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and to eradicate evil. In such cases, forgiveness and patience are more
effective and of greater value to the Islamic message. Their own personal
position or prestige is of secondary importance when the interests of the
message are better served by forgiveness and endurance. However, should
such forgiveness compromise the position of the message and lead to its
humiliation, then the first rule of equal retaliation is preferable.

Since endurance requires resisting one’s feelings and impulses,
restraining one’s emotions and maintaining control over natural
reactions, the Qur'an relates it to faith and earning God’s pleasure. It
also assures the believers that it brings them good: “But to endure
patiently is far better for those who are patient in adversity. Endure,
then, with patience, remembering always that it is only God who helps
you to be patient.” (Verses 126~127) It is God who gives a believer the
strength to be patient in adversity and to control his instinctive
reactions. Seeking God’s pleasure is the one thing that restrains the
impulse to retaliate and punish.

The Qur’an encourages the Prophet, and every advocate of Islam as
well, not to grieve when they see people turning their backs on God’s
guidance. They have their duty to fulfil. Guiding people aright or leaving
them to go astray are matters determined by God, in accordance with
His laws of nature which control people’s souls and their striving to
follow guidance or to turn away from it. “Do not grieve over them, nor
be distressed by their intrigues.” (Verse 127) The Prophet should not be
distressed when he sees such people scheme against him. God will
protect him against their scheming and intrigue. He will never let them
have the upper hand when he conveys his message, seeking no personal
gain for himself. He may have to endure harm, but that is only to test
his patience. He may feel that victory is slow in coming, bur thar is
only to test his trust in God’s support. The ultimate outcome is known
in advance: “God is indeed with those who remain God-fearing and
those who do good.” (Verse 128) He who has God on his side need not
worry about anyone’s scheming or intrigue.

Such is the constitution that any advocacy of God’s message should
follow. It is the only way to ensure victory as promised by God. This
is what God tells us, and God always tells the truth.
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SURAH 17

Al-Tsra’
(The Night Journey)

Prologue

This sirah, Al-Ira’, or The Night Journey, was revealed whilst the
Prophet lived in Makkah. It begins with glorifying God and ends with
praising Him. It includes a number of themes, most of which directly
relate to the issue of faith, but some tackle certain aspects of individual
and social behaviour and its moral basis of faith. It also includes stories
about the Children of Israel relevant to the Aqsa Mosque, the Prophet’s
terrestrial destination on his night journey, as well as some aspects of
the story of Adam and Satan, and the honour God has granted to
mankind.

However, the most prominent element in the s#ah and its central
point is the Prophet himself (peace be upon him). It examines the
attitude adopted by the people of Makkah to him, as well as the message
he preached, embodied in the Qur’an, and the guidance it provides
and how the unbelievers received it. This leads to a discussion about
the nature of the message and the role of God’s messengers. It points
to the distinction of the Prophet’s message by virtue of it having no
physical, preternatural phenomenon to support it. It has been God’s
will that when such a phenomenon, or miracle, was formerly given in
support of a divine message, those who continued to deny the message
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were shortly destroyed in consequence. It also states the principle of
individual responsibility in matters of faich, guidance and error, and
collective responsibility in matters of social behaviour. However all
such responsibility applies after God has made His message clear to
mankind th rough prophets and messengers whose task is to advise,
warn and give sound counsel, and also to make everything clear: “Maosr
clearly have We spelled our everything.” (Verse 12)

The sarah repeatedly praises God and glorifies Him and mentions the
need to praise and thank Him for all the blessings He bestows on His
servants. It begins with glorifying Him: “Limitless in His glory is He who
transported His servant by night from the Sacred Mosque [in Makkah] to
the Aqsi Mosque [in Jerusalem]...” (Verse 1) Soon afterwards, the Children
of Israel are commanded to believe in God’s oneness and are reminded
that they belong to the offspring of Noah who was ‘ truly grateful
servant of Ours.” (Verse 3) When the unbelievers’ claims about their false
deities are mentioned, the s@rah comments: “Limitless is Ee in His glory
and sublimely exaled is He above everything they may say [about Him].
The seven heavens extol His limitless glory, as does the earth, and all who
dwell in them. Indeed every single thing extols His glory and praise, but
You cannot understand their praises. He is indeed Fbrbmring, Much
Forgiving.” (Verses 43—44) The sirah quotes some of the people of earlier
divine religions who say when the Qur'an is recited to them: “Zimitless
in His glory is our Lord! Truly has the promise of our Lord been Sulfilled.”
(Verse 108) The last verse in the sirah states: “And say, All praise is due to
God who has never begotten a son; who has no partner in His dominion;
who needs none to support Him against any difficulty.” And extol His

greatness.” (Verse 111)

Thus the sizrah revolves around one axis although it tackles several
subjects. Its first part mentions the night journey: “Limitless in His
glory is He who transported His servant by night from the Sacred Mosque
[in Makkah] to the Agsd Mosque [in Jerusalem] — the environs of which
We have blessed.” (Verse 1) T also specifies the purpose of this journey:
“so that We might show him some of Our signs.” (Verse 1) In connection
with the mosque in Jerusalem the sizrah mentions the book revealed
to Moses and what God determined in it for the Children of Israel,
speaking about two episodes of destruction and diaspora because of
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their injustice and corruption. They are warned about a third and a
fourth time if they revert to the same ways. It then states that this last
divine revelation, the Qur’an, guides to the pach that is straightest,
while man is often driven by uncontrollable reactions. It also states the
rule of individual responsibility with regard to following divine guidance
or straying away from it, and collective responsibility with regard to
behaviour and practice.

The second part speaks about the truth of God’s oneness, considering
it the basis upon which the whole social set up should be built,
including the values of work and behaviour. This central issue of faith
should be the pivot around which all human life turns.

The third part speaks of pagan superstitions which attribute daughters
and partners to God. It also mentions resurrection and how the
unbelievers could never imagine it would take place. It shows how
they received Qui’anic revelations and the fabrications they reiterated
about the Prophet (peace be upon him). It commands the believers to
say something better, unlike the falsehood of unbelievers.

In the fourth part the sirah explains the reason for not giving the
Prophet physical miracles or preternatural phenomena. When such
miracles were given to earlier communities and they continued to deny
the message of truth, the law God has set in such cases applied to them
and they were destroyed. It refers to the unbelievers’ actitude to the
warnings based on the vision God showed to the Prophet, and their
persistence in their erring ways. In this connection a part of the story
of 1blis, or Satan, is mentioned and his declaration that he would remain
for ever man’s determined foe. This part of the story appears to be an
exposition of the reasons for the unbelievers going astray. It comments
on this by warning mankind against incurring God’s punishment,
coupled with a reminder of God’s grace and the honour He has given
to mankind. It tells them about what awaits God’s obedient servants,
contrasting it with what awaits the disobedient on the day when every
community is summoned by calling their leaders or guides. “7hose
who are given their records in their right hands will read their records.
None shall be wronged by as much as a hair’s breadth. But whoever is
blind in this world will be even more blind in the life to come, and still
Sfurther astray from the path of truth.” (Verses 71-72)
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The final part of the s#rah speaks about the unbelievers’ schemes
against the Prophet (peace be upon him), and their actempts to lure
him away from at least part of what was revealed to him. It mentions
their attempt to expel him from Makkah. When he actually left, he
did so carrying out God’s orders. Had they forcibly expelled him, they
would have been destroyed, as happened to communities which in
former times expelled their prophets or killed them. God commands
the Prophet in the sirah to carry on with his mission, reciting the
Qur’an and attending to his prayers, appealing to God to enable him
to enter and leave in a true and sincere manner, and to declare that the
truth has come to light and falsehood is certain to wither away. The
sitrah states that this Qur’an is a source of cure and guidance to believers.
Man’s knowledge, however, remains inadequate. “Yow, /mankind], have
been granted but little knowledge.” (Verse 85)

The sirah continues to speak about the Qur'an and its challenge to
all mankind. Yet the unbelievers required physical miracles, and asked
for angels to be sent down in support of the Prophet’s message. They
suggested that the Prophet should have a house of adornments, or a
garden with date and vine trees, through which rivers run, or that he
should cause a spring of water to gush forth for them, or that he himself
should climb up to heaven and bring them a written letter to read. All
these demands were dictated by intransigence, not by the desire to
have proof to ensure conviction. The s#rah replies that all chis is beyond
the limits of the role of God’s Messenger and the nature of his message.
It leaves matters in this regard to God. It derides such demands and
those who make them, telling them that had they had control over the
treasures of God’s grace, which is always abundant, never exhausted,
they would still fear to give it away. It was sufficient for them to realize
that everything in the universe glorifies God. They should have
remembered that the miracles given to Moses did not lead the ones
determined to oppose him to change their minds and follow him.
Hence, God inflicted His punishment on them.

The sirah concludes with a short discourse about the truth inherent
in the Qur’an. Tt was revealed in passages, so that the Prophet could
read it to people over a long time, as would befit different occasions
and circumstances. People would then be influenced by its practical
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approach to living conditions. It was received by pgople of sound
knowledge with humility. They were so in fluenced by it to the extent
that they wept and prostrated themselves to God. The .S‘Z-—l?:/,l/] then
concludes with praising God who has never taken to Himself a son or
a partner, just as it began with glorifying Him.

A Unique Experience

The story of the night journey by the Prophet from the Sacre.d
Mosque in Makkah to the Agsa Mosque in Jerusalem, and th.en his
ascension from there to the highest heaven and che world of which we
know nothing, is mentioned in several reports. It has been the subject
of much controversy, which continues even today. There are various
reports about the place from which the Prophet’s night journey qarted.
Some suggest that it was the mosque itself, which fits w'Lth Ehe
phraseology of the verse. One report quotes the Prophet as saying: “As
I was in the mosque, at Hijr Isma Gl half asleep, Gabriel came to me
with al-Buraq...” Tt is also reported that his journey began from the
house of his cousin Umm Hani. This report is acceptable on the basis
that the term, ‘the Sacred Mosque’, includes the whole Faram area,
which surrounds the mosque. Ibn ‘Abbas is reported to have said, “The
whole of the Haram area is 2 mosque.”

It is also reported that he was sleeping in Umm Hant’s house when
he was taken on his journey and returned home before the night was
over. He related the event to his cousin and told her: “I saw the prophets
and led them in prayer.” As he was about to leave to go to the mosque,
she stopped him, saying: “I fear that people will not believe you if you
tell them what you have just told me.” The Prophet made clear his
intention to tell them, ‘even though they would not believe me.”

When the Prophet sat in the mosque, Abt Jahl, the arch-enemy of
Islam, went to him and asked him whether he had any news. The
Prophet told him.of his night journey. Abd Jahl called on people to
gather and listen to the strange news the P rophet had to tell them. AS~
the Propher did so, some of them started clapping as a gesture of

rejecting what they heard while others put their hands on their heads
‘0 disbelief. Some who had earlier accepted Islam now turned away
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declaring that they were no longer Muslims. Some went to Abit Bakr,
the Prophet’s closest Companion, to find out what his reaction would
be. When they assured him that Muhammad actually claimed to have
made the return journey to Jerusalem overnight, Abi Bakr said: “If he
has actually said this, he is telling the truth.” When they expressed
their amazement that he would believe such a singular story, Abii Bakr
said: “What is so surprising? [ do believe him when he says something
even more incomprehensible. He says he receives revelations from on
high and I believe him.” Abii Bakr was then given the title Siddiq
which denortes ‘a true and firm believer’. . ,
Some of them had been to Jerusalem and so asked the Prophet to
describe it to them. Its picture was raised before his eyes and he described
it to them in detail. They said that his description was accurate. They
then asked him to tell them about their trade caravan and when it
would arrive. He told them the number of its camels and its condition
at the time. He further told them that it would arrive at sunrise on a
particular day, headed by a white camel. On the day appointed by the
Prophe, they went out to make sure the caravan arrived. When the
sun began to rise, they said: Here is the sun rising. Then they looked
and said: And here is the caravan headed by a white camel, just like
Muhammad said. Yet still they refused to believe.
| .On the same night, the Prophet ascended from Jerusalem to heaven.
Disagreement among scholars touches on the point of whether or not
the Prophet went on this night journey when he was awake or if it was
a dream-like journey. It is reported that ‘A’ishah, his wife, said: “By
God, the Prophet’s body was never missing, but it was his soul which
ascended.” Al-Hasan is reported to have said that it was all in a dream
he saw. Other reports make it clear that it was a journey he toolk body
and soul, and that his bed was still warm when he came back. o
The weightier view, on the basis of all the reports we have, is that
thg Prophet left his bed in his cousin’s home and went to the Ka ‘bah.
When he was at Hijr Isma Gl half awake, he was taken on his journey
to Jerusalem and from there he ascended to heaven, before returning
to his bed which was still warm. |
Having clarified this, we do not see much point in the long
arguments people have engaged in over the past, and still do, concemin;
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the nature of this event which certainly took place. Whether it was a

physical or spiritual trip, or a vision he saw while awake or asleep, does

not make much difference. It does not alter much of the nature of this

event to say that it was an act of unveiling that enabled the Prophet to

see remote places and worldsina brief moment. Those who understand
even a lictle of the nature of God’s power and the nature of
prophethood will find nothing strange in this event. To God’s power
and ability, all matters, which appear easy or difficult by our human
standards and according to what is familiar to us, are the same. What
is familiar to us in our world is not to be taken as the criterion for
making a judgement in celation to God’s ability. The nature of
prophethood is a link with God, which may not be compared to
anything familiar in human life. That a remote place or world be shown
to the Prophe, or that the Prophet visited such a place by means that
we know or do not know about, are no more strange o miraculous
than for him to receive God’s message. Indeed Aba Bakr put the matcer
in its proper perspective when he told the people of Makkah that he
believed the Prophet in what was even more incomprehensible: the
revelations he received from on high.

The Quraysh had ample hard evidence of the cruth of this journey
when they asked the Prophet to tell them about their trade caravan,
and their subsequent verification of every point of detail he mentioned.
But they were bound to meet his story with total disheliefat first. The
point to be noted here is thar the Prophet did not listen to his cousin,
Umm Hani, when she tried to persuade him not to tell them about
his journey for fear of cheir reaction to what would sound rotally
impossible. The Prophet’s trust in the cruth of his message and the
reality of his journey was such that he went out and told them, paying
little heed to how they would receive his news. His mission was to
convey to them his message complete, and he was not one to evade his
duty. Some of those who had believed in the new faith turned back.
Unbelievers found in his story material for ridicule and doubt about
everything he said. But none of this made him hesitate to declare the
cruth as he saw and believed it. In this the Prophet teaches a lesson to
the advocates of Islam across all generations: they must declare the
truth plainly in all situations. They should not fear what reaction this
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brings about. They must not try to tailor their faith so as to fit in with
what people like to hear.

nature when it is purged of all corrupting influences. When the Prophet
spoke out about hjs journey, he did not seek to make it proof
confirming the truth of his message. He only stated a true event, purel}}
and simply because it was true,
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God’s Infinite Power

Al-Isy3’ (The Night Journey) J

Inthe Name of God, the Merciful, J
the Beneficent J

Limitless in His glory is He who
transported His servant by night
from the Sacred Mosque [in
Makkah] to the Aqsa Mosque [in
Jerusalem] — the environs of
which We have blessed — so that
We might show him some of Our
signs. Indeed He alone is the One
who hears all and sees all. (1)

We gave Moses the book and
made it a [source of] guidance
for the Children of Israel, saying:
‘Do not take anyone for a
guardian other than Me. (2)

You are the descendants of those
whom We carried [in the arl]
with Noah. He was a truly
grateful servant of Ours.” (3)
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We made it clear to the Children
of Israel in the book: ‘Twice will
you spread corruption on earth
and will indeed become grossly
overbearing.” (4)

When the prediction of the first
of these came true, We sent
against you some of Our servants
of_ great might who wrought
havoc throughout the land. Thus
[Our] warning came to be

fulfilled. (5)

Then We let you prevail against
them once more, and We gave
you wealth and offspring, and
made you more numerous [than
ever. (6)

And We said:] ‘If you do good,
you will be but doing good to
yourselves; and if you do evil, it
will be also against yourselves.’
And when the second prediction
came true, [We allowed your
enemies] to disgrace you utterly,
and to enter the Mosque just like
[their predecessors] had entered
it the first time, and to visit with
destruction all that fell into their
power. (7)
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It may be that your Lord will
have mercy on you; but if you
revert [to your old ways], We
shall revert [to punishing you].
Indeed We have made hell a place
of confinement for the un-
believers. (8)

Surely this Qur’'an shows the way
to that which is most upright. It
gives the believers who do good
deeds the happy news that theirs
will be a rich reward; (9)

and [declares] that We have
prepared a grievous suffering for
those who do not believe in the
life to come. (10)

Yet man prays for evil as eagerly
as he prays for good. Truly man
is ever hasty. (11)

We have made the night and the
day as two [of Our] signs. Then
We have effaced the sign of the
night while the sign of the day
We have left enlightened, so that
you may seek bounty from your
Lord, and you may learn to
compure the years and be able to
reckon. Most clearly have We
spelled out everything. (12)
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Every human being’s action have
We tied around his own neck. On
the Day of Resurrection We shall
produce for him a record which
he will find wide open. (13)

[And We will say:] ‘Read this your
record! Sufficient it is for you
today that your own soul should
make out your account.” (14)

Whoever chooses to follow
guidance does so for his own
good, and whoever goes astray
does so to his own loss. No soul
shall be made to bear the burden
of another. We would never
inflict punishment [on anyone]
until We have sent a Messenger
[to give warning]. (15)

When it is Our will to destroy a
community, We convey Our
command to those of its people
who live a life of affluence. If they
persist in sin, judgement is
irrevocably passed, and We
utterly destroy them. (16)

Many generations have We
destroyed since Noah’s time.
Suffice it that your Lord is well
aware of His servants’ sins, and
observes them all. (17)
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As for those who care only for
[the pleasures of] this fleeting life,
We readily grant of it whatever
We may please to whomever We
will. In the end We consign any
such person to hell, where he will
burn disgraced and rej jected. (18)

life to come, strive for it as it
should be striven for, and are true \
believers, are indeed the ones who
will have their endeavours well

rewarded. (19)

But those who care only for the \

On all — these as well as those —
do We bestow the bounty of your
Lord. Indeed your Lord’s bounty \
is not denied [to anyone]. (20)

See how We have bestowed more \
bounty on some than on others.
But the life to come will be higher
in rank and greater in merit. (21)

A Unique Journey
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The sirah begins with glorifying God, the most fitting action to
confirm the bond between God and His servants in the atmosphere of
compassion and friendliness imparted by the mention of the night

journey:

Limitless in His glory is He who sransported His servant by night
from the Sacred Mosque [in Makkah] to vhe Agsa Mosque [in
Jerusalem] — the environs of which We have blessed — so that We
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might show him some of Our signs. Indeed He alone is the One
who hears all and sees all. (Verse 1)

The sirah emphasizes the position of man as God’s servant: “FHe
who transported His servant by night...” The empbhasis here is needed
in the context of the Prophet’s ascension to heaven where no human
being had gone before. It is important in this context thar the status of
man’s servitude to God should always be remembered. There must be
no confusion of status similar to that which happened in the case of
Jesus on account of his birth, his being raised to heaven at the end of
his life on earth, and the powers which were given to him during life.
All these caused some people to confuse his status and to claim that he
had a divine nature. In its simplicity and purity, Islam insists that no
similarity could ever exist between God and any creature.

The Arabic text of this opening verse uses the verb, a7, which denotes
‘travelling during the night’. Tt is sufficient then to use this verb to denote
the time of the action. Yet the verse adds the phrase, laylan, or ‘by night’,
to give an added sense of the still night and the ease of travel., The journey
from the Sacred Mosque to the Aqsa Mosque was one chosen by God,
the Compassionate who knows everything. It provided a link between
all monotheistic faiths from the time of Abraham and Ishmael to the
time of the last Propher, Muhammad (peace be upon them all). It also
established a link between the holy places in all these religions. It seems
that this unusual journey served as an announcement that the last
Messenger was the heir to the heritage of all former messengers. His
message staked a claim to all these holy places. Thus it becomes a journey
that goes beyond the scope of time and place.

The opening verse describes the Agsa Mosque as one with blessed
environs. This description shows the blessings surrounding the mosque
and flowing in abundance. This impression could not have been given
with a direct description such as ‘the mosque which we have blessed.’
This is another example of the refined use of language characteristic of
the Quir'an.

The Prophet’s night journey was a telling sign, and it was
accompanied by others, as the opening verse says in stating its purpose,
“so that We might show him some of Our signs.” Covering the distance
between the Sacred Mosque in Makkah and the Agsa Mosque in
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Jerusalem, in a very short period that did not allow the Prophet’s bed

to become cold, is a sign of God’s power, whatever the means used to
accomplish it. It opens our minds to new horizons in the universe and
reveals latent potentials within mankind. It shows that those human
beings chosen by God to be the bearers of His message have the latent
ability to receive whatever greater powers God wishes to give them. It
is God wha has honoured man, giving him a favoured position among
His creation, and endowed him with such potentials. “He alone is the
One who hears all and sees all.” (Verse 1) He indeed hears and sees all
that is beyond the reach of our hearing and seeing faculties.

It is especially impressive that the opening verse of this sizrah starts
with glorifying God, “Limitless in His glory is He who transported His
servant by night”. After defining the purpose of this journey, it finishes
with highlighting two of God’s attributes, perfect hearing and seeing
that encompass all things. This quick movement across purposes reflects
the finest points of the expression used. The glorification is addressed
to God Himself, and the statement about the purpose of the night
journey comes from Him, while the description of God’s powers is
made in the form of an indisputable stacement. All these forms are
combined in one verse so as to give their different imports.

The Promise to the Israelites

The night journey is a remarkable sign which God wished to
demonstrate. It is an amazing journey by human standards. The Agsa
Mosque in Jerusalem, which was the destination of the first part of
this journey, is at the heart of the Holy Land which God assigned to
the Children of Israel before He caused them to be driven out of it.
Thus it is appropriate to relate in the passage thart follows the history
of Moses and his people, the Israelites:

We gave Moses the book and made it a [source of] guidance for the
Children of Israel, saying: ‘Do not take anyone for a guardian other
than Me. You are the descendants of those whom We carried [in the
ark] with Noah. He was a truly grateful servant of Ours.” We made
it clear to the Children of Israel in the book: *Twice will you spread
corruption on earth and will indeed become grossly overbearing.”
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When the prediction of the first of these came true, We sent against
you some of Our servants of great might whe wrought havoc
throughout the lind Thus [Our] warning came to be Sulfilled,
Then We let you prevasl against them once more, and We gave you
wealth and offipring, and made you more numerous [than ever
And We said:] If you do good, you will be bur doing good to
yourselves; and if you do evil, it wil] be also against yourselves,”
And when the second prediction came truye, {We allowed your
enemies] to disgrace Jyou utterly, and to enter the Mosque just like
[their predecessors] had entered ir the first time, and to visit with
destruction all thar Jell into their power. Ir may be that your Lord
will have mercy on you; but if you reverr [to your old ways], We
shall revert [to punishing you]. Indeed We have made hell a place
of confinement for the unbelevers. (Verses 2-8)

This episode in the Children of Israel’s history is mentioned only in
this sizrah in the Qur’an. It refers to the fate of the Jews which led to
the collapse of their stare. It reveals the direct relationship between the
spread of corruption and loose morality in a nation and its decline and
destruction. This comes in fulfilment of a law of nature God has set in
operation, and which the sirah refers to. The law states that the
corruption and immorality of the affluent in any community is the
cause of its destruction by God.

The story begins here by mentioning Moses’ revealed book, the
Torah, and the warnings it gives to the Israelites. It reminds them of
their great ancestor, Noah, God’s obedient and truly graceful servant,
and also of their ancestors who were carried with him in the ark. It
should be remembered that only the believers were allowed on the
ark: “We gave Moses the book and made it a [source of] guidance for the
Children of Iirael, saying: Do not take anyone Jor a guardian other than
Me. You are the descendanis of those whom We carried [in the ark] with
Noah. He was o truly grateful servany 9f Ours.” (Verses 2-3)

Both the warning and the reminder are confirmation of the promise
that the szrb soon mentions. The promise makes it clear that God
will not inflict punishment op ally community unless He sends them
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first a messenger to warn and remind them. I¢ makes clear the primary
purpose of giving the book to Moses. It serves as a source of guidance
and warns them: “Do not take anyone for a guardian other than Me.”
They must rely on none other than God and turn to Him only for
guidance. This is the essence of faith. Anyone who seeks a guardian
other than God is misguided and devoid of true faith,

The sirah makes its address to them in the name of their ancestors
who were carried in the ark with Noah. These were the best of mankind
at the time of the first messenger on earch. Pointin g out this relationship
in this address serves to remind them of God’s grace when He saved
their forefathers wicth His truly grateful servant, Noah. Thus it
establishes an age-long bond of faith. That Noah is described here as
God’s servant is intended to emphasize this pointand also to highlight
the essential quality of God’s chosen messengers, which is their servitude
to Him. In the firsc verse Muhammad is described as ‘God’s servant’.
This follows the Qur'anic method of maintaining an air of harmony
and coherence throughout each sizrab.

In the book which God gave Moses to serve as a source of guidance to
the Israclites, He issued them with a warning that they would be doomed
to destruction should they spread corruption on earth. The destruction
was visited on them twice because its causes were repeated. This is
followed by a warning of further episodes of destruction should they
revert to their old ways of spreading corruption. This leads to the
inevitable operation of God’s laws of nature that never fail: We made it
clear 1o the Children of Israel in the book: “Tivice will you spread corruption
on earth and will indeed become grossly overbearing.”” (Verse 4)

This judgement is merely information given to them by God,
spelling out what they will do and what will happen to them as a
result. It is based on God’s knowledge of their fate. It is not an act of
predestination that they cannot escape, or that forces their hands so as
to behave in a certain way. God does not compel anyone to be corrupt
or to spread corruption. “Say: never does God enjoin what is indecent.”
(7:28) It is the nature of God’s know]edge that makes Him aware of
what will happen in the future in the same way as He is aware of what
is happening now. What is yet to happen, and is totally unknown to
all human beings, is, to God, the same as what has already happened.
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Samé Action, Same Penalty

In the book He gave to Moses, the Torah, God warned the Children
of Israel that they would spread corruption on earth twice and that
they would gain power and be the masters in the Holy Land. Every
time they held power and used it corruptly or spread corruption,
God sent some of His servants against them who overpawered and
destroyed them, abusing their rights: “When the prediction of the
first of these came true, We sent against you some of Our servants of
great might who wrought havoc throughout the land. Thus [Our]
warning came to be fulfilled.” (Verse 5)

This was the first time: they gained power in the Holy Land and
they established their strong state. But then they resorted to tyranny
and corruption. As a result, God brought them face to face with some
of His servants who combined great might with strong determination.
They overran those who had erred and spread corruption, completely
subjugating them. Thus the warning came to pass, as is always the case
with God’s promises.

After the Children of Israel were vanquished and suffered
humiliation, they turned back to their Lord, mended their ways and
applied the lessons they had learnt. In the meantime, their conquerors
were blinded by victory and travelled along the same road of tyraﬂny
and corruption. As a result, the tables were turned. The vanquished
were victorious again: “Then We let you prevail against them once
more, and We gave you wealth and offspring, and made you more
numerous than ever.” (Verse 6) History thus repeated itself.

Before the sirah continues its account of the true prophesy and
warning, it states a basic rule of action and reward: “If you do good,
you will be but doing good to yourselves; and if you do evil, it will be
also against yourselves.” (Verse 7) This is a never changing rule with
effects that transcend this life into the next. It makes everything a
human being does, with all its results and consequences, totally his
own. Thus, reward is the natural fruit of action. Hence it is
determined by the nature of the action done. This is to say that a
human being is responsible for himself. It is he who chooses to do
good or evil, and he alone who will receive the reward or bear the
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consequences of what he does. He has only himself to blame when
the result of his action leads him to suffer punishment.

Having established the rule, the sizrah goes on to complete the telling
of true prophesy: “When the second prediction came true, [We allowed
your enemies] to disgrace you utterly, and to enter the Mosque just like
[their predecessors] had entered it the fzut time, and to visit with
destruction all that fell into their power.” (Verse 7)

The siirah does not include in its text any account of how the Israelites
spread corruption again after they regained power. Its mention of the
first occasion is sufficient: “ Tiwice will you spread corruption on earth.”
(Verse 4) But it tells us of what God inflicted on them the second
time: “When the second prediction came true, [We allowed your enemies]
to disgrace you usterly.” (Verse 7) This is a vivid description of the
widespread destruction that causes acute humiliation, visible even on
their faces. Or the disgrace was physically painted on their faces, coupled
with what they felt when they saw their sanctities desecrated. And
they ¢ enter[m’] the Mosque just like [their prm’ecmm ] had entered it
the first time.” (Verse 7) They wrought total destruction, leaving
nothing in place.

The warning was fulfilled. God sent enemies against the Jews who
overpowered them, destroyed their kingdom and left chem in their
great diaspora. The Quran does not specify the nationality of those
God sent against the Jews, because such informartion adds nothing to
the lesson to be drawn, or to the effect of the law God has made
applicable to all communities.

The sirah comments on this true warning and prophesy by saying
that this destruction may be a way leading to God’s mercy if the right
lesson is drawn and acted upon: “It may be that your Lord will have
mercy on you.” (Verse 8) But if the Jews revert to spreading corruption
on earth, then the law will inevitably operate and the punishment will
again be inflicted: “But if you revert [to your old ways], We shall revert
[to punishing you].” (Verse 8) They certainly did revert to their corrupt
ways and God sent the Muslims againsc them who drove them out of
Arabia. They did this again with the same results, until He caused
them to be humiliated during the twentieth century. We see now how
they have again reverted to tyranny and corruption in the state of Israel
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which uses very cruel tactics against the Arabs, the owners of the land.
God is certain to send His servancs against them who will make them
suffer much for their corruption in fulfilment of His firm warning
and in accordance with His law which never fails. We need only wait
and see this take place. .
The sirah concludes this episode by defining the destiny the
unbelievers will suffer in the hereafter. It i the same destiny as will be
suffered by those who spread corruption: “Indeed We have made hell
place of confinement for the unbelievers.” (Verse 8) They will be
sltllrrounded, unable to escape. Furthermore, it is large enough to contain
them all. '

Guidance in All Fields

The sirah now speaks about the Qur’an, making it clear that it is a
book of true and full guidance:

Surely this Qur'an shows the way 1o that which is most upright. Ir
gives the believers who 4y good deeds the happy news thar theirs
will be a rich reward: and [declares] that We have prepared a

grievous suffering for those who do not believe in the life to come.
(Verses 9-10)

“Surely this Quran shows the way to that which is most upright.”
This is a general statement applicable to all those who are guided by
the Qur'an and the goals to which it guides. Thus, the guidance is
given to communities and generations that are not restricted by time
or place. And the superiority of its guidance applies to all that they
may attain when they follow any method or approach. It is also superior
to every good thing to which people may be guided at any time or
place.

The Quran guides to that which is ‘most upright’ in relation to
man’s inner feelings and thoughts, outlining a clear faith, free of
complication and ambiguity. Its guidance frees the human spirit of
the burden of myth and superstition, and releases human energy so
that it is constructive, bringing benefit, providing a harmonious link
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between the laws that govern the universe and those governing human
nature. \

The Qur’dn also ensures harmony between man’s outward and
inward existence, feelings and behaviour, faith and action. In all this
it shows the way to what is ‘most upright’, linking all chese aspects
to the true and unseverable bond that exists between man and God.
This enables man to look up to a higher horizon while he is still on
earth. Thus what man does in his daily life becomes an act of worship,
provided that he does so seeking God’s acceptance. This is true even
when the action itself provides him with pure enjoyment of what is
available in this life.

In the field of worship also, the Qur'an establishes a perfect balance
between duties and abilities. This ensures that duties are not seen as
too hard so as to constitute a heavy burden, or induce despair of ever
fulfilling one’s obligations. Maintaining this balance ensures that a
person neither takes matters too lightly or complacently on the one
hand, nor exceeds the limits of whar is reasonable and perfectly bearable
on the other. Thus we can say without fear of contradiction that in
worship, the Qur’dn shows the way to that which is most upright.

The same applies to human interaction whether between individuals
and couples, governments and peoples, or states and races. Relations
between all these groups are established on a firm basis, influenced
neither by personal prejudice and interest, nor by feelings of love and
hatred. This firm foundation in human relations is chosen by God,
the Creator who knows His creation and what is certain to promote
goodness in their lives. The Qur'an shows the way which gives the
best course of action in the fields of politics and finance, as well as in
those of social and international relations,

The Qur’an also endorses all divine religions, establishing a firm
link berween them, honouring all that is sacred in them, and protecting
all that they hold in reverence. This ensures that humanity, with all its
divine faiths live in peace. In this again the Qur’an provides its perfect
guidance. This is all summed up in the verse which says: “Surely this
Quran shows the way ro that which is most upright.” (Verse 9)

"1t gives the believers who do good deeds the happy news that theirs
will be a rich reward; and [declares] thar We have prepared a grievous



