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Introduction




PROBLEMS OF INTERPRETATION

The Qur’an is the axial text of a major religious civilization and of a major world language. For both Islamic civilization and the Arabic language the Qur’an consecrates a finality of authority granted to few texts in history. Muslim piety regards the Qur’an as supremely eloquent, supremely wise, and immune from all error or falsehood. Its immaculate nature extends to its physical copies, which are considered inviolable and untouchable except by one in a state of ritual purity. Good Muslim manners dictate that copies of the Qur’an cannot be bought, only piously bestowed in return for a pious gift from the buyer. Through the centuries, Islamic art and calligraphy have lavished upon it many of their most enduring and magnificent masterpieces. When recited, it flows with a sonority which common Muslim opinion holds to be capable of causing tears of repentance and comfort or else a shiver of fear and trembling.

As the ‘Book of God’, the divine arbiter of Muslim life and a model of Arabic usage, it sits inside a vast tradition of commentary and scholarship, Islamic and non-Islamic, pre-modern as well as modern. In the pre-modern Islamic tradition, Qur’anic commentary and exegesis (tafsir) was widely regarded not only as the most meritorious of the religious sciences but also as the one most fraught with danger, because of the grave consequences of error. This, however, did not prevent Muslim parties and groups from engaging in tafsir with the object of fortifying  their ideological positions. The resultant corpus of tafsir contains a wide spectrum of views on the irreversible justice of God, the freedom of the human will, the divine attributes, the ultimate destiny of sinners and a host of other theological, legal and historical issues embedded in the sacred text. The greatest of these tafsirs must rank as among the most subtle and sophisticated commentaries on sacred scriptures in world literature, holding considerable interest for students of comparative religion. Unfortunately their very bulk makes their translation a colossal undertaking, denying them the wider non-Arabic readership they so thoroughly deserve.

The question now arises: can one really understand or appreciate the Qur’an without its tradition of commentary? Can a reader who knows little or nothing of its cultural background make sense of its allusive references or its frequent ad hoc pronouncements? For the scholars of Islam, mastery of the various sub-disciplines of Qur’anic exegesis has always been regarded as an essential prerequisite to authoritative understanding. Among these disciplines are the subsidiary sciences of tafsir such as asbab al-nuzul (historical context), al-nasikh wa’l mansukh (harmony of laws), gharib al-Qur’an (linguistic obscurities), qira’at (variant readings), i’rab (grammar), isti’arat  (metaphors), bada’i’ (rhetorical excellences) and i’jaz (divinely ordained inimitability). It was upon these sciences that the great exegetes of the Qur’an built their authority. Yet within these fields, controversy was always rife and vivid. No scholar of exegesis would advance an opinion without first engaging with his fellow exegetes, past and contemporaneous. Consensus on a point of interpretation was hard to come by, even on what appear to be simple or straightforward legal or linguistic points. On the larger and more divisive theological issues the debate among exegetes has always contained a wide spectrum of views.

However, despite the claims of the exegetes that full understanding of the Qur’an must pass through their scholarly portals, it was recognized from an early period that the Qur’an was, in a memorable phrase, hammalu awjuhin (a bearer of  diverse interpretations), somewhat akin to A. N. Whitehead’s phrase ‘patient of interpretation’, cited by Frank Kermode in his definition of a classic.1 The leeway granted to interpretation issued from the Qur’an’s own classification of its verses as  muhkam or mutashabih (Q. 3:7). The word muhkam has commonly been understood to mean ‘explicit’, ‘clear-cut’, ‘fully intelligible’, while mutashabih has been taken to mean ‘indeter minate’, ‘with multiple meanings’ or even ‘ambiguous’. Under  muhkam, the exegetes typically included the body of detailed legislation and moral injunctions in the Qur’an, while mutashabih included words and verses which, among other matters, referred to God’s attributes and His relationship to the created world. Here, for example, is how the renowned theologian and exegete Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1209) dealt with the question of certain problematic attributes of God such as His anger, joy, cunning and love. If taken literally, these can bring God dangerously near to human emotions:All psychic symptoms, by which I mean such things as mercy, joy, pleasure, anger, shyness, cunning and mockery, have their origins and their ends. Take anger for example. Anger originates with the boiling of the blood of the heart while its end is the desire to inflict harm upon the object of anger. When applied to God, the term ‘anger’ cannot be taken to refer to its origin, which is the boiling of the heart’s blood, but to its end, which is the desire to inflict harm.2





This is an example of how certain exegetes, particularly the rationalists among them, have dealt with the problem of God’s seemingly human attributes, though other exegetes would argue that such attributes must be accepted on faith and are beyond rational investigation. Regardless of the interpretive strategy adopted, a common view held among exegetes is that the ambiguous or mutashabih terms or phrases of the Qur’an were deliberately designed by God to stimulate thinking, and are thus very much in line with the Qur’an’s frequent exhortations to  mankind to reflect upon the created universe. The exegetes have quite naturally insisted upon mastery of the scholarly curriculum before interpretation can be undertaken, and yet the repeated invitation to mankind to exercise their reason is as timeless, universal and imperative as anything else in the Qur’anic text itself.

If we turn back to the questions posed above, we might argue that a knowledge of, say, conditions in pre-Islamic Arabia would clearly enhance contextual understanding of the Qur’an. But the very allusiveness of the text, its impersonality, its meta-historical tone, seem almost deliberately to de-emphasize context, and to address its audience or readers in a grammatical tense that I have elsewhere called ‘the eternal present tense’.3 Yes, the Qur’an explicitly recognizes the danger of a wilfully perverted reading of the text, but if approached in a pious frame of mind, or what today we might call sympathy, interpretation must in theory be limitless, since God alone is its perfect interpreter (Q. 3:7). Thus, of all sacred texts, the Qur’an is perhaps the one that most self-consciously invites its readers to engage with it exegetically.




A BRIEF HISTORY

So far as one can determine its general contours, early Muslim scholarship on the Qur’an emanated from circles close to the Prophet Muhammad (c. 570-632) and involved, in its beginnings, the collection and preservation of revelation. For the first twenty or so years of its existence, copies of the Qur’an, in whole or in part, were in the possession of venerable collectors dispersed by the Muslim conquests in the diverse regions of the new empire. Because of this dispersal and subsequent political and ideological alignments we possess several contrasting, sometimes conflicting, accounts of the Qur’an’s earliest history. Eventually a dominant narrative emerged which held that a committee appointed by the third caliph ‛Uthman (r. 644-56) assembled one definitive copy of the text, disseminated it in the  major urban centres of the new empire and ordered all other copies destroyed. This master narrative holds that the caliph’s edict caused a great deal of distress to possessors of private or family copies of the pre-‛Uthmanic text and was indeed one of the causes of the rebellion which ended in the caliph’s murder in 656. Nevertheless, Muslim scholarship has preserved examples, in the form of lists, of the variant readings of these early texts. In almost all cases, however, such readings concern very minor variations in grammar or dialect and add nothing of substance to the ‛Uthmanic text, the one that is in our hands today. This narrative has not gone unchallenged in both Muslim and non-Muslim circles, but it has withstood the test of time and of recent and dramatic epigraphic and textual discoveries. The result is that Islam has possessed a definitive sacred text from a very early point in its history. There are simply no ‘apocrypha’ where the Qur’an is concerned. We can therefore be confident that what we possess today is in all essential respects the Qur’an that Muslim narrative tells us was circulated by caliphal fiat somewhere around the year 650. Numerous historical problems remain, but these need not concern a reader who wishes to encounter the text directly, with minimal contextual demands.

Another aspect of the Qur’an’s history is the history of its revelation. Here also the immensely rich corpus of Muslim writings, layers of which go back to very early days, preserve a wide and diverse body of narratives and views. The most convenient classical work of reference for these views is Al-Itqan fi ’Ulum al-Qur’an (Exactitude regarding the Sciences of the Qur’an) by the great Egyptian polymath Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (d. 1505). In this work Suyuti records the opinions of earlier scholars on numerous aspects of Qur’anic studies and includes a large section on what is called the ‘descent’ of the Qur’an. What we find in Suyuti is still accepted in essence by Muslim piety as the received wisdom on this topic, even though some modern Muslim scholars question the literal and theological implications of these narratives.4

In Suyuti’s composite account, the ‘descent’ of the Qur’an took place in stages. It originated in a heavenly prototype called  al-Lawh al-Mahfuz (‘the well-guarded Tablet’; see Q. 85:22). From this heavenly tablet, the source of all divine revelations, the Qur’an was first made to descend in its entirety to the nether heaven, or sublunary world, in the Night of Power (Q. 97:1) and was then revealed piecemeal over some twenty years to the Prophet Muhammad by the angel Gabriel (Q. 17:106). Suyuti contends that this two-stage descent distinguishes the Qur’an from other revealed scriptures, all of which were imparted in one piece and in one instant of time. The Qur’an was thus both an eternal text and one that addressed specific or ad hoc problems of the Muslim community.5 The second reason for its piecemeal descent is said to be provided by the Qur’an itself at Q. 25:32-3, namely, to ‘confirm your heart with it’. The reference is of course to Muhammad and the manner in which his faith was renewed and reinforced through intermittent revelation.

As a divine revelation carrying the words of God to Muhammad across some twenty years of history, Muslim scholarship was interested first of all in how that revelation descended on the Prophet and, later on, in how his soul was readied for its descent. Three Qur’anic passages were singled out as the very earliest revelations: Sura 96 (The Blood Clot), verses 1-5;  Sura 74 (Enfolded), verses 1-7; and Sura 53 (The Star), verses 1-18. In all three passages, there exists an elaborate and vivid narrative entourage. Thus, in Sura 96, according to Muslim tradition, Muhammad is choked and stifled three times by the angel who orders him to ‘Recite!’ before he is finally able to give voice to the verses. This act of stifling is explained by some commentators as a test to make sure he is not reciting anything of his own making. In Sura 74, Muhammad, terrified by the encounter with the divine, asks his wife Khadija to wrap him up in his cloak but is then ordered to remove this cloak, cleanse himself, stand up and deliver the message entrusted to him. In  Sura 53, there is a powerful vision of a divine being who fills  the horizon, then continues to approach until he is near enough to deliver the divine words.

All three of these inaugural moments involve visual encounters of some kind. Eventually, the messages descended aurally. When asked directly by a companion how these messages descended upon him, Muhammad compared it to the clanging of a bell, followed by an agonizing ordeal, then by a feeling of great relief when the ordeal was over, leaving him conscious of what he had been taught. The great thinker Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) was to argue that in time the descent of revelations grew less onerous, to the point where most of Sura 9 (Repentance) descended on the Prophet while mounted and during a military expedition.

As regards Muhammad’s soul and its readiness to receive revelation, there exist in traditional biographies of Muhammad vivid narratives which show how at various stages of his life divine beings descended and cleansed his heart of its ‘black spot’. Later, Muslim theologians and philosophers sought ‘natural’ explanations for the phenomenon of prophecy and of inspiration (wahy), among the more interesting of which is, once more, Ibn Khaldun’s. Recalling the great chain of being, Ibn Khaldun asserted that the prophetic soul was the highest on the human ladder, thus overlapping with the angelic realm. God grants prophetic souls the ability to rise to a station where divine revelation, in various forms, can descend upon them. The painful ordeal experienced by Muhammad when revelation came down upon him was simply the soul’s agony as it shed its human form and assumed that of the angelic. The Qur’an is thus the product of a revelation descending and of a prophet ascending to receive it.




ISSUES OF CONTENT AND STYLE

Muslim tradition, seeking neatness in chronology, claimed that revelation descended over two periods of Muhammad’s life, each lasting ten years, and corresponding to his years in Mecca and Medinah. But the editors of the ‛Uthmanic Qur’an did not arrange the text accordingly. Thus Meccan and Medinese revelations are often intermixed, and such intermixture is normally indicated in modern copies of the Qur’an directly under the title of each sura or chapter; for example, Sura x is Medinese except for verses a, b and c, which are Meccan. A very rough rule of thumb, however, is that if a reader wishes to read the Qur’an in the chronological order of revelation, he or she can start at the end and read back to the beginning. This order of reading might in fact provide a more immediate introduction to the many voices in which the Qur’an speaks to its readers or listeners.

These diverse voices of the Qur’an find their origin in a saying of the Prophet: ‘The Qur’an was revealed in seven ahruf.’ One of the many interpretations of the word ahruf is that it refers to the seven registers, or perhaps tropes, of the Qur’an, cited most commonly by the exegetes as follows: command, prohibition, glad tidings, warnings, sermons, parables and narratives. A modern reader is likely to find the narrative mode the most problematic, not only because the dominant grammatical tense of the Qur’an is the ‘eternal present tense’, but also because the narratives are cast as meta-historical tales and parables of the human spirit and of the perilous journey to faith, rather than as stories. In almost all cases, the Qur’an assumes familiarity with the outlines of the tale in question, and so seeks to remind its audience of the tale’s true import and moral. Indeed, the ‛Reminder’ (al-Dhikr) is one of the most frequently occurring epithets for the Qur’an within the text itself. Yet there is much in the Qur’an which concerns itself with, or responds to, the  everyday, whether this be a sudden event, a looming crisis or even the mildly irritating conduct of some of the faithful. But even at its most ad hoc or immediate, the Qur’an wraps up these everyday ‘asides’ with a formula that suggests the aegis of eternity such as ‘God is All-Forgiving, All-Wise’. This transfiguration of narrative, this shift from narrative to mnemonic, may not be easy to appreciate for readers familiar with Bible stories, especially when several of them will be found recast in Qur’anic mode.

Uncommon too in other sacred scriptures is the manner in which the Qur’an registers the voices of those who opposed both the message and the messenger. Accordingly, the central image of faith is that of a process of growth in certainty (yaqin), a process that involves polemic and the constant divine invitation to ponder and reflect. Humans in the Qur’an are hasty and argumentative, but also stubbornly attached to opinion or creed. For faith to grow, the murmurings of Satan and his followers must be silenced. These murmurings of dissent, these arguments and counter-arguments, are scattered all over the Qur’anic text, to be met in each case by the appropriate response. They range from those who argue for an eternal, fate-dominated universe (dahr) (e.g. Q. 45:24) to those who question the resurrection of the body (e.g. Q. 17:49), to those who deny the veracity of the messenger or mock his message (e.g. Q. 3:184). The phrase ‘they cry lies’ or its equivalent, denoting a highly charged, discordant environment where the message was challenged at every turn, is found frequently. These challenges are met by a divine polemic constantly expanding in scope and rhetoric. In addition to narratives of earlier prophets and nations, nature is brought in to demonstrate God’s presence as the rhetoric comes to include an ever-widening circle of invocations: to plants, winds, animals, as well as to ancient peoples, tribes and religious sects. But perhaps the most startling aspect of its rhetoric is the deliberate address to women alongside men, rendering the Qur’an among the most  gender-conscious of all sacred texts. It is both men and women who are repeatedly addressed in admonition or praise and made to be equally responsible moral agents.

Noteworthy, too, is the gradual transformation of Muhammad himself under the impact of revelation. Classical exegetes had observed how Muhammad evolved from simple warner or bearer of glad tidings to exalted messenger and law-maker, thus running the gamut of prophetic experience. Like any person of faith, he too was on a journey of discovery, reflected in the Qur’an, during which he was often assailed by doubts and temptations and where his sincerity as well as his leadership were constantly challenged. In the Qur’an we find a messenger who, though the deliverer of the message, nevertheless stands and listens to the words of God alongside the rest of his community, who is even scolded by God on occasion for common human failings. Faith is a painful ordeal even for the message-bearer, and much must be endured before final vindication.

Another theme might be the many images of heaven and hell which overhang the Qur’anic text. It has often been noted that these visions of the afterlife involve two contrasting visions of nature, the one perverted, the other perfected. Hell is like a boiling cauldron, whose inmates are neither alive nor dead. They are made to drink fiery or revolting substances and their faces and bodies carry the scars of their torment. Hell is also a place of noisy discord and utter selfishness, where humans are reduced to fending for themselves without regard for family or loved ones. Heaven on the other hand is a garden blessed by shade, soft breezes and running streams, whose fruits are ever ripe and ever at hand. Its inhabitants lie on facing couches, as if at a banquet of friends, and converse quietly and in total harmony of spirit. The maidens and youths of paradise, sometimes a target of ridicule by modern-day sceptics, might be seen as part of the same idyllic scene, since the Qur’an explicitly denies carnal pleasures in paradise (e.g. Q. 52:23). In both places there is a correspondence between the sin itself and its punishment, as well as between a life of virtue and its reward.  In other words the punishment is frequently the sin itself revealed and experienced in its true horror while the reward of virtue is its fruit: amity and peace.

In sum, the Qur’an is both a challenging and a challenged scripture. Read as an invitation to a faith that came into the world when the world was first created, it deliberately provokes a never-ending dialogue between God and his creatures centred principally on their ability to observe, to ponder, to remember, to deduce, to obey. In doing so, the Qur’an also opened itself to challenge. Thus Qur’anic scholarship from its early days preserved a large body of invective (mata’in) against the Qur’an, whether genuine or fabricated for polemical purposes. Objections, we are told, were raised against its internal consistency, its repetitiveness, its metaphorical usage and even its grammatical mistakes. Appropriate responses were of course provided to all these objections, but the arena of debate that the Qur’an laid open has remained a central and vivid characteristic of its message: faith as a process of dialectic and discovery.




THIS TRANSLATION

I ought first to express my warm gratitude to three friends at Penguin Books who made this translation possible and took a deep interest in its progress: Adam Freudenheim, Keith Taylor and Caroline Pretty. No translator could hope for more considerate or more astute ‘minders’. The first two believed firmly in a new translation of the Qur’an and the third made innumerable suggestions for its improvement. Any new translation must of course be indebted to earlier translations and all three were a constant source of encouragement and wisdom as I laboured to locate my translation within a tradition now both long and distinguished.

In the last two or three decades a large number of new English translations of the Qur’an have appeared, some of which are of considerable accuracy and merit. The translation by George  Sale, first published in 1734, remains to the present day the fons et origo of all subsequent scholarly translations, while that of A. J. Arberry in 1954 is the one which has striven most elegantly to capture the resonance of the original Arabic, and to move away from the one-dimensional prose translations hitherto, and thereafter, dominant. Thus the question to be answered by any new translation must be: does a new translation bring new insight?

When I began this translation there were several issues, of varying import, to be considered. To many ancient and modern readers, the Qur’an progresses through what one might call bursts of revelation, and some classical scholars such as Suyuti argued that revelation descended ‘according to need, with five or ten verses (ayat) at a time, and more and less’, while a more ancient authority, ‛Ikrima (d. 724), stated that the Qur’an was revealed ‘in instalments’ (nujuman) of three, four or five verses at a time. Any translator of the Qur’an must therefore come to some sort of decision as to where these ‘bursts’ begin and end, and reflect this in the arrangement of the text. Consequently, it became evident to me that a prose rendering tends not to reflect the Qur’an’s structure. By dividing my translation into paragraphs, I hope to highlight the pericopes upon which the text is built, without of course any claim to authority as to the exact boundaries of these divisions. In addition, I have deliberately retained such peculiarities of the original text as the shift in pronouns within a single verse and the occasional incongruity of verb tense, and I have taken a few liberties in translating the same Arabic term in different ways, a matter already discussed by the early exegetes, who held that the same word could mean different things in different contexts.

More substantial is the issue of translating the many voices in which the Qur’an speaks to us. The reader will doubtless notice that the ‘register’ of the Qur’an constantly shifts, from narrative to exhortation, from homily to hymn of praise, from strict law to tender sermon, from fear and trembling to invitations to reflection. These, I decided, had to look different;  hence the horizontal and vertical disposition of the translation. By and large, where the Qur’an is narrating or legislating, I have opted for a horizontal prose format. Where it is in any sense ‘dramatic’, I have arranged the lines in a vertical ‘poetic’ fashion. But here too I cannot claim to have done anything other than to highlight a problem of translation and offer a tentative solution to it.

Most pressing of all is the issue of the style of language one chooses. Without wishing to engage with the many and fertile theories of translation on offer today, or with the fascinating controversy over the ‘familiarity’ versus ‘alienation’ of the foreign text, I unconsciously slipped into what I like to think of as measured modern English. Where some verses of the Qur’an are mutashabihat (uncertain in meaning) or abrupt, I have not tried to force meaning into them, nor have I altered the frequent mixture of singular and plural verbal forms in the same sentence. At the same time, it appeared to me to be highly desirable to preserve the sentence structure and word order of the Arabic, as well as its idioms, so long as this did not obscure the sense. In other words, I attempted a balance between the familiarly modern and the alienating archaic, while preferring at all times as literal a rendering as possible. In his translation of Beowulf, Seamus Heaney expresses the translator’s dilemma as follows:It is one thing to find lexical meanings for the words and to have some feel for how the metre might go, but it is quite another thing to find the tuning fork that will give you the note and pitch for the overall music of the work.6





In my search for that ‘tuning fork’ I was painfully aware that the cadence of the Arabic could never be truly reproduced, but nevertheless strove for what Heaney calls a ‘directness of utterance’, in order to convey something of the power of juxtapositions, rhythmic recurrence, sonority, verbal energy and rhymed endings of the original.

If all this amounts to some kind of answer to the question  posed above about a new translation bringing new understanding, that in itself would be a worthwhile endeavour. But since all translation is in essence a Sisyphean activity, inevitably falling short of perfection, my readers must ultimately judge the distance remaining to the top.

Wa qul rabbi zidni ’ilman. (Q. 20:114).

 

Tarif Khalidi 
American University of Beirut 
8 February 2008

NOTES

1   A. N. Whitehead, cited in Frank Kermode, The Genesis of Secrecy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979), p. xi.
2   Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti, Al-Itqan fi ’Ulum al-Qur’an, ed. Muhammad Abu’l Fadl Ibrahim (Sidon: al-Maktaba al-‛Asriyya, 2006), p. 507.
3   Tarif Khalidi, The Muslim Jesus (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001), p. 10.
4   See Suha Taji-Farouki (ed.), Modern Muslim Intellectuals and the Qur’an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
5   This ad hoc character of the revelation is one which many modern Muslim exegetes designate a starting point for reinter pretation.
6   Seamus Heaney, Beowulf: A Verse Translation (New York: W. W. Norton, 2002), p. xxxvi.




Further Reading

Readers of the Qur’an today are very well served by a number of reference works which are addressed to the general public, reflect the latest scholarship on various Qur’anic themes and include both Muslim and non-Muslim authors. Two works in particular should first be mentioned, both edited by a distinguished Qur’anic scholar, Jane Dammen McAuliffe. The first is  Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an (Leiden/Boston/Koln: Brill, 2001-6), with nearly a thousand alphabetically arranged entries in five volumes, and a volume of indices. This contains articles by many hands on Qur’anic terms, names and themes, with useful bibliographies appended to each article. The second is  The Cambridge Companion to the Qur’an (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), which contains articles dealing at greater length with such topics as the formation of the Qur’anic text, its transmission, traditions of interpretation and a few contemporary readings of it. While many contributions are admirably clear, not all of these articles can be recommended to a non-expert reader.

For the reader in a hurry, Michael Cook’s The Koran: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) is particularly good on the structure and sound of Qur’anic language but is marred by a supercilious tone. From a Muslim standpoint, Fazlur Rahman’s Major Themes of the Qur’an  (Minneapolis: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1980) remains a lucid, empathic and suggestive treatment. In chapter two of his  Understanding Islam (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1963),  Frithjof Schuon considers the Qur’an from a Sufi perspective and contrasts it with other sacred scriptures. Though occasionally difficult and essentializing, this essay is full of insights and repays careful reading.

The most famous of the classical commentaries on the Qur’an is that of al-Tabari (d. 923). A projected five-volume abridged translation of al-Tabari’s vast commentary was cut short by the untimely and much-lamented death of the translator, the Cambridge scholar John Cooper. Only Volume One has appeared, under the title The Commentary on the Qur’an by Abu Ja’far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari (Oxford: Oxford University Press and Hakim Investment Holdings, 1987). But even from this single volume and Cooper’s superb translation, readers will acquire a good notion of how al-Tabari and other like-minded classical commentators deployed their strategy of Qur’anic commentary. From an orientalist viewpoint, the commentary by Richard Bell (d. 1952) edited in two volumes by C. E. Bosworth and M. E. J. Richardson under the title  A Commentary on the Qur’an (Manchester: University of Manchester, Journal of Semitic Studies Monograph 14, 1991) is perhaps the most impressive but can hardly be recommended to beginners except for sampling.

Two journals contain much material of interest on the Qur’an: the first is the Journal of Qur’anic Studies, published by the Centre of Islamic Studies at the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London; the second is the Journal of Islamic Studies, published by the Oxford Centre for Islamic Studies and Oxford University Press.

Among modern Muslim scholars of the Qur’an the following might be singled out: the Pakistani Fazlur Rahman, the Algerian-French scholar Mohammed Arkoun and the Egyptian Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd. In their various ways, all three scholars have moved Muslim Qur’anic scholarship in new directions. A convenient collection of modern Muslim readings of the Qur’an is in Suha Taji-Farouki (ed.), Modern Muslim Intellectuals and the Qur’an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). Of considerable interest is a perceptive review article by a young Muslim scholar of recent Western works on the Qur’an: Walid Saleh’s ‘In Search of a Comprehensible Qur’an: A Survey of Some Recent Scholarly Works’ in Bulletin of the Royal Institute of Inter-Faith Studies (Amman), 5:2 (Autumn/Winter 2003). The author critically reviews, among others, the works of both Michael Cook (cited above) and Roberto Tottoli (cited below). Among non-Muslim scholars, the works of Jane D. McAuliffe, Stefan Wild, Angelika Neuwirth, Harald Motzki and Toshihiko Izutsu are of particular interest.

The historical background of Arabia is now clearly and elegantly summarized in Robert Hoyland’s Arabia and the Arabs: From the Bronze Age to the Coming of Islam (London: Routledge, 2001). For its vast erudition and its majestic sweep of early Islamic civilization in the context of world civilization, nothing in any European language so far rivals the first volume of M. G. S. Hodgson’s The Venture of Islam (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1974).

Readers of the Qur’an who come to it with a biblical background might find some interesting parallels in Roberto Tottoli’s  Biblical Prophets in the Qur’an and Muslim Literature (Rich mond: Curzon, 2001). Those interested in the history of the Qur’an’s reception in the European West might well begin with R. W. Southern’s short classic Western Views of Islam in the Middle Ages (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1962). Of greater scope and coverage is Norman Daniel’s Islam and the West: The Making of an Image (Oxford: Oneworld, 2000). Given the immense influence of Martin Luther on later Christian theology, the recent study by Adam S. Francisco,  Martin Luther and Islam (Leiden/Boston: Brill (HCMR, Vol. 8), 2007) contains a detailed analysis of Luther’s views on the Qur’an. Elegantly written though somewhat repetitive is John V. Tolan’s Saracens: Islam in the Medieval European Imagination  (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002).

Moving to early modern times, George Sale’s 1734 translation of the Qur’an is preceded by a historical introduction, divided  into four ‘prefaces’, which remains to this day a model of calm and balanced argument, and deserves wider recognition among historians of the European historiography of non-European cultures. Rejecting the Qur’an’s divine origin, Sale nevertheless affirms the essential sincerity of Muhammad and presents the ethical teachings of the Qur’an with considerable sympathy. Sale’s translation remains central to the history of the Qur’an in English, while his prefaces are a literary monument to the European Enlightenment.

The nineteenth century in Europe witnessed what in many ways was a reversal of medieval attitudes towards the Qur’an, possibly under the impact of renewed missionary zeal combined with European colonization of much of the Muslim world. Typical of nineteenth-century scholarship in English is Sir William Muir’s The Life of Muhammad From Original Sources, first published in 1861 and frequently reprinted. In his conclusion, Muir includes the devastating statement that ‘The sword of Muhammad and the Kor’an are the most stubborn enemies of Civilization, Liberty and Truth which the world has yet known.’ This work was by far the best-known among English-speaking Muslims of India and Egypt, and occasioned innumerable rebuttals. Unfortunately, Muirism of one description or another still thrives in certain conservative government circles in the West and among their alleged experts on Islam.

But the world of Western scholarship on the Qur’an in the last half century or so has taken a new turn, pioneered, according to some (for example Walid Saleh, above), by German scholarship. Typical of this is The Qur’an as Text, edited by Stefan Wild (Leiden: Brill, 1996), which deliberately abandons the nineteenth-century paradigm of reading the Qur’an as if it were an ignorant paraphrase of the Bible, and instead reads it on its own terms with the aid of modern literary hermeneutics. This is one area where collaboration between Muslim and non-Muslim scholarship holds much promise, in terms of both new knowledge to be gained and a better understanding of the place of the Qur’an and of Islam in the contemporary world.




The Opening

In the name of God, 
Merciful to all, 
Compassionate to each!

 

Praise be to God, Lord of the Worlds: 
Merciful to all, 
Compassionate to each! 
Lord of the Day of Judgement. 
It is You we worship, and upon You we call for help. 
Guide us to the straight path, 
The path of those upon whom Your grace abounds, 
Not those upon whom anger falls, 
Nor those who are lost.



The Cow

In the name of God, 
Merciful to all, 
Compassionate to each!

 

Alif Lam Mim*

 

Behold the Book! 
No trace of doubt in it. 
A guide to the pious, 
To those who believe in the Unseen, 
Who perform prayer, 
And who spend from Our bounty; 
Those too who believe in what has been revealed to you, 
And what has been revealed before you,  
And who know for certain that there is an afterlife. 
These are truly guided by their Lord; 
These are truly saved.

 

As for the unbelievers, it is all the same if you warn or do not warn them: they will not believe. God has sealed up their hearts, their hearing and their vision with a shroud, and terrible punishment awaits them.

Among people, there are those who say: ‘We believe in God and in the Last Day.’ But they are not true believers. They try to deceive God and the believers but, unknown to them, deceive only themselves. Sickness abides in their hearts and God increases their malady. A painful punishment awaits them for the lies they uttered.

And if someone says to them: ‘Do not sow discord in the earth,’ they answer: ‘We are merely trying to bring people together.’ In truth, they are sowers of discord, but they know it not.

 

And if someone says to them: ‘Believe as other people have believed,’ they answer: ‘Should we believe like the weak and ignorant?’ In truth, they themselves are weak and ignorant, but they know it not.

And when they meet the believers they tell them: ‘We believe’; but when alone with their devilish friends, they tell them: ‘We are with you. We were merely jesting.’ It is God Who jests with them. He gives them rope to go astray in their excess.

These are people who bartered true guidance for waywardness. Their commerce did not profit them, nor are they rightly guided.

In likeness, they are like one who lit a fire. When the fire illumined his surroundings, God extinguished their light and left them in darkness, unseeing.

Deaf.

Dumb.

Blind.

They do not repent.

Or else like a torrent from on high, with layers of darkness, 
thunder and lightning. 
They press their fingers to their ears from the peal of thunder, 
fearing death. 
But God engulfs the unbelievers. 
The lightning all but robs them of sight. 
Whenever it lights their way, they move forward; but when it 
grows dark they stand still. 
Had God willed, He would have taken away their hearing and 
their sight. 
God has power over all things.

 

O People! Worship your Lord Who created you as well as those who came before you. Perhaps you will fear Him.

It is He Who made the earth a bed for you, the sky a canopy; Who causes water to descend from the sky with which He brings forth fruits as sustenance for you. Do not, therefore, set up any equals to God when you know better.

If you doubt what We revealed to Our servant, bring forth one sura like it. And summon your witnesses, any other than God, if you are truthful. But if you do not, and surely you will not, beware of the Fire whose fuel is mankind and stones, made ready for the unbelievers.

 

Proclaim glad tidings to those who have believed and done good deeds: for them there are Gardens beneath which rivers flow. Whenever they are offered its fruits as sustenance, they say: ‘This is what we were provided with before’ - all alike in excellence is their provision.

In these Gardens they have immaculate spouses.

In them they abide eternally.

 

God shies not from drawing a parable even from an insect, or 
else anything large or small. 
Those who believe know it is the truth from their Lord. 
Those who disbelieve say: ‘What did God intend by this parable?’  
God thereby leads many astray, 
And guides many. 
But the dissolute alone He leads astray, 
They who violate God’s covenant after God had established it, 
Who sever what God commanded to be joined, 
Who sow discord on earth. 
These are the losers.

 

How can you disbelieve in God when you were once dead, 
and He granted you life? 
He shall cause you to die, 
Then He shall resurrect you, 
Then to Him you shall return. 
It is He Who created for you all that is on earth. Then He 
ascended to heaven, and arrayed them in seven heavens. 
All-Knowing is He.

 

And remember when God said to the angels: ‘I shall appoint a deputy on earth,’ and they answered: ‘Will you place therein one who sows discord and sheds blood while we chant Your praises and proclaim Your holiness?’

God said: ‘I know what you do not.’

 

He taught Adam the names of all things. Then He displayed them to the angels and said: ‘Tell me the names of these things, if you are truthful.’

They said: ‘Glory be to You! We have no knowledge except what You taught us. You! You are All-Knowing, All-Wise.’

God said: ‘O Adam, reveal to them their names.’ When Adam revealed their names, God said: ‘Did I not tell you that I know the Unseen of the heavens and the earth? That I know what you make public and what you hide?’

 

And remember when God said to the angels: ‘Kneel before Adam’; they knelt, all except Satan, who disdained, grew proud and became an unbeliever.

We said: ‘O Adam, inhabit the Garden, you and your wife. Eat from it in comfort and ease, wherever you wish. But do not come near this tree, or else you will transgress.’ Satan seduced them away from it, and caused them to leave their earlier abode.

We said: ‘Go down, an enemy each to each! On earth you will find habitation and a certain term of life.’

 

And Adam obeyed the words of his Lord, and his Lord pardoned him.

He is Ever-Ready to pardon; He is Compassionate to each.

We said: ‘Go down from it, all of you. And when My guidance comes to you, whoever follows My guidance, no fear shall fall upon them, nor shall they grieve. But those who disbelieve and call Our wonders lies, these are the people of the Fire, in which they shall abide for ever.’

 

Children of Israel, remember My bounty which I bestowed upon you.

Fulfil My covenant and I shall fulfil yours. It is Me you should fear!

Believe in that which I have revealed, confirming what you possess.

Do not be the first to blaspheme against it.

Do not sell away My revelations for a paltry sum. It is Me you should revere!

Do not confound truth with falsehood, and knowingly repress the truth.

Offer up prayers; hand out alms; kneel in prayer with those who kneel.

How can you command people to do good and forget yourselves, all the while reciting the Book? Do you not understand?

Seek help in patience and prayer, prayer that is indeed burdensome except for the devout, for those who believe they will meet their Lord, and that to Him they shall return.

Children of Israel, remember My bounty which I bestowed upon you, and that I preferred you above all mankind. Fear a Day when no soul can atone one whit for another, when no intercession is accepted from it, no ransom is admitted, and no helpers are at hand.

Remember when We delivered you from Pharaoh and his people, who practised their evil torments upon you, as they killed your children and debauched your women. Grievous indeed was that ordeal from your Lord!

 

Remember how We sundered the sea with you and saved you, and how We drowned the people of Pharaoh as you looked on.

 

Remember when We appointed for Moses forty nights and how you set up the calf after him. Evil was your deed. Later, We pardoned you, so that you might render thanks.

 

Remember when We gave Moses the Book and the Criterion, that you might be guided.

 

Remember when Moses said to his people: ‘My people, you sinned against yourselves when you took the calf as idol. Repent before your Creator and kill each other. This is better for you with your Creator.

‘God shall relent towards you: All-Forgiving and Com- passionate is He.’

 

Remember when you said to Moses: ‘We shall not trust you unless we see God face to face’ and the thunderclap struck you down as you said this. Then We brought you back from the dead, that you might give thanks. And We made the clouds to give you shade and We sent down manna and quail - ‘Eat from the delights We provided you.’

They did Us no wrong; it was themselves they wronged.

 

Remember when We said: ‘Enter this city and eat from it in  comfort and ease, wherever you wish. Enter the gate with heads bowed, and profess repentance, so that We may forgive your sins and increase the reward of the righteous.’

However, the sinners altered the words they were commanded to speak; so We caused a torment to descend from heaven upon the sinners, as punishment for their iniquity.

 

Remember when Moses prayed for water for his people and We said: ‘Strike the rock with your staff’ and twelve springs gushed forth from it. Every group recognized their drinking place - ‘Eat and drink from God’s bounty and do not corrupt the earth with disobedience.’

 

Remember when you said to Moses: ‘We can no longer bear to eat one kind of food, so pray to your Lord for us that He may bring out what plants there are on earth: green herbs, cucumbers, corn, lentils and onions.’

He said: ‘Do you wish to exchange what is of lesser worth for what is better? Then go and inhabit Egypt and your wish will be granted.’

It was thus that humility and wretchedness were decreed upon them. They departed, hard-pressed by the anger of God, for they had blasphemed against the wonders of God and would kill their prophets unjustly, out of disobedience. They had indeed transgressed.

 

As for the believers, for the Jews, the Christians and the Sabeans* who believe in God and the Last Day, and who do righteous deeds - these have their wage with their Lord. No fear shall fall upon them, nor shall they grieve.

 

Remember when We made the covenant with you, and raised the Mount above you - ‘Hold fast to what We have revealed to you! Remember what it contains; perhaps you will grow pious.’ But then you relapsed. Were it not for God’s bounty upon you and His mercy, you would have been lost.

 You know full well about those among you who transgressed the Sabbath and how We said to them: ‘Turn into apes, most wretched!’, thus turning it into a punishment for present and future sin, but a moral lesson for the pious.

 

Remember when Moses said to his people: ‘God commands you to slaughter a cow.’

They said: ‘Are you mocking us?’

He said: ‘God be my refuge that I should traduce His message!’

They said: ‘Pray to your Lord that He spell out for us what she may be.’

He said: ‘God says it is a cow, neither old nor a heifer, but midway between. So perform what you have been commanded.’

They said: ‘Pray to your Lord that He spell out her colour for us.’

He said: ‘He says it is a yellow cow, very bright in colour, a joy to behold.’

They said: ‘Pray to your Lord that He point her out to us, for cows are all alike to us and we, God willing, shall be guided.’

He said: ‘He says it is a cow neither yoked to plough the earth nor to water the sown, a cow wholesome and all of one colour.’

They said: ‘Now you speak the truth.’

So they slaughtered it, having come close to not doing so.

 

Remember when you killed a soul, and how you quarrelled about the matter. But God always reveals what you hide.

So We said: ‘Strike the dead man with a piece of the cow.’

This is how God resurrects the dead and reveals His wonders to you; perhaps you will understand.

Then your hearts grew hard, 
Becoming like rocks, or even harder; 
For among rocks there are some from which streams gush, 
And some have cracks from which water flows, 
And some which roll down from fear of God. 
But God is not unmindful of what you do.

Do you really expect them to believe in the message sent to you, when a group among them would hear the speech of God and then pervert it, knowingly, after having grasped its meaning?

Thus, when they meet the believers, they tell them: ‘We believe.’ But when they meet one another in private, they say: ‘Do you speak to them of what God has revealed to you so that they dispute with you before your Lord? Have you no understanding?’

Know they not that God knows what they conceal and what they proclaim?

 

Among them too are unlettered folk who understand Scripture only as false hopes. But they are living in illusion.

Wretched too are those who write Scripture with their own hands and then claim it to be from God, that they may sell it for a small price!

Woe to them for what their hands have written!

Woe to them for the profit they made!

 

They say: ‘The Fire shall touch us for a few days only.’

Say to them: ‘Have you a compact with God? God does not go back on His pledge. Or do you impute to God that which you know not?’

Rather, he who engenders an evil deed, and his sin engulfs him - these are the inhabitants of the Fire, dwelling therein for ever.

But those who believe and do good works, they are the inhabitants of the Garden, dwelling therein for ever.

 

Remember when We made a covenant with the Children of Israel that ‘You worship none but God; be kind to parents, kinsmen, orphans and the poor; speak kindly to people; perform the prayer and give alms.’ Then you turned away, all but a few among you, recanting.

Remember when We made a covenant with you that ‘You shall not shed one another’s blood, nor shall you drive one another out of your homes.’ You compacted thus and you yourselves stood witness. But there you are, killing one another and driving one party among you from their homes, joining forces against them in sin and aggression. Yet, if they come to you as captives, you pay their ransom, even though their expulsion was a thing forbidden to you.

Do you then believe in one portion of the Book and disbelieve in another?

What recompense for one who does this but shame in this present life, and on the Day of Resurrection, away to a punishment most dire?

God is not unmindful of what you do.

 

Those who have purchased the present life in exchange for the afterlife, for them punishment shall not be lightened, nor shall they find any to help them.

 

We revealed the Book to Moses, and We sent after him messengers in succession; and We granted Jesus son of Mary evident miracles and strengthened him with the Holy Spirit. Whenever a messenger came to you with a message contrary to your whims, did you not grow arrogant, calling some liars and killing others? They said: ‘Our hearts are shrouded.’ Rather, God cursed them for their unbelief. Little is their faith.

 

When there came to them a Book from God, confirming what they had, and they had previously called for God’s help against the unbelievers - when there came to them that which they recognized, they blasphemed against it.

God’s curse upon the blasphemers!

Wretched the price they paid for their souls:

That they should blaspheme against what God revealed, in envy that God would make His grace descend upon whomever He wills of His creatures!

So their lot was anger piled upon anger,

And a humbling punishment awaits the unbelievers.

 

And if one says to them: ‘Believe in what God has sent down,’ they answer: ‘We believe in what was sent down to us.’ They blaspheme against what came after, even though it is the Truth confirming what they themselves possess.

Say to them: ‘Why then did you kill previous prophets of God if you are true believers?’

 

Moses brought you clear signs. Thereafter you idolized the calf, acting in wickedness.

 

Remember when We covenanted with you and raised above you the Mount: ‘Hold fast to what We have revealed to you, and listen.’

They said: ‘We hear and disobey.’

They were made to imbibe love of the calf in their hearts because of their unbelief.

Say: ‘Wretched is that which your faith commands you, if you are true believers.’

Say: ‘If the Last Abode with God belongs to you alone from all mankind, then wish for death if you are sincere.’

But they will never wish for death, because of what they had committed before.

And God knows full well who the wicked are.

You will find them, of all mankind, those most attached to life.

 

Among the polytheists you will find one who longs for a lifespan of a thousand years.

Yet even such a lifespan will nudge him not a jot from punishment.

And God sees full well what they do.

 

Say: ‘Whoever is an enemy of Gabriel, let him know that it was He Who made him descend upon your heart, by God’s leave,  confirming His revelation, a guidance and glad tidings to the faithful.

‘Whoso is an enemy of God, His angels and messengers, of Gabriel and Michael, know that God is the enemy of unbelievers. ’

We brought down upon you signs and wonders most evident; only the dissolute can disbelieve in them. Can it be that every time they make a covenant, a group of them disavows it? In truth, most of them have no faith.

 

So, when a messenger from God came to them, confirming what they already possessed, a group among those to whom Scripture had been sent turned their backs upon the Book of God, pretending not to recognize it. Instead, they followed what the devils had narrated during the reign of Solomon. But it was not Solomon who disbelieved; rather, it was the disbelieving devils. It was they who taught mankind sorcery and what was revealed in Babylon to Harut and Marut.* But these two taught no one without first telling them: ‘We are a mere temptation, so do not disbelieve.’

Yet they learn from them what enables them to separate a man from his wife.

And they do no harm to anyone with their sorcery, save by God’s leave.

They learn what harms them and does them no good.

They know full well that he who deals in sorcery has no share in the afterlife.

Wretched is the price they pay for their souls, if only they knew!

Had they believed and feared God, the reward from God would have been best, if only they knew!

 

O believers! Do not say ‘Hey, listen!’ but rather ‘Please regard us’ and attend.

For unbelievers there is torment most severe.

Unbelievers among the People of the Book* or among the polytheists would much prefer it if no bounty descends upon you from your Lord.

But God singles out for His mercy whomsoever He wills.

God’s grace is most abundant.

 

For every verse We abrogate or cause to be forgotten,

We bring down one better or similar.

Do you not already know that God has power over all things?

Do you not already know that to God belongs sovereignty of heavens and earth?

That apart from God, you have neither patron nor champion?

Or do you wish to interrogate your Messenger, as Moses was once interrogated?

He who exchanges faith for unbelief has missed the right path.

 

Among the People of the Book there are many who wish they could turn you back to unbelief after you have embraced the faith. This they do out of the envy of their souls, and once the truth has become clear to them.

Forgive and pardon - that is, until God reveals His command.

God has power over all things.

 

Perform the prayer and hand out alms. 
Any good deed you do, laid by for your souls in this life, 
You shall surely find with God. 
God sees full well what you do.

 

They say: ‘Only Jews and Christians will enter the Garden.’ Such are their fancies!

Say to them: ‘Show me your proof if you speak the truth.’

Yes, indeed. He who surrenders his face to God in all piety  shall receive his reward from his Lord. No fear shall fall upon them, nor shall they grieve.

 

The Jews say the Christians count for nothing; the Christians say the Jews count for nothing; yet both recite the Book. The ignorant repeat their statements.

God shall judge between them on the Day of Resurrection regarding that upon which they differ.

 

Who is more impious than he who forbids the houses of God’s worship from mention of His name, and devotes himself to their destruction? These shall not enter them except in fear. Shame is their lot in this world, and terrible punishment in the next.

 

To God belongs the East and the West. 
Wherever you turn, there is the face of God. 
God is All-Encompassing, All-Knowing. 
They say: ‘God has fathered a child.’ 
Glory be to Him! To Him, rather, belongs all that is in the 
heavens and on earth. 
All mankind obeys Him. 
Marvellous Creator of the heavens and the earth! 
When He decrees a matter, He merely says to it: ‘Be!’ and it is.

 

The ignorant say: ‘If only God would speak to us! If only a sign would descend upon us!’

This too was said by past generations, word for word. Their minds are much alike.

But We have made clear these signs to a people of firm faith.

 

We have sent you with the Truth, 
A herald of good tidings, 
A bearer of warning. 
You are not accountable for the denizens of hell.

Jews and Christians will not approve of you unless you follow their religion.

Say: ‘God’s guidance is true guidance.’

If you follow their whims after the Knowledge which has come to you, you will have in God neither patron nor champion. Those to whom We revealed the Book recite it as it should rightly be recited. They believe in it. But those who repudiate it, they are truly lost.

 

Children of Israel, remember My bounty, and that I preferred you above all mankind. Fear a Day when no soul can atone one whit for another; when no ransom is accepted for it, when no intercession can do it any good, and no helpers are at hand.

 

Remember when his Lord tested Abraham with certain rulings and how Abraham fulfilled them.

God said: ‘I shall appoint you an exemplar to mankind.’

Abraham said: ‘And also my descendants.’

God said: ‘Evildoers shall not enjoy My covenant.’

Remember when We set up the House as a place frequented by mankind, a sanctuary: ‘Take the station of Abraham as a place of worship.’ And We thus commanded Abraham and Ishmael: ‘To sanctify My House for those who circle around it, those who seclude themselves in it and those who bow and prostrate themselves in prayer.’

 

Remember when Abraham said: ‘Lord, make this city a sanctuary and bless its people with sustenance, those of them who believe in God and the Last Day.’

God said: ‘As for him who disbelieves, I shall grant him brief enjoyment and then shall consign him to the torment of the Fire, a wretched fate indeed.’

 

Remember when Abraham and Ishmael were raising up the foundations of the House:

‘Our Lord, accept this from us,  
You are All-Hearing, All-Knowing. 
Our Lord, make us surrender ourselves to You, 
And from our descendants a nation which surrenders itself 
to You. 
Show us our holy rituals, 
And forgive us. You are All-Forgiving, All-Merciful. 
Our Lord, send them a messenger, of their number, 
Who shall recite to them Your verses, 
Teaching them the Book and the Wisdom, 
And who shall purify them. 
You are the Almighty, the All-Wise.’

 

Who can wilfully abandon the religion of Abraham unless it be one who makes a fool of himself? We chose Abraham in this world, and in the hereafter he shall be among the righteous.

 

Remember when his Lord said to him: ‘Surrender!’ and he said: ‘I surrender to the Lord of the Worlds.’ Abraham entrusted his children with this commandment, as did Jacob: ‘My children, God has chosen the pure religion for you. Depart not from this life except as those who surrender.’

Or were you witnesses when death came to Jacob?

When he said to his sons: ‘Whom will you worship when I am gone?’

They said: ‘We shall worship your Lord, and the Lord of your fathers Abraham, Ishmael and Isaac: One God. To Him we surrender.’

 

That was a nation which passed away. 
They have earned their reward, and you have earned yours. 
You will not be held responsible for what they did.

 

They say: ‘Become Jews or Christians and you will be guided aright.’

Say: ‘Rather, the religion of Abraham, of pristine faith. Nor was he a polytheist.’

 Say: ‘We believe in God, and in what was revealed to us, 
In what was revealed to Abraham, to Ishmael, to Isaac and 
Jacob and the Tribes, 
In what was revealed to Moses and Jesus, 
In what was revealed to prophets by their Lord. 
We make no distinction between any of them, 
And to Him we surrender.’

 

If they then believe in what you believe, they are guided aright. If they turn away, it is they who are in discord. God will deal with them on your behalf. He is All-Hearing, All-Knowing.

The hue of God is upon us! And what better hue than God’s?

It is Him we worship.

Say: ‘Do you argue with us concerning God, He being our Lord and your Lord, and we have our works and you have yours, while to Him we remain sincere? Or are you saying that Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and the Tribes were Jews or Christians?’

Say: ‘Are you more knowledgeable or is God?’

Who is more unjust than he who keeps hidden a testament he has from God?

God is not unaware of what you do.

 

That was a nation which passed away. 
They have earned their reward, and you have earned yours. 
You will not be held responsible for what they did.

 

Foolish people shall say: ‘What turned them away from the direction of prayer they once followed?’

Say: ‘To God belongs the East and the West. He guides whomsoever He wills onto a straight path.’

 

Thus, We have appointed you as a median nation, To be witnesses for mankind, And the Prophet to be a witness for you.

And We did not appoint the direction of prayer which you  once followed, except to distinguish him who follows the Prophet from him who turns on his heels. This change of direction was indeed a grave matter, except for those whom God has guided. But God would not allow your earlier faith to have been in vain.

Towards mankind, God is All-Caring, Compassionate to each.

 

We have seen you turning your face from side to side in the 
heavens, 
So We will now turn you towards a direction that will please 
you: 
Turn your face towards the Sacred Mosque. 
Wherever you may be, turn your faces towards it. 
Those granted the Book know that this is the truth from their 
Lord. 
God is not unaware of what they do.

 

Were you to come to those granted the Book with every kind of manifest proof, they would not follow your direction. Nor will you follow their direction. Nor indeed do some of them follow the direction of others. Were you to follow their whims, after having received Knowledge, you would then be truly unjust.

 

Those to whom We brought the Book know it as well as they know their own children.

Some of them suppress the truth knowingly.

This is the Truth from your Lord: be not among those who doubt.

 

For every community there is a direction towards which it turns; 
Therefore, hasten to charitable deeds. 
Wherever you may be, God will ultimately gather you in. 
God has power over all things. 
From any place you leave, turn your face towards the Sacred 
Mosque.  
It is indeed the Truth from your Lord; 
God is not unaware of what you do. 
From any place you leave, turn your face towards the Sacred 
Mosque. 
In any place you may be, turn your faces towards it, 
So that people can have no argument against you, except for 
the unfair among them. 
These you should not fear. 
Rather, fear Me, so that I can complete My bounty upon you, 
And that you may be guided aright.

 

Likewise, We sent among you a messenger, reciting Our verses 
to you, purifying you, 
And teaching you the Book and Wisdom: 
Teaching you that which you knew not. 
So remember Me and I will remember you. 
Give Me thanks, and do not blaspheme.

 

O believers, seek help in patience and prayer; 
God stands with those who are patient. 
Do not say about those who are killed in the cause of God 
that they are dead; 
They are indeed alive, but you do not perceive them.

 

We shall be testing you with some fear and famine, with loss 
of wealth, lives and crops: 
But give glad tidings to the patient, 
To those who, when calamity strikes, 
Say: ‘We belong to God, and to Him we shall return.’ 
Upon them descend blessings from God and mercy. 
They are guided aright.

 

Al-Safa and al-Marwa* are among the rites of God. As for him who performs the Greater Pilgrimage to the Sacred House or else the Lesser, no blame shall attach to him if he circum ambulates them. He who voluntarily does so, in piety, to him  God shall be All-Acknowledging, All-Knowing. Those, however, who suppress what We brought down of evident signs and Guidance, after We have made it clear to mankind in the Book, those God shall curse, and all who curse shall curse them - except for those who repent and reform their conduct and proclaim their faith. These I shall forgive. And I am All- Forgiving, Compassionate to each.

 

Those who blaspheme and die as unbelievers, upon them shall descend the curse of God, of the angels and of all mankind, and under that curse they shall abide eternally. Their torment shall not be lessened, nor shall any defence be accepted from them.

Your God is One God. There is no god but He, Merciful to all, Compassionate to each.

 

In the creation of the heavens and the earth, 
In the cycle of night and day, 
In ships that plough the sea, to mankind’s benefit, 
In what God causes to descend from the sky of water, 
Giving life to the earth, hitherto dead, 
And peopling it with all manner of crawling creatures, 
In varying the winds and clouds, which run their course 
between sky and earth - 
In these are signs for people who reflect.

 

Among people there are those who, instead of God, attach themselves to peers whom they love as much as they love God. But the faithful love God most. If only the unjust would realize, when they face torment, that all power belongs to God, that God is terrible in punishment! Those who were followed would then disown their followers, they would see the torment, and the links between them would be severed. The followers will say: ‘If only we could have another chance, we would disown them as they disowned us.’ Thus will God show them their deeds as deepest remorse. Nor will they ever leave the Fire.

 O mankind, eat what issues from the earth: all is licit and good for you. Do not follow in the footsteps of Satan. He is indeed your manifest enemy. He merely commands you to commit evil and debauchery and to speak about God that which you do not know.

 

And when it is said to them: ‘Follow what God has brought down,’ they answer: ‘We would rather follow that which we found our ancestors have practised.’ How so, when their ancestors understood nothing, nor were rightly guided? The likeness of those who disbelieve is like one who bellows to a creature that cannot give ear to anything save ‘Come!’ or ‘Go!’

Deaf.

Dumb.

Blind.

They do not understand.

 

O believers, eat from the good things We have provided you, and give thanks to God if it is Him you truly worship. He merely made illicit for you carrion, blood, flesh of pig and whatever has been consecrated to other than God. But he who is forced to do so, not in transgression nor in defiance, no sin shall attach to him.

God is All-Forgiving, Compassionate to each.

 

Those who suppress what God has revealed of the Book, and sell it for a paltry profit, those shall eat only fire in their bellies. God shall not speak to them on the Day of Resurrection, nor shall He cleanse them. A painful torment awaits them. They are those who bartered error for right guidance, and torment for forgiveness. How patiently will they endure the Fire! This is because God has brought down the Book with the Truth, but they who differ regarding the Book are sunk deep in discord.

 

Virtue does not demand of you to turn your faces eastwards or westwards. Virtue rather is:

He who believes in God, the Last Day, the angels, the Book and the prophets;

Who dispenses money, though dear, to kinsmen, orphans, the needy, the traveller, beggars and for ransom;

Who performs the prayer and pays the alms;

Who fulfil their contracts when they contract;

Who are steadfast in hardship, calamity and danger;

These are the true believers.

These are truly pious.

 

O believers, retaliation for the slain is ordained upon you:

A free man for a free man, a slave for a slave, a female for a female.

But if a brother is forgiven by another regarding what is ordained, then gracious pardon must be offered, and seemly deliverance of payment made. This is an act of leniency from your Lord and a mercy. Whoever commits aggression thereafter, painful torment awaits him.

The prospect of retaliation saves lives, O you who are possessed of minds - perhaps you will fear God.

 

It has been ordained upon you, when death is near to one of you, leaving wealth behind, to make a will in favour of parents and close relatives, impartially. This is incumbent upon the pious. If any person alters it after hearing it, sin will fall upon those who alter it. God is All-Hearing, All-Knowing.

But if a person suspects unfairness or sin from a testator, then brings about harmony among them, no sin shall fall upon him. God is All-Forgiving, Compassionate to each.

 

O believers, the fast is ordained upon you, as it was ordained upon those who came before you - perhaps you will fear God - for a number of days. Whoever is sick among you or on a journey, then a number of other days. Upon those who can bear it, a penance: the feeding of a poor person. He who willingly proffers good, this would be better for him. To fast is better for  you, if only you knew. The month of Ramadan is the one in which the Qur’an was sent down - right Guidance to mankind, and clear signs of Guidance and Distinction of truth from falsehood. Those among you who witness it, let him fast therein. Whoever is sick or on a journey, then a number of other days.

God desires ease for you, and desires not hardship.

Thus may you fulfil the number of days assigned, magnify God for having guided you, and perhaps you will be thankful.

If My worshippers ask you about Me, I am near.

I answer the prayer of him who prays when he prays to Me.

So let them obey Me, and believe in Me - perhaps they will be guided aright.

 

It is licit for you, on a night of fasting, to lie down with your wives. They are as a garment to you, and you are as a garment to them. God knows you used to cheat, but He has turned His face towards you and forgiven you. But now go in and lie with them, and seek what God has foreordained for you, and eat and drink until the white streak of dawn can be distinguished from the black streak. Then complete your fast until night-time. Do not lie with them in periods when you retire for devotional prayers in mosques.

These are the bounds set by God: do not infringe them. Thus does God make clear His signs to mankind - perhaps they will grow pious.

 

Do not consume each other’s wealth in falsehood, nor argue the matter with judges in order
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