Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac, One God, and to him we have submitted.

134Those are a people who have passed away. Theirs is what they earned, and yours is what you earn. And you will not be asked about what they used to do.

135And they say, Be Jews or Christians, then you will be rightly guided. Say, No, but the religion of Abraham, the hanif, and he was not one of the idolaters.



135. Hanif is generally translated as “monotheist,” specifically one who before the advent of Muhammad was a true believer, that is, a believer in the one true god. The word is derived, however, from the Syriac hanephe, which means “heathens,” and is, according to Bell, “the term applied by Christians to the Arabs.”59

It may seem odd to refer to Abraham as a “heathen” and translate the word as “monotheist,” but Luxenberg explains that there is actually nothing paradoxical about this at all. “What is meant,” he says, “is: Abraham was indeed (by birth) a heathen, but he was no idolater! The idea that Abraham as a heathen already believed in God and was therefore no longer an idolater is pre-Koranic and we encounter it in a similar way in Saint Paul. In his Epistle to the Romans (4:9-12) Abraham’s faith was already imputed to Abraham before the circumcision (hence when he was still a heathen). Through this he is said to have become the father of all those who as the uncircumcised (and thus as heathens) believe.”60

The concept of being a hanif is likely thus an importation from Christianity, only slightly altered to fit an Islamic setting. For another example of this, see 5:114.





136Say, We believe in Allah and what is revealed to us and what was revealed to Abraham, and Ishmael, and Isaac, and Jacob, and the tribes, and what Moses and Jesus received, and what the prophets received from their Lord. We make no distinction between any of them, and to him we have submitted.

137And if they believe in the same things in which you believe, then they are rightly guided. But if they turn away, then are they in opposition, and Allah will be sufficient for you against them. He is the hearer, the knower.

138Color from Allah, and who is better than Allah at coloring? We are his worshippers.

139Say, Do you disagree with us concerning Allah when he is our Lord and your Lord? Ours are our works and yours are your works. We look to him alone.

140Or do you say that Abraham, and Ishmael, and Isaac, and Jacob, and the tribes were Jews or Christians? Say, Do you know best, or does Allah? And who is more unjust than the one who hides a testimony which he has received from Allah? Allah is not unaware of what you do.



140. Instead of “Or do you say” (taquuluuna), the Warsh Qur’an has “Or do they say” (yaquuluuna).61





141Those are a people who have passed away, theirs is what they earned and yours is what you earn. And you will not be asked about what they used to do.

142The foolish among the people will say, What has turned them from the qibla which they formerly observed? Say, To Allah belong the East and the West. He guides whom he wills to a straight path.



142. Allah tells the messenger that only “the foolish among the people” will protest the change in the qibla, the direction for prayer. Islamic tradition holds that the direction for prayer was changed from Jerusalem to Mecca, and that the foolish ones were the Jews, as the relatively moderate commentator (and convert to Islam from Judaism) Muhammad Asad states: “This ‘abandonment’ of Jerusalem obviously displeased the Jews of Medina, who must have felt gratified when they saw the Muslims praying towards their holy city; and it is to them that the opening sentence of this passage refers.”62

However, neither Jerusalem nor Mecca are specifically mentioned in this Qur’an passage; in fact, Jerusalem is never mentioned in the Qur’an, and Mecca only once. The Islamic traditions that identify the qibla as being originally Jerusalem and then Mecca date from the ninth century and thereafter; however, the Syriac Orthodox theologian and chronicler Jacob of Edessa, who died in 708, notes in passing that the Muslims in Egypt did not pray facing the south, as they would if they were facing Mecca: “The Jews who live in Egypt, as likewise the Mahgraye [that is, the Muslims] there, as I saw with my own eyes and will now set out for you, prayed to the east, and still do, both peoples—the Jews towards Jerusalem, and the Mahgraye towards the Ka‘ba (k‘b’t).”63

The Ka‘ba in Mecca is south, not east, of Egypt; was there another Ka‘ba far north of Mecca toward which Muslims were still praying in the early eighth century?

While there is only one Ka‘ba today, at the time of Islam’s emergence there may have been many. The archaeologist Barbara Finster notes that the Ka‘ba has “the same orientation, rectangular ground plan,” and “possibly apsidal closure in the northwest” that are found in “similar temples in southern Arabia, such as the sanctuary of Sirwah” in Yemen.64

What’s more, there are telling indications that the earliest Muslims did not pray facing the structure in Mecca. Historian and archaeologist Dan Gibson, surveying the available data on the qiblas of the earliest mosques, most of which he visited in person, found numerous mosques constructed before 742 facing not Mecca or Jerusalem, but Petra in southern Jordan, including all the earliest mosques in which the original qibla could be ascertained. Mosques only begin to be built facing Mecca in 727, although some mosques constructed between the years 707 and 772 actually faced a spot between Petra and Mecca.65 Gibson surveys twenty-one mosques built between 622 and 708 and finds that eight faced Petra, two faced Petra and Jerusalem, one faced between Petra and Mecca, and that the original qibla of the other ten cannot be ascertained.66

In whatever direction the earliest Muslims prayed, it does not appear to have been toward Mecca.

Why Mecca ultimately came to be associated with the qibla and the ninth-century accounts of the life of Muhammad is a matter of considerable speculation. It appears most likely that while the earliest formulations of the religion took place north of Arabia, for a variety of political reasons, largely stemming from the need to put down the Mecca-based Abdullah ibn al-Zubayr’s rebellion against the caliph Abd al-Malik (685-705), the new religion’s mythology was set farther south.67





143In this way we have established you a middle nation, so that you may be witnesses against mankind, and that the messenger may be a witness against you. And we established the qibla which you formerly observed only so that we might distinguish him who follows the messenger from him who turns on his heels. In truth, it was difficult, except for those whom Allah guided. But it was not Allah’s purpose that your faith should be in vain, for Allah is full of pity, merciful toward mankind.

144We have seen the turning of your face to heaven. And now indeed we will make you turn toward a qibla that is dear to you. So turn your face toward the sacred mosque, and you, wherever you may be, turn your faces toward it. Indeed, those who have received the book know this is the truth from their Lord. And Allah is not unaware of what they do.



144. Ibn Kathir attributes to Muhammad’s cousin Ibn Abbas the statement that “the first abrogated part in the Qur’an was about the Qiblah.”68 However, there is nothing in the Qur’an directing Muslims to pray facing Jerusalem, so this is an abrogation of an extra-Qur’anic regulation.

Allah tells the messenger that the new qibla will be “dear to you.” This is one of the foundations for the centrality of Muhammad in Islam. He is just one among many prophets, albeit their crown and seal, and yet he consistently seems to be much more than just a human being who was chosen to be a conduit for the divine message. The creator of the entire universe, the “Lord of the worlds,” is so solicitous of the messenger that he commands that all those who know and acknowledge his presence and power to face a direction that will please this single, and obviously singular, human being. Another example of this is Allah’s gently rebuking the messenger for initially declining to marry his former daughter-in-law (who was renowned for her beauty) when Allah wanted him to do so (33:37).

The Qur’an is clear that the messenger is the supreme example of behavior for Muslims to follow. He is “an excellent example” (33:21). He demonstrates “an exalted standard of character” (68:4), and indeed, “whoever obeys the messenger has obeyed Allah” (4:80). While the Muslim holy book takes for granted that the messenger is fallible (cf. 48:2, 80:1-12), it also instructs Muslims repeatedly to obey him (3:32, 3:132, 4:13, 4:59, 4:69, 5:92, 8:1, 8:20, 8:46, 9:71, 24:47, 24:51, 24:52, 24:54, 24:56, 33:33, 33:36, 47:33, 49:14, 58:13, 64:12). The messenger is identified in Islamic tradition with Muhammad, although that name appears only four times in the Qur’an (3:144, 5:75, 33:40, 47:2), and never in connection with any of these calls to obey the messenger.

The contemporary Islamic scholar Muqtedar Khan explains the centrality of Muhammad in Islam to which these exhortations to obedience has led: “No religious leader has as much influence on his followers as does Muhammad (Peace be upon him) the last Prophet of Islam….And Muhammad as the final messenger of God enjoys preeminence when it comes to revelation—the Quran—and traditions. So much so that the words, deeds and silences (that which he saw and did not forbid) of Muhammad became an independent source of Islamic law. Muslims, as a part of religious observance, not only obey but also seek to emulate and imitate their Prophet in every aspect of life. Thus Muhammad is the medium as well as a source of the divine law.”69

The Qur’an also makes it clear that the messenger is by far the most important person who ever walked the earth, receiving the tenderest concern of the master of the universe, and hence also the ultrarespectful veneration of Muslims. It is an intriguing contrast with Christianity that Islam considers Muhammad as just a human being, yet he cannot be depicted and insults to him must be avenged, while Christianity considers Christ divine and yet has no problem with visual depictions of him, and bears insults of him with patience, or at the very least without responding violently.

Allah’s solicitude for the messenger became the springboard for an exaltation of Muhammad in the Islamic mystical tradition. The Persian Sufi mystic Mansur al-Hallaj (858-922) said that Allah “has not created anything that is dearer to him than Muhammad and his family.”70 The Persian poet Rumi (1207-1273) said that the scent of roses was that of the sweat of the Prophet of Islam:

Root and branch of the roses is

the lovely sweat of Mustafa [that is, Muhammad],

And by his power the rose’s crescent

grows now into a full moon.71

Likewise a modern Arab writer opined that Allah “created Muhammad’s body in such unsurpassable beauty as had neither before him nor after him been seen in a human being. If the whole beauty of the Prophet were unveiled before our eyes, they could not bear its splendor.”72

To the skeptic, the solicitude Allah continually shows for the messenger is an indication that for him, Allah is a means to gain status, favor, power, influence, and more. Or for those who believe that the Muhammad myth was constructed long after the events depicted, this solicitude is a means to ensure reverence and loyalty among the adherents of the new religion.





145And even if you brought all kinds of signs to those who have been given the book, they would not follow your qibla. Nor can you be a follower of their qibla. Nor are some of them followers of the qibla of others. And if you followed their desires after the knowledge which has come to you, then surely you were among the evildoers.

146Those to whom we gave the book recognize this as they recognize their sons. But indeed, a party of them knowingly conceals the truth.

147 It is the truth from your Lord, so do not be among those who waver.

148And each one has a goal toward which he turns, so compete with one another in good works. Wherever you may be, Allah will bring you all together. Indeed, Allah is able to do all things.

149And whenever you come forth, turn your face toward the sacred mosque. Indeed, it is the truth from your Lord. Allah is not unaware of what you do.



149. The “sacred mosque” is universally identified with the Ka‘ba in Mecca, but here again, Mecca is not named in the Qur’anic text. The sacred mosque may have been elsewhere.





150And whenever you come forth, turn your face toward the sacred mosque, and wherever you may be, turn your faces toward it, so that men may have no argument against you, except for those among them who do injustice. Do not fear them, but fear me, so that I may complete my favor upon you, and that you may be guided.



150. “And whenever you come forth, turn your face toward the sacred mosque” is duplicated from 2:149 and may be a scribal error.





151Even as we have sent you a messenger from among you, who recites our signs to you and causes you to grow, and teaches you the book and wisdom, and teaches you what you did not know.

152Therefore remember me, I will remember you. Give thanks to me, and do not reject me.

153O you who believe, seek help in perseverance and prayer. Indeed, Allah is with the persevering.

154And do not call those who are killed for the sake of Allah dead. No, they are living, only you do not perceive it.

155And surely we will test you with some fear and hunger, and loss of wealth and lives and crops, but give good news to the persevering,

156Who say when a misfortune strikes them, Indeed, we belong to Allah and indeed, to him we are returning.

157Such people are those upon whom there are prayers from their Lord, and mercy. Such people are the rightly guided.



157. On Allah praying for the believers, see 33:43 and 33:56.





158Indeed, Safa and Marwa are among the symbols of Allah. It is therefore no sin for the one who is on pilgrimage to the house or visits it, to walk around them. And he who does good deeds of his own accord, indeed, Allah is responsive, aware.



158. Islamic tradition has identified Safa and Marwa as two hills in Mecca; Muslims walk back and forth between them as part of the rituals of the hajj, the greater pilgrimage, and umrah, the lesser pilgrimage. This practice had previously been associated with idol worship before this verse was revealed; thus the permission granted in this verse, like the entirety of the pilgrimage, is an example of the incorporation of pre-Islamic practices into Islam. The identification of these names with the Meccan hills, however, has no independent early attestation.





159Indeed, those who hide the proofs and the guidance which we revealed, after we had made it clear to mankind in the book, such are cursed by Allah and cursed by those who have the power to curse.

160Except for those who repent and reform and make evident. It is toward these people that I relent. I am the relenting, the merciful.

161Indeed, those who disbelieve, and die while they are unbelievers, on them is the curse of Allah and of angels and of men combined.

162They remain in there forever. The doom will not be lightened for them, nor will they be reprieved.

163Your Allah is one Allah, there is no God except for him, the compassionate, the merciful.

164Indeed, in the creation of the heavens and the earth, and the difference between night and day, and the ships that run upon the sea with what is of use to men, and the water which Allah sends down from the sky, thereby reviving the earth after its death, and dispersing all kinds of beasts in it, and the ordinance of the winds, and the clouds obedient between heaven and earth, are signs for people who have sense.

165Yet among mankind are some who take for themselves rivals to Allah, loving them with a love like that of Allah. Those who believe are stronger in their love for Allah. If only those who do evil had known, when they see doom, that power belongs wholly to Allah, and that Allah is severe in punishment.

166When those who were followed disown those who followed, and they see doom, and all their plans collapse with them.

167And those who were just followers will say, If a return were possible for us, we would disown them even as they have disowned us. In this way Allah will show them their own deeds as anguish for them, and they will not emerge from the fire.

168O mankind, eat of what is lawful and wholesome in the earth, and do not follow the footsteps of Satan. Indeed, he is an open enemy to you.

169He urges upon you only what is evil and foul, and that you should tell what you do not know concerning Allah.

170 And when it is said to them, Follow what Allah has revealed, they say, We follow what we found with our fathers. What? Even though their fathers were wholly unintelligent and had no guidance?

171The likeness of those who disbelieve is as the likeness of one who calls to someone who does not hear anything except a shout and cry. Deaf, dumb, blind, therefore they have no sense.

172O you who believe, eat of the good things with which we have provided you, and give thanks to Allah if it is he whom you worship.

173He has forbidden you only carrion, and blood, and the flesh of pigs, and anything that has been sacrificed to anyone other than Allah. But he who is driven by necessity, neither craving nor transgressing, it is no sin for him. Indeed, Allah is forgiving, merciful.



173. The burden of the believers is not heavy. They need only abstain from certain foods, including pork.





174Indeed, those who hide anything of the book that Allah has revealed and buys a small gain with it, they eat into their bellies nothing else but fire. Allah will not speak to them on the Day of Resurrection, nor will he make them grow. A painful doom will be theirs.



174. In another indication that the unbelievers simply are not acting in good faith, we are told that among them are those who stubbornly conceal what they know Allah has revealed. These are, according to the Tafsir al-Jalalayn, the Jews.73





175Those are the ones who buy error at the price of guidance, and suffering at the price of forgiveness. How persistent they are in their efforts to reach the fire.

176That is because Allah has revealed the book with the truth. Indeed, those who find disagreement with the book are in open opposition.

177It is not righteousness that you turn your faces to the East and the West, but righteousness is those who believe in Allah and the last day and the angels and the book and the prophets, and who, for love of him, give their wealth to relatives and to orphans and the needy and the son of the way and to beggars, and to set slaves free, and observes proper prayer and gives alms. And those who keep their treaty when they make one, and the patient in tribulation and adversity and time of hardship. Those are the ones who are sincere. Those are the ones who fear Allah.



177. This appears to be a response to those who are grumbling about the change in the qibla. It belongs with vv. 142-150, and so may be a sign of a textual dislocation. “Son of the way” could simply be a “traveler,” but according to Bell, it “probably refers to those who suffered through adhering to the Moslem community.”74





178O you who believe, retaliation is prescribed for you in the matter of those who have been murdered, the free man for the free man, and the slave for the slave, and the female for the female. And for he who is forgiven to some degree by his brother, prosecution according to usage and payment to him in kindness. This is a relief and a mercy from your Lord. He who transgresses after this will have a painful doom.



178. Allah establishes the law of retaliation (qisas) for murder: equal recompense must be given for the life of the victim, which can take the form of blood money (diyah): a payment to compensate for the loss suffered. In Islamic law (Sharia) the amount of compensation varies depending on the religion of the victim: non-Muslim lives simply aren’t worth as much as Muslim lives. Reliance of the Traveller, a Sharia manual that Cairo’s prestigious Al-Azhar University certifies as conforming to the “practice and faith of the orthodox Sunni community,” says that the payment for killing a woman is half of that to be paid for a man and for killing a Jew or Christian one-third that paid for killing a male Muslim.75

The Iranian Sufi Sheikh Sultanhussein Tabandeh, one of the architects of the legal codes of the Islamic Republic of Iran, explains why the life of a non-Muslim is worth less than that of a Muslim, and punishments for other crimes differ as well, depending on whether the perpetrator is a Muslim or not. If a Muslim “commits adultery,” Tabandeh explains, “his punishment is 100 lashes, the shaving of his head, and one year of banishment.”76 He is referring, of course, to a Muslim male, not to a Muslim woman who commits adultery, who would in all likelihood be sentenced in Tabandeh’s Iran to be stoned to death. “But if the man is not a Muslim,” Tabandeh continues, “and commits adultery with a Muslim woman, his penalty is execution.”77

The difference in treatment between Muslims and non-Muslims carries over to other areas as well. If a Muslim kills a Muslim, he is to be executed, but if he kills a non-Muslim, he incurs a lesser penalty: “Similarly if a Muslim deliberately murders another Muslim he falls under the law of retaliation and must by law be put to death by the next of kin. But if a non-Muslim who dies at the hand of a Muslim has by lifelong habit been a non-Muslim, the penalty of death is not valid. Instead, the Muslim murderer must pay a fine and be punished with the lash.”78

Tabandeh explains this disparity as arising from basic principles of Islam: “Since Islam regards non-Muslims as on a lower level of belief and conviction, if a Muslim kills a non-Muslim…then his punishment must not be the retaliatory death, since the faith and conviction he possesses is loftier than that of the man slain...Again, the penalties of a non-Muslim guilty of fornication with a Muslim woman are augmented because, in addition to the crime against morality, social duty and religion, he has committed sacrilege, in that he has disgraced a Muslim and thereby cast scorn upon the Muslims in general, and so must be executed.”79

Tabandeh’s conclusion follows naturally from all this: “Islam and its peoples must be above the infidels, and never permit non-Muslims to acquire lordship over them.”80





179And there is life for you in retaliation, O men of understanding, that you may fear Allah.

180It is prescribed for you, when death approaches one of you, if he leaves wealth, that he bequeaths to parents and near relatives in kindness, a duty for all those who fear Allah.

181And whoever changes it after he has heard this, the sin of this is only upon those who change it. Indeed, Allah is hearer, knower.

182But he who fears from a testator some unjust or sinful clause, and makes peace between the parties, has committed no sin. Indeed, Allah is forgiving, merciful.

183O you who believe, fasting is required for you, even as it was required for those before you, that you may fear Allah,

184A certain number of days, and he who is sick among you, or on a journey, a number of other days, and for those who can afford it there is a ransom, the feeding of a poor man, but whoever does good of his own accord, it is better for him, and it is better for you, if only you knew.



184. Instead of “a poor man” (miskeenen), the Warsh Qur’an has “poor people” (masaakeena).81





185The month of Ramadan, in which was revealed the Qur’an, a guidance for mankind, and clear proofs of the guidance, and the furqan. And whoever among you is present, let him fast the month, and whoever of you is sick or on a journey, a number of other days. Allah desires ease for you, he does not desire hardship for you, and that you should complete the period, and that you should glorify Allah for having guided you, and that perhaps you may be thankful.



185. A hadith has Muhammad hailing the importance of Ramadan: “A great month, a blessed month, a month containing a night which is better than a thousand months has approached you people.” That is the “night of power,” traditionally observed as the night on which Gabriel first appeared to Muhammad; see 97:1-5. The hadith continues with Muhammad saying: “God has appointed the observance of fasting during it as an obligatory duty, and the passing of its night in prayer as a voluntary practice. If someone draws near to God during it with some good act he will be like one who fulfills an obligatory duty in another month, and he who fulfills an obligatory duty in it will be like one who fulfills seventy obligatory duties in another month.”82 Islamic tradition holds that Muhammad fought at least three major battles against unbelievers during Ramadan: the Battle of Badr, the Battle of the Trench, and the Battle of Tabuk.

This has led to the idea that acts of jihad, which are greater than all other acts in reward (see 9:41), are especially meritorious during Ramadan. In 2012, after mass-murdering Jews in Israel during Ramadan, the Islamic terror group Qaedat al-Jihad (Base of Jihad) explained: “The month of Ramadan is a month of holy war and death for Allah. It is a month for fighting the enemies of Allah and Muhammad—the Jews and their American facilitators.”83 The Islamic State (ISIS) called for increased violence against unbelievers during Ramadan, calling it “the holy month of jihad.”84

Luxenberg explains that the word Qur’an, which makes its first appearance here when the book is read in its traditional order, is derived from the Syro-Aramaic word qeryana, “reading, pericope, selection for reading.” He cautions that “it is not to be understood everywhere in the Koran as a proper name. Rather, in each case it is the context that determines its meaning.”85 The appellation meaning “pericopes” or “selections for reading” would suggest that underlying the Qur’anic text is a Christian liturgical text that was adapted by the compilers of the sacred text of the new religion. Traditional Islamic exegetes, of course, do understand every mention of the book as referring to the Qur’an as it stands today, but this should not be taken for granted.

On furqan, see 3:4.





186And when my servants question you concerning me, then surely I am nearby. I answer the prayer of the petitioner when he cries out to me. So let them hear my call and let them trust in me, in order that they may be rightly led.

187It is made lawful for you to go in to your wives on the night of the fast. They are clothing for you and you are clothing for them. Allah is aware that you were deceiving yourselves in this respect and he has turned in mercy toward you and relieved you. So have intercourse with them and seek what Allah has prescribed for you, and eat and drink until the white thread becomes distinct to you from the black thread at dawn. Then strictly observe the fast until nightfall and do not touch them, but be at your devotions in the mosques. These are the limits imposed by Allah, so do not approach them. In this way Allah expounds his revelation to mankind so that they may fear Allah.

188And do not waste your property among yourselves on vanity, nor seek by it to gain the hearing of judges so that you may knowingly devour a portion of others’ property wrongfully.

189They ask you about new moons. Say, They are fixed seasons for mankind and for the pilgrimage. It is not righteousness that you go to houses from the backs, but the righteous man is he who fears Allah. So enter houses by their gates, and observe your duty to Allah, so that you may be successful.

190Fight for the sake of Allah against those who fight against you, but do not transgress. Indeed, Allah does not love transgressors.



190. This passage is often invoked today to show that jihad can only be defensive. Unfortunately, however, the words “do not transgress,” which Mohammed Marmaduke Pickthall translates as “begin not hostilities” and that Islamic apologists often invoke today to show that jihad can only be defensive, don’t necessarily mean what many Westerners assume or hope they mean.

Muhammad Asad enunciates a common view, and a quite popular one in the Western world, when he says that “this and the following verses lay down unequivocally that only self-defence (in the widest sense of the word) makes war permissible for Muslims.”86 However, the Tafsir al-Jalalayn says that this verse “was abrogated by Surat at-Tawba [sura 9, which contains numerous exhortations to jihad warfare] or by Allah’s words in the following ayat,” which is one of the Qur’an’s three exhortations to “kill them wherever you find them” (the others are at 4:89 and 9:5).87 However, Ibn Kathir rejects the idea that the verse was abrogated at all.88





191And kill them wherever you find them, and drive them out from where they drove you out, for persecution is worse than slaughter. And do not fight with them at the sacred mosque until they first attack you there, but if they attack you, then kill them. This is the reward of unbelievers.



191. Ibn Kathir explains “Drive them out from where they drove you out” in this way: “Your energy should be spent on fighting them, just as their energy is spent on fighting you, and on expelling them from the areas from which they have expelled you, as a law of equality in punishment.”89 For equality in punishment, see 5:45.

The concept of recovering lost territory as a divinely-commanded imperative is a key but completely overlooked aspect of the Islamic world’s conflict with Israel.

The declaration that “persecution is worse than slaughter” is repeated at 2:217. This brief phrase has extraordinarily important implications for Islamic law and practice that are never clearly enunciated in the Qur’an. Islamic tradition holds that this all-important but opaque maxim was revealed to Muhammad during controversies over whether or not fighting was permissible during one of the four sacred months of the Arab calendar, during which fighting was forbidden.

According to Muhammad’s eighth-century biographer Ibn Ishaq, whose work comes to us in the version of the ninth-century writer Ibn Hisham, Muhammad had sent out his trusted lieutenant, Abdullah bin Jahsh, and eight other Muslims to Nakhla, a settlement near Mecca, to watch for a caravan of the Quraysh, the Meccan tribe to which Muhammad belonged but which had rejected his prophetic claim. Muhammad told them to “find out for us what they are doing.”90 Abdullah and his band took this as an order to raid the caravan, which soon came along, carrying leather and raisins.

But it was the last day of the sacred month of Rajab. If the Muslims waited until the sacred month was over, the caravan would get away, but if they attacked, they would sin by desecrating the sacred month. They finally decided, according to Ibn Hisham, to “kill as many as they could of them and take what they had.”91

The raid, however, angered Muhammad, who refused his Qur’an-mandated share of the booty (one-fifth, according to 8:41) and admonished the attackers that “I did not order you to fight in the sacred month.”92 But then Allah revealed this passage, explaining that the Quraysh’s opposition to Muhammad was more offensive in his eyes than the Muslims’ violation of the sacred month: the raid was therefore justified, “for persecution is worse than slaughter.”

In other words, whatever sin the Nakhla raiders had committed in violating the sacred month was nothing compared to the Quraysh’s sins. Ibn Hisham elucidated the rationale, as explained to Muhammad by Allah: “They have kept you back from the way of God with their unbelief in Him, and from the sacred mosque, and have driven you from it when you were with its people. This is a more serious matter with God than the killing of those whom you have slain.”93 Sayyid Qutb explained: “It was the unbelievers who declared war on the Muslims, rather than the other way around. They obstructed the spread of Islam, and spared no effort in turning people away from it, resorting to oppression and persecution.”94

To allow that to happen so as not to bend the rule of the sacred months was not a viable option. This was a watershed event, establishing a utilitarian morality that runs through Islamic theology: anything that benefits Muslims and Islam is good, and anything that harms them is evil. Qutb declared that “Islam is a practical and realistic way of life which is not based on rigid idealistic dogma.”95 Islam “maintains its own high moral principles,” but only when “justice is established and wrongdoing is contained”—i.e., only when Islamic law rules a society—can “sanctities be protected and preserved.”96

In other words, Muslims need not feel themselves bound by those “high moral principles” until Islamic law is established in the society where they live.





192But if they stop, then indeed, Allah is forgiving, merciful.

193And fight them until persecution is no more, and religion is for Allah. But if they stop, then let there be no hostility except against wrongdoers.



193. The command to fight “until persecution [fitna] is no more, and religion is for Allah” reveals that there is an aspect to the warfare enjoined by the Qur’an that is not purely defensive. Muslims must continue the war until Allah’s law prevails over the world, which implies a conflict without end until that goal is attained. Ibn Hisham explains that this passage means that Muslims must fight against unbelievers “until God alone is worshipped,” which makes for a long war.97

Ibn Kathir explains that the verse means that Muslims must fight “so that the religion of Allah becomes dominant above all other religions.”98 Says Bulandshahri: “The worst of sins are Infidelity (Kufr) and Polytheism (shirk) which constitute rebellion against Allah, The Creator. To eradicate these, Muslims are required to wage war until there exists none of it in the world, and the only religion is that of Allah.”99 That’s an open-ended declaration of war against every non-Muslim, in all times and in all places.

According to numerous Islamic authorities, the statement that Muslims must fight until there is no more fitna means that they must fight “so that there is no more Shirk.”100 Shirk is the cardinal sin in Islam, the association of partners with Allah—i.e., calling Jesus the Son of God. The Tafsir al-Jalalayn identifies fitna as shirk and stipulates that the war must continue until “only He is worshipped.”101 For more on shirk, see 6:21.

Many Muslims would regard this conflict as essentially defensive—a defensive action against the aggressions of unbelief. If Muslims must fight until unbelief does not exist, the mere presence of unbelief constitutes sufficient aggression to allow for the beginning of hostilities.

This is one of the foundations for the supremacist notion that Muslims must wage war against unbelievers until those unbelievers are either converted to Islam or subjugated under the rule of Islamic law, as 9:29 states explicitly. The idea that Islam will prevail over all other religions is additionally at 8:39, 9:33, and 61:9.





194The sacred month for the sacred month, and sacred things are subject to retaliation. Then whoever transgresses against you, you transgress in the same way against him. Observe your duty to Allah, and know that Allah is with those who fear Allah.



194. There is nothing akin to Jesus’s “turn the other cheek” (Matthew 5:39) in the Qur’an; instead, the believers are instructed to retaliate in the same manner that they were attacked. The Tafsir al-Jalalayn explains: “This is called equivalence since it [that is, the retaliation] should take a similar form.”102 See also 5:45 and 16:126.





195Spend your wealth for the sake of Allah, and do not be cast into ruin by your own hands, and do good. Indeed, Allah loves those who do good.

196Perform the pilgrimage (hajj) and the minor pilgrimage (umrah) for Allah. And if you are prevented from doing so, then send gifts that you can obtain with ease, and do not shave your heads until the gifts have reached their destination. And whoever among you is sick or has a head ailment must pay a ransom of fasting or almsgiving or offering. And if you are in safety, then whoever contents himself with the umrah for the pilgrimage, send gifts that can be obtained with ease. And whoever cannot find them, then a fast of three days while on the pilgrimage, and of seven when you have returned, that is, ten in all. That is for him whose family is not present at the sacred mosque. Observe your duty to Allah, and know that Allah is severe in punishment.

197The pilgrimage is the well-known months, and whoever has decided to perform the pilgrimage in them, there is no lewdness nor abuse nor angry conversation on the pilgrimage. And whatever good you do, Allah knows it. So make provision for yourselves, for the best provision is to fear Allah. Therefore keep your duty to me, O men of understanding.

198It is no sin for you that you seek the bounty of your Lord. But when you press on in the multitude from Arafat, remember Allah by the sacred monument. Remember him as he has guided you, although before you were of those who are astray.

199Then hurry on from the place from which the multitude hurries on, and ask forgiveness of Allah. Indeed, Allah is forgiving, merciful.

200And when you have completed your devotions, then remember Allah as you remember your fathers, or with a more spirited remembrance. But among mankind is the one who says, Our Lord, give to us in this world, and he has no share in the hereafter.

201And among them is the one who says, Our Lord, give to us what is good in this world and in the hereafter, and guard us from the torment of fire.

202For them there is stored up a good share out of what they have earned. Allah is swift at reckoning.

203Remember Allah throughout the established days. Then whoever hastens by two days, it is no sin for him, and whoever delays, it is no sin for him, that is for him who fears Allah. Be mindful of your duty to Allah, and know that to Him you will be gathered.

204And of mankind there is he whose conversation about the life of this world pleases you, and he calls Allah to witness about what is in his heart, yet he is the most hostile of opponents.

205And when he turns away, his effort in the land is to spread corruption in it and to destroy the crops and the cattle, and Allah does not love corruption.

206And when it is said to him, Be mindful of your duty to Allah, pride takes him to sin. Gehenna is enough for him, an evil bed.



206. Gehenna (jahannam) is the word used in the New Testament (Matthew 5:22, 5:29, 5:30, and so on) and generally understood as referring to hell. Tabari states that it is the first of the seven gates of hell. The twelfth-century jurist Abu al-Qasim al-Zamakhshari explains that the gates correspond to levels of hell, and Gehenna is the gate for “he who feigns belief in the deity.”103





207And of mankind is the one who would sell himself, seeking the pleasure of Allah, and Allah has compassion on his slaves.

208O you who believe, enter Islam in full, and do not follow the footsteps of Satan. Indeed, he is an open enemy to you.



208. This kind of statement makes reform of Islam difficult, for the reformer is always vulnerable to the charge that he is not entering Islam in full.





209And if you turn away after the clear proofs have come to you, then know that Allah is mighty, wise.

210Are they waiting for anything else other than Allah coming to them in the shadows of the clouds with the angels? Then the case would be already judged. All cases go back to Allah.

211Ask the children of Israel how many clear signs we gave them. He who alters the favor of Allah after it has come to him, indeed, Allah is severe in punishment.

212The life of the world is beautiful for those who disbelieve, they make a joke of the believers. But those who keep their duty to Allah will be above them on the day of resurrection. Allah gives without limit to those whom he wills.

213Mankind was one community, and Allah sent prophets as bearers of good news and as warners, and revealed with them the book with the truth, that it might judge among mankind concerning the things they disagreed about. And only those to whom it was given disagreed about it, after clear proofs had come to them, through hatred one of another. And Allah by his will guided those who believe to the truth of what they disagreed about. Allah guides those whom he wills to a straight path.



213. The people who were given the book are the Jews and Christians. Ibn Kathir explains that they disagreed about the “day of Congregation”: “The Jews made it Saturday while the Christians chose Sunday. Allah guided the Ummah [community] of Muhammad to Friday.”104

They also disagreed about the direction to face when praying (qiblah), postures of prayer, fasting, and the true religion of Abraham: “The Jews said, ‘He was a Jew,’ while the Christians considered him Christian. Allah has made him a Haniyfan Musliman,” that is, a pre-Islamic monotheist (see 2:135).105 “Allah guided the Ummah of Muhammad to the truth.”106





214Or do you think that you will enter paradise while there has not yet come upon you anything like what came to those who passed away before you? Affliction and adversity befell them, they were shaken as with earthquake, until the messenger and those who believed along with him said, When does Allah’s help come? Now indeed Allah’s help is near.

215They ask you what they should spend. Say, What you spend for good to parents and near relatives and orphans and the needy and the wayfarer. And whatever good you do, indeed, Allah is aware of it.

216Warfare is commanded for you, even though it is odious for you, but it may happen that you hate something that is good for you, and it may happen that you love something that is bad for you. Allah knows, you do not know.



216. The Tafsir Anwarul Bayan explains the traditional view: “While the Muslims were in Makkah, they were weak and few in number, never possessing the capability nor the divine permission for Jihad (religious war). After migrating to Madinah, they received the order to fight their enemies in defense, as a verse of Surah Hajj [sura 22 of the Qur’an] proclaims: ‘Permission (to fight) has been granted to those being attacked because they are oppressed [22:39].’ Later on the order came to fight the Infidels (kuffar) even though they do not initiate the aggression.”107

The Tafsir Anwarul Bayan is a twentieth-century exposition of the Qur’an, but this view of the three stages of development of the Qur’an’s teaching on warfare is found in Ibn Hisham’s ninth-century work, and in the writings of mainstream Islamic theologians with enduring influence, including Ibn Kathir (fourteenth century), Ibn Qayyim (thirteenth century), Ibn Juzayy (fourteenth century), as-Suyuti (fifteenth century), and many others.





217They ask you about warfare in the sacred month. Say, Warfare during it is an awesome sin, but to turn people away from the way of Allah, and to disbelieve in him and expelling his people from the sacred mosque, is more serious with Allah, for persecution is worse than slaughter. And they will not stop fighting against you until they have made you renegades from your religion, if they can. And whoever becomes a renegade and dies in his disbelief, they are the ones whose works have failed both in this world and the hereafter. They are the rightful companions of the fire, they will remain in it.



217. Islamic apologist Karen Armstrong has claimed that “warfare during it is an awesome sin” amounts to a “condemnation of all warfare as an ‘awesome evil.’”108 “Awesome evil” is plausible enough, but it is clearly not a condemnation of all warfare, as the passage goes on to reiterate the reasons already enunciated in 2:191 for why it can be justified to wage war during the sacred month.

Meanwhile, the renegade who leaves Islam doesn’t just burn in hell, but his works fail in this world. Qurtubi explains: “Scholars disagree about whether or not apostates are asked to repent. One group says that they are asked to repent and, if they do not, they are killed. Some say they are given an hour and others a month. Others say that they are asked to repent three times, and that is the view of Malik. Al-Hasan said they are asked a hundred times. It is also said that they are killed without being asked to repent.”109





218Indeed, those who believe, and those who emigrate and wage jihad for the sake of Allah, these have hope of Allah’s mercy. Allah is forgiving, merciful.



218. The phrase here translated as “wage jihad for the sake of Allah” is usually translated in some way akin to “strive in the way of Allah,” as Mohammed Marmaduke Pickthall has it. The key word here is jahadu, which is a verbal form of the noun jihad; thus the translation here is more accurate than most, and more illuminating of how an Islamic jihadi will read and understand the Qur’an. “Jihad for the sake of Allah” in Islamic theology refers to jihad warfare, not to more spiritualized understandings of jihad. Verse 2:154, which mentions those who are “killed for the sake of Allah,” further supports the idea that hot warfare is to be waged for the sake of Allah.





219They ask you about strong drink and games of chance. Say, In both is a great sin, and some benefit for men, but their sin is greater than their benefit. And they ask you what they should spend. Say, What you can spare. In this way Allah makes signs clear to you, that maybe you will reflect,



219. Several early authorities, including Ibn Umar, Ash-Sha’bi, Mujahid, Qatadah, Ar-Rabi bin Anas, and Abdur-Rahman bin Aslam, say that this was the first of three verses to be revealed on the subject of alcohol (the others are 4:43 and 5:90). That would mean that the other two take precedence over this one according to the principle of abrogation (see 2:106). Here Allah says that there is “some benefit” in alcohol, but in 5:90 he says that it is “Satan’s handiwork,” which would rule out its being beneficial at all.

Instead of “a great sin” (kabeerun), the Warsh Qur’an has “much sin” (katheerun).110

“And they ask you what they should spend. Say, What you can spare” is not connected to the discussion of alcohol and appears to be a continuation of 2:215, possibly separated by a later interpolation.





220Upon the world and the hereafter. And they ask you about orphans. Say, To improve their situation is best. And if you mingle your affairs with theirs, then they are your brothers. Allah knows the one who spoils things from the one who improves things. If Allah had willed, he could have overburdened you. Allah is mighty, wise.

221Do not marry idolatresses until they believe, for indeed, a believing slave woman is better than an idolatress, even though she pleases you. And do not give your daughters in marriage to idolaters until they believe, for indeed, a believing slave is better than an idolater, even though he pleases you. These people invite you to the fire, and Allah invites you to the garden, and to forgiveness by his grace, and explains his signs to mankind so that perhaps they will remember.



221. Allah forbids Muslims to marry “idolatresses.” Ibn Kathir records a large amount of disagreement among Islamic authorities over whether this prohibition applies to Jewish and Christian women, or just to polytheists. However, he notes that there is Ijma—consensus—among Islamic jurists that such marriages are allowed, although of course Muslim women are not allowed by any school of Islamic law to marry Jewish or Christian men.111

In a culture that requires women to be utterly subservient to men, these unequal laws ensure that non-Muslim communities remain subjugated, not enjoying equality of rights or equality of dignity with Muslims.





222They ask you about menstruation. Say, It is an illness, so leave women alone at such times and do not go in to them until they are cleansed. And when they have purified themselves, then go in to them as Allah has commanded you. Indeed Allah loves those who turn to him, and loves those who are concerned about cleanliness.

223Your women are a field for you, so go to your field as you will, and send before you for your souls, and fear Allah, and know that you will meet him. Give good news to believers,



223. According to Islamic tradition, the Koranic verse about a woman being a “field” (tilth) for a man was revealed because of the Jews, who “used to say that when one comes to one’s wife through the vagina, but being on her back, and she becomes pregnant, the child has a squint”—or, according to other sources, is cross-eyed. To refute this, Allah revealed that it didn’t matter whether she was lying on her back or not, for, “Your women are a field [tilth] for you, so go to your field as you will.” Muslims also often understand this verse as prohibiting anal sex. Sayyid Qutb says that the use of the word “tilth,” with its “connotations of tillage and production, is most fitting, in a context of fertility and procreation”—or, as Maududi puts it, Allah’s “purpose in the creation of women is not merely to provide men with recreation.”112 Not merely recreation: women were also created in order to provide men with children.

According to a hadith recorded by the Imam Muslim, considered by Muslims to be the second most reliable collector of hadith (after Bukhari) and others, the Jews are behind the revelation of this verse. “The Jews used to say that when one comes to one’s wife through the vagina, but being on her back, and she becomes pregnant, the child has a squint”—or, according to other sources, is cross-eyed.113





224And do not by your oaths make Allah a hindrance to your being righteous and observing your duty to him and making peace among mankind. Allah is hearer, knower.

225Allah will not hold you accountable for what is unintentional in your oaths. But he will hold you accountable for what your hearts have earned. Allah is forgiving, merciful.

226Those who swear abstinence from their wives must wait four months, then, if they change their mind, indeed, Allah is forgiving, merciful.

227And if they decide upon divorce, Allah is hearer, knower.

228Women who are divorced will wait, keeping themselves apart, for three courses. And it is not lawful for them that they should conceal what Allah has created in their wombs if they are believers in Allah and the last day. And their husbands would do better to take them back in that case, if they desire a reconciliation. And they have rights similar to those who are over them in kindness, and men are a degree above them. Allah is mighty, wise.



228. Allah’s regulations for divorce emphasize regarding women that “men have a degree over them.” This may be why men can divorce their wives simply by saying, “Talaq”—I divorce you—but women may not do this. Such an easy procedure leads to divorces in a fit of pique, followed by reconciliation—and the Qur’an anticipates this and attempts to head it off by stipulating that a husband who divorces his wife three times cannot reconcile with her until she marries another man and is in turn divorced by him: “And if he has divorced her [for the third time], then she is not lawful to him after that until she has married another husband” (2:230). On “three courses,” see 65:1.





229Divorce must be pronounced twice and then a woman must be retained in honor or released in kindness. And it is not lawful for you that you take back anything from women out of what you have given them, except when both parties are afraid that they may not be able to keep within the limits of Allah. And if you fear that they may not be able to keep the limits of Allah, in that case it is no sin for either of them if the woman ransoms herself. These are the limits of Allah. Do not transgress them. For whoever transgresses Allah’s limits is a wrongdoer.

230And if he has divorced her, then she is not lawful to him after that until she has married another husband. Then if he divorces her, it is no sin for both of them that they come together again, if they think that they are able to observe the limits of Allah. These are the limits of Allah. He shows them to people who have knowledge.

231When you have divorced women, and they have reached their term, then retain them in kindness or release them in kindness. Do not retain them to their harm, so that you transgress. He who does that has wronged his soul. Do not make the signs of Allah a laughing-stock, but remember Allah’s grace upon you, and what he has revealed to you of the book and of wisdom, by which he exhorts you. Observe your duty to Allah and know that Allah is aware of all things.

232And when you have divorced women and they reach their term, do not place difficulties in the way of their marrying their husbands if it is agreed between them in kindness. This is a warning for him among you who believes in Allah and the last day. That is more virtuous for you, and cleaner. Allah knows, you do not know.

233Mothers will suckle their children for two whole years, for those who wish to complete the suckling. The responsibility of feeding and clothing nursing mothers in a seemly manner is upon the father of the child. No one should be charged beyond his capacity. A mother should not be made to suffer because of her child, nor should he to whom the child is born because of his child. And the heir is responsible in the same way. If they desire to wean the child by mutual consent and consultation, it is no sin for them, and if you wish to give your children out to nurse, it is no sin for you, provided that you pay what is due from you in kindness. Observe your duty to Allah, and know that Allah is the seer what you do.

234Those of you who die and leave wives behind, they will wait, keeping themselves apart, four months and ten days. And when they reach the term, then there is no sin for you in anything that they may do with themselves in decency. Allah is informed of what you do.

235There is no sin for you in what you proclaim or hide in your minds concerning your betrothal with women. Allah knows that you will remember them. But do not get betrothed with women except by saying a recognized form of words. And do not consummate the marriage until the prescribed term is completed. Know that Allah knows what is in your minds, so beware of him, and know that Allah is forgiving, merciful.

236It is no sin for you if you divorce women even when you have not yet touched them, or established a portion for them. Provide for them, the rich according to his means, and the poor according to his means, a fair provision, a duty for those who do good.

237If you divorce them before you have touched them and you have established a portion for them, then half of what you established, unless they agree to forgo it, or he agrees to forgo it in whose hand is the marriage tie. To forgo is nearer to piety. And do not forget kindness among yourselves. Allah is the seer of what you do.

238Be guardians of your prayers, and of the midday prayer, and stand up with devotion to Allah.

239And if you go out in fear, then standing or on horseback. And when you are again in safety, remember Allah, as he has taught you what you did not know.

240Those of you who are about to die and leave wives behind them, they should bequeath to their wives a provision for the year without turning them out, but if they go out, there is no sin for you in what they do of themselves within their rights. Allah is mighty, wise.



240. On the arrangements men make for their wives in their wills, Ibn Kathir contends that “the majority of the scholars said that this Ayah (2:240) was abrogated by the Ayah (2:234).”114





241For divorced women, a provision in kindness, a duty for those who fear Allah.

242In this way Allah explains his signs to you, so that you may understand.

243Think about those of old, who went forth from their habitations in their thousands, fearing death, and Allah said to them, Die, and then he brought them back to life. Indeed, Allah is a Lord of kindness to mankind, but most of mankind does not give thanks.

244Fight for the sake of Allah, and be aware that Allah is hearer, knower.

245Who is it that will lend Allah a generous loan to Allah, so that he may make it increase manifold? Allah makes poor and makes wealthy. To him you will return.

246Think of the leaders of the children of Israel after Moses, how they said to a prophet they had, Set up for us a king and we will fight in Allah’s way. He said, Would you then refrain from fighting if fighting were commanded for you? They said, Why should we not fight in Allah’s way when we have been driven from our dwellings with our children? Yet when fighting was commanded for them, they turned away, all except a few of them. Allah is aware of evildoers.

247Their prophet said to them, Indeed, Allah has raised up Saul to be a king for you. They said, How can he be king over us when we are more deserving of the kingdom than he is, since he has not been given enough wealth? He said, Indeed, Allah has chosen him above you, and has increased him abundantly in wisdom and stature. Allah bestows his dominion on those whom he wills. Allah is all-embracing, all-knowing.

248And their prophet said to them, Indeed, the sign of his kingdom is that the ark will come to you, in which is a sakina from your Lord, and a remnant of what the house of Moses and the house of Aaron left behind, the angels bearing it. Indeed, this will be a sign for you, if you are believers.



248. Sakina is derived from the Hebrew shekina, a dwelling place of God on earth. Bell notes that “in the Qur’an the word generally has the sense of ‘assurance,’ but as this is probably the first occasion of its use, it is doubtful if any such sense is attached to it here,” and thus it is left untranslated.115





249And when Saul set out with the army, he said, Indeed, Allah will test you by a river. Whoever therefore drinks from it is not with me, and whoever does not taste it is with me, except the one who takes it in the hollow of his hand. But they drank from it, all except a few of them. And after he had crossed, he and those who believed with him, they said, We have no power this day against Goliath and his hosts. But those who knew that they would meet Allah exclaimed, How many little companies have defeated mighty hosts by Allah’s permission. Allah is with the persevering.



249. The Qur’an adds the river test from the story of Gideon (Judges 7:4-7) into this account of the actions of Saul, possibly indicating a textual interpolation, or alternatively, simple confusion on the part of the original source.





250And when they went into the field against Goliath and his hosts, they said, Our Lord, give us endurance, make our foothold sure, and give us help against the disbelieving people.

251So they routed them by Allah’s permission, and David killed Goliath, and Allah gave him the kingdom and wisdom, and taught him what he willed. And if Allah had not repelled some men by means of others, the earth would have been corrupted. But Allah is a Lord of kindness to creatures.



251. Instead of “And if Allah had not repelled some men by means of others,” the Warsh Qur’an has “And if Allah had not defended some men by means of others.”116





252These are the signs of Allah which we recite to you with truth, and indeed, you are among the number of messengers,

253Of those messengers, some of whom we caused to excel others, and there are some to whom Allah spoke, while he exalted some of them in degree, and we gave Jesus, son of Mary, clear proofs, and we supported him with the holy spirit. And if Allah had willed, those who followed after them would not have fought one with another after the clear proofs had come unto them. But they disagreed, some of them believing and some disbelieving. And if Allah had so willed, they would not have fought one with another, but Allah does what he wills.



253. If Allah had willed, the nations would have believed the prophets he sent to earth, but this was not his will, although his reasons are left unexplained. It would have been interesting to know why he sent prophets while willing that they not be believed, but this is left unexplained.





254O you who believe, spend out of what we have provided you with before a day comes when there will be no selling, nor friendship, nor intercession. The unbelievers, they are the wrongdoers.

255Allah. There is no God except him, the living one, the eternal one. Neither slumber nor sleep overtake him. To him belong whatever is in the heavens and whatever is in the earth. Who is he who intercedes with him except by his permission? He knows what is in front of them and what is behind them, while they encompass nothing of his knowledge except what he wills. His throne includes the heavens and the earth, and he is never weary of preserving them. He is the sublime, the tremendous.



255. This is known as the Throne Verse (Ayat al-Kursi). According to the contemporary Islamic scholar Mahmoud Ayoub, this verse is “regarded by Muslims as one of the most excellent verses of the Qur’an. It has therefore played a very important role in Muslim piety.”117 A tradition depicts Muhammad as saying: “The master of all speech is the Qur’an, the master of the Qur’an is Surat al-Baqarah [sura 2], and the master of al-Baqarah is the Throne Verse.”118

Qurtubi reports that “when the Throne Verse was revealed, every idol and king in the world fell prostrate and the crowns of kings fell off their heads,” and recounts a saying by Muhammad in which Allah tells Moses of the many blessings that people will receive if they recite the Throne Verse. This is another manifestation of the assumption that the people of the book had at least some of the contents of the Qur’an but perversely effaced them from their own Scriptures.119 A hadith has Muhammad state that “whoever recites Ayat al-Kursi at the end of every obligatory prayer, nothing but death will prevent him from entering Paradise.”120





256There is no compulsion in religion. The right direction is from now on distinct from error. And he who rejects taghut and believes in Allah has grasped a firm handhold which will never break. Allah is hearer, knower.



256. Islamic spokesmen in the West frequently quote this verse to disprove the contention that Islam spread by the sword, or even to claim that Islam is a religion of peace. According to an early Muslim, Mujahid ibn Jabr, this verse was abrogated by 9:29, in which the Muslims are commanded to fight against the people of the book. Others, however, according to Tabari, say that this verse was never abrogated but was revealed precisely in reference to the people of the book: they are not to be forced to accept Islam but may practice their religions freely as long as they pay the jizya (a poll-tax) and “feel themselves subdued,” as per 9:29.121

Many see the assertion that “there is no compulsion in religion” as contradicting the Islamic imperative to wage jihad against unbelievers. Actually, however, there is no contradiction at all. This is because the aim of jihad is not the forced conversion of non-Muslims, but their subjugation within the Islamic social order. Says Asad: “All Islamic jurists (fuqahd’), without any exception, hold that forcible conversion is under all circumstances null and void, and that any attempt at coercing a non-believer to accept the faith of Islam is a grievous sin: a verdict which disposes of the widespread fallacy that Islam places before the unbelievers the alternative of ‘conversion or the sword.’”122

The choice, as laid out by Muhammad himself in a tradition, is conversion, subjugation as dhimmis, or the sword.123 Qutb accordingly denies that “there is no compulsion in religion” contradicts the imperative to fight until “religion is for Allah” (2:193). He claims that “Islam has not used force to impose its beliefs.”124 Rather, jihad’s “main objective has been the establishment of a stable society in which all citizens, including followers of other religious creeds, may live in peace and security”—although not with equality of rights before the law, as 9:29 emphasizes.125 For Qutb, that “stable society” is the “Islamic social order,” the establishment of which is a chief objective of jihad.126

In this light the verse saying there is no compulsion in religion and the one saying that Muslims should fight until religion is for Allah go together without any trouble. Muslims must fight until “religion is for Allah,” but they don’t force anyone to accept Allah’s religion. They enforce subservience upon those who refuse to convert, such that many of them subsequently convert to Islam so as to escape the humiliating and discriminatory regulations of dhimmitude—but when they convert, they do so freely.

Only at the end of the world, Islamic tradition informs us, will Jesus, the Prophet of Islam, return and Islamize the world, abolishing Christianity and thus the need for the jizya that is paid by the dhimmis: “He will fight the people for the cause of Islam. He will break the cross, kill swine, and abolish jizyah. Allah will perish all religions except Islam. He will destroy the Antichrist and will live on the earth for forty years and then he will die. The Muslims will pray over him.”127 Then religion will be “for Allah,” as the Qur’an directs that it should be (2:193), and there will be no further need for jihad.

Taghut is an Ethiopic word.128 According to the Tafsir al-Jalalayn, it “means Shaytan or idols and can be singular or plural.”129 One Islamic exegete identifies taghut as one of the idols that the Quraysh worshiped and that some of the Jews of Mecca also honored in order to ingratiate themselves.130





257Allah is the protecting guardian of those who believe. He brings them out of darkness into light. As for those who disbelieve, their patrons are taghut. They bring them out of light into darkness. They are the rightful companions of the fire. They will remain in it.

258Think of the one who had an argument with Abraham about his Lord, because Allah had given him the kingdom, how, when Abraham said, My Lord is he who gives life and causes death, he answered, I give life and cause death. Abraham said, Indeed, Allah causes the sun to rise in the East, so do you cause it to come up from the West? In this way the disbeliever was embarrassed. And Allah does not guide wrongdoing people.

259Or the comparison of him who, passing by a town which had fallen into utter ruin, exclaimed, How will Allah give this township life after its death? And Allah made him die for a hundred years, then brought him back to life. He said, How long have you waited? He said, I have waited a day or part of a day. He said, No, but you have waited for a hundred years. Just look at your food and drink which have not rotted. Look at your donkey. And so that we may make you a sign for mankind, look at the bones, how we adjust them and then cover them with flesh. And when it became clear to him, he said, I know now that Allah is able to do all things.

260And when Abraham said, My Lord, show me how you give life to the dead, he said, Do you not believe? Abraham said, Yes, but so that my heart may be at ease. He said, Take four of the birds and cause them to come to you, then place a portion of them on each hill, then call them, they will come to you quickly, and know that Allah is mighty, wise.

261Those who spend their wealth in Allah’s way are like a grain that grows seven ears, in every ear a hundred grains. Allah gives manifold increase to whom he wills. Allah is all-embracing, all-knowing.

262Those who spend their wealth for the sake of Allah and afterward do not follow up what they have spent with reproach and insult, their reward is with their Lord, and no fear will come upon them, nor will they grieve.

263A kind word with forgiveness is better than almsgiving followed by insult. Allah is absolute, merciful.

264O you who believe, do not render your almsgiving useless with reproach and insult, like the one who spends his wealth only so that men will see him and does not believe in Allah and the last day. He is like a rock on which is dust of the earth. A rainstorm strikes it, leaving it smooth and bare. They have no control of anything that they have gained. Allah does not guide the disbelieving people.

265And those who spend their wealth in search of Allah’s pleasure, and for the strengthening of their souls, are like a garden on a height. The rain strikes it and it brings forth its fruit twofold. And if the rain does not strike it, then the shower. Allah is seer of what you do.

266 Would any of you like to have a garden of palm-trees and vines, with rivers flowing under it, with all kinds of fruit for him within it, and old age has stricken him and he has feeble offspring, and a fiery whirlwind strikes it and it is consumed by fire. In this way Allah makes plain to you his signs, so that you may think.

267O you who believe, spend out of the good things which you have earned, and out of what we bring forth from the earth for you, and do not seek bad things to spend from them when you would not take them for yourselves except with disdain, and know that Allah is absolute, the owner of praise.

268Satan promises you destitution and commands lewdness for you. But Allah promises you forgiveness from himself, with bounty. Allah is all-embracing, all-knowing.

269He gives wisdom to whom he wills, and he to whom wisdom is given, he indeed has received abundant good. But no one remembers this except men of understanding.

270Whatever alms you spend or vow, indeed, Allah knows it. Wrongdoers have no helpers.

271If you make your almsgiving public, it is well, but if you hide it and give it to the poor, it will be better for you, and he will remove some of your evil deeds. Allah is informed of what you do.



271. Instead of “he will remove” (yukafferu), the Warsh Qur’an has “we will remove” (nukafferu).131





272The guiding of them is not your duty, but Allah guides whom he wills. And whatever good thing you spend, it is for yourselves, when you do not spend except in search of Allah’s face, and whatever good thing you spend, it will be repaid to you in full, and you will not be wronged.

273 For the poor who are in difficulty for the sake of Allah, who cannot travel in the land. The unthinking man considers them wealthy because of their restraint. You will know them by their appearance, they do not beg from men with importunity. And whatever good thing you spend, indeed, Allah knows it.

274Those who spend their wealth by night and day, by stealth and openly, indeed their reward is with their Lord, and no fear will come upon them, nor will they grieve.

275Those who devour usury cannot rise up except as one whom Satan has made prostrate by touching him. That is because they say, Trade is just like usury, whereas Allah has permitted trading and forbidden usury. He to whom a warning comes from his Lord refrains, he will keep what is from the past, and his affair is with Allah. As for him who returns, such people are rightful companions of the fire. They will remain in it.

276Allah has cursed usury and made almsgiving fruitful. Allah does not love the impious and guilty.

277Indeed, those who believe and do good works and establish prayer and give alms, their reward is with their Lord and no fear will come upon them, nor will they grieve.

278O you who believe, observe your duty to Allah, and give up what remains from usury, if you are believers.

279And if you do not, then be warned of war from Allah and his messenger. And if you repent, then you have your principal. Do not wrong people, and you will not be wronged.

280And if the debtor is in difficult circumstances, then postponement until an easier time, and that you remit the debt as almsgiving would be better for you, if only you knew.

281And guard yourselves against a day in which you will be brought back to Allah. Then every soul will be paid in full what it has earned, and they will not be wronged.

282O you who believe, when you contract a debt for a fixed term, record it in writing. Let a scribe record it in writing between you in equity. No scribe should refuse to write as Allah has taught him, so let him write, and let him who incurs the debt dictate, and let him observe his duty to Allah his Lord, and not diminish any part of that duty. But if he who owes the debt is of low understanding, or weak, or unable himself to dictate, then let the guardian of his interests dictate in equity. And call to witness, from among your men, two witnesses. And if two men be not available, then a man and two women, of such as you approve as witnesses, so that if the one errs, the other will remember. And the witnesses must not refuse when they are summoned. Be not averse to writing it down, whether it be small or great, with the term thereof. That is more equitable in the sight of Allah and more certain for testimony, and the best way of avoiding doubt between you, except only in the case when it is actual merchandise which you transfer among yourselves from hand to hand. In that case, it is no sin for you if you do not write it. And have witnesses when you sell something to someone else, and let no harm be done to scribe or witness. If you do, indeed, it is a sin in you. Observe your duty to Allah. Allah is teaching you. And Allah is the knower of all things.



282. Laying out rules of evidence, Allah directs those trying to make a case to get one man to act as a witness, or two women if a man is not available. A hadith depicts Muhammad invoking this verse as part of his evidence that women were deficient in intelligence, as well as in religious faith. He was on his way to offer prayer one day when he passed by a group of women. He stopped to exhort them to charity, basing his exhortation upon a warning: “O women! Give alms, as I have seen that the majority of the dwellers of hell-fire were you (women).”132

When they asked him for an explanation of why this might be, he responded: “You curse frequently and are ungrateful to your husbands. I have not seen anyone more deficient in intelligence and religion than you. A cautious sensible man could be led astray by some of you.” When further pressed to explain, he reminded them of this verse: “Is not the evidence of two women equal to the witness of one man?” When the women admitted that this was indeed the case, Muhammad drove his case home: “This is the deficiency in her intelligence. Isn’t it true that a woman can neither pray nor fast during her menses?” When they admitted this also, he concluded: “This is the deficiency in her religion.”133





283If you be on a journey and cannot find a scribe, then a pledge in hand. And if one of you entrusts to another, let he who is trusted deliver up what is entrusted to him, and let him observe his duty to Allah his Lord. Do not hide testimony. He who hides it, indeed his heart is sinful. Allah is aware of what you do.

284To Allah is whatever is in the heavens and whatever is in the earth, and whether you make known what is in your minds or hide it, Allah will bring you to account for it. He will forgive those whom he wills and he will punish those whom he wills. Allah is able to do all things.

285The messenger believes in what has been revealed to him from his Lord, and believers. Each one believes in Allah and his angels and his books and his messengers, we make no distinction between any of his messengers, and they say, We hear and we obey. Your forgiveness, our Lord, to you is the journeying.

286Allah does not burden a soul beyond its scope. For it is what it has earned, and against it is what it has deserved. Our Lord, do not condemn us if we forget, or miss the mark. Our Lord, do not lay upon us a burden like what you laid on those before us. Our Lord, do not impose on us what we do not have the strength to bear. Pardon us, forgive us and have mercy on us, you, our protector, and give us victory over the disbelieving people.



286. Ibn Kathir says that those upon whom Allah previously placed burdens were the “Jews and Christians,” and that the disbelieving people over whom Muslims should pray for victory are “those who rejected Your religion, denied Your Oneness, refused the Message of Your Prophet, worshipped other than You and associated others in Your worship.”134 Ibn Kathir adds: “Give us victory and make us prevail above them in this and the Hereafter.”135 It is common today for jihad preachers to pray that Allah would grant the Muslims victory over the unbelievers.
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