UNDERSTANDING
The

J
Qur'an
THEMES AND STYLES

Chapter I: The Qur’an
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96:1 ‘Read in the Name of your Lord’. These were the first words of the Qur’an revealed to
Muhammad. The revelation came to him during a period of retreat and meditation in a cave
outside Mecca in 610 CE. He was already forty years old; he was not known to have had a gift

for poetry or rhetoric like many of his contemporaries, or to have engaged in any discussion of
religion. His account survives of the extraordinary circumstances of this revelation, of being

approached by an angel who commanded him: ‘Read/’ ‘}é‘ IQRA

When he explained that he could not read the angel squeezed him strongly, repeating the
request twice, and then recited to him the first two lines of the Qur’an in which the concepts of
‘reading’, ‘learning/knowing’ and ‘the pen’ occur six times
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(96:1-5) READ in the name of thy Sustainer, who has-created man out of a germ-cell; Read - for
thy Sustainer is the Most Bountiful One; who has taught [man] the use of the pen —taught man
what he did not know!

The Qur’an does not begin chronologically like the Old Testament, nor genealogically like the
New Testament, but —as modern Muslim writers on education point out — by directly talking
about reading, teaching, knowing and writing. Nor does the beginning of the Qur’an resemble
the beginning of any earlier work known in Arabic literature. Until the first revelation came to
him in the cave, Muhammad was not known to have composed any poem or given any speech.
The Qur’an employs this fact in arguing with the unbelievers:
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Say: "Had God willed it [otherwise], | would not have conveyed this [divine writ] unto you, nor
would He have brought it to your knowledge. Indeed. A whole lifetime have | dwelt among you
ere this [revelation came unto me]: will you not, then, use your reason?”10:16
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[0 Muhammad,] thou hast never been able to recite any divine scripture ere this one [was
revealed], nor didst thou ever transcribe one with your own hand or else, they who try to
disprove the truth [of thy revelation] might indeed have had cause to doubt [it].29:48

The word qur’an lexically means ‘reading’ and came to refer to ‘the text which is read’. The
Muslim scripture often calls itself ‘kitab’: lexically this means ‘writing’ and came to refer to ‘the
written book’. Thus the significance of uttering and writing the revealed scripture is emphasized
from the very beginning of Islam, and is locked in the very nouns that designate the Qur’an.
The first piece of revelation consisted of two lines in Arabic, which began the Qur’an and the
mission of the Prophet, after which he had no further experience of revelation for some while.
Then another short piece was revealed, and between then and shortly before the Prophet’s
death in 632 ad at the age of sixty-three, the whole text of the Qur’an was revealed gradually,



piece by piece, in varying lengths, giving new teachings or commenting on events or answering
guestions according to circumstances. For the first experience of revelation Muhammad was
alone in the cave and he reported it. After that the circumstances in which he received
revelations were witnessed by others and recorded. Visible, audible and sensory reactions were
witnessed by those around the Prophet when he experienced the ‘state of revelation’. His face
would brighten and he would fall silent and appear as if his thoughts were far away, his body
would become heavy as if in sleep, a humming sound would be heard about him, and sweat
would appear on his face, even on winter days. This stage would last for a brief period and as it
receded he would immediately recite new verses of the Qur’an. This state was reported clearly
not to be the Prophet’s to command: it would descend on him as he was walking, sitting, riding,
or giving a sermon, and there were occasions when he waited anxiously for it for over a month
to answer a question he was asked, or comment on an event.

The Prophet and his followers understood these signs as the experience accompanying the
communication of Qur’anic verses by the Angel of Revelation (Gabriel). The Prophet’s
adversaries explained it as a sign of his ‘being possessed’, or magic. (In this regard, the Qur’an
has itself recorded all claims and attacks made against it and against the Prophet in his
lifetime.)

The first word in the Qur’an, and in Islam, was, as seen above, an imperative addressed to the
Prophet, linguistically making the authorship of the text outside Muhammad. This mode is
maintained throughout the Qur’an. It talks to the Prophet or talks about him and does not
allow him to speak for himself. The Qur’an describes itself as a book which God ‘sent down’ to
the Prophet: the expression ‘sent down’, in its various derivations, is used in the Qur’an well
over 200 times. In Arabic this word conveys immediately, and in itself, the concept that the
origin of the Qur’an is from above and that Muhammad is merely a recipient. God is the one to
speak in the Qur'an: Muhammad is addressed, ‘O Prophet’, ‘O Messenger’, ‘Do’,

‘Do not do’, ‘They ask you ..., ‘Say’ (the imperative form of the word ‘say’ is used in the Qur'an
well over 300 times). The Prophet is censured sometimes in the Qur’an. His status is
unequivocally defined as ‘Messenger’ (rasil) and he is often reminded that his duty is the
communication (balagh) of the Message to the community.

To the Prophet himself, the Qur'an was ‘sent down’ and communicated to him by ‘the faithful
Spirit’, Gabriel, and it was categorically not his own speech. Stylistically, Qur’anic material which
the Prophet recited following the states of revelation described above is so evidently different
from the Prophet’s own sayings (‘adith), whether uttered incidentally or after long reflection,
that they are unmistakably recognizable as belonging to two different levels of speech. With
every new addition to the Qur’anic body, the Prophet would recite it to those around him, who
would learn it and in turn recite it to others in an environment which had long been known to
be eager to receive any new literary material. Throughout his mission the

Prophet repeatedly recited the Qur’an to his followers in prayers and speeches. An inner circle
of his followers wrote down verses of the Qur’an as they learned them from him and he was
faithful in having the Qur’an recorded even in the days of persecution, acquiring scribes for this
purpose (twenty-nine have been counted in the Medinan period).



The book itself, as printed today, covers less than 500 small pages. It was revealed over twenty-
three years, which means a rough average of less than twenty-five pages a year, or two pages a
month. Even in our word-processing days, vast numbers of children in Muslim countries learn
the entire Qur'an during the early years of their education. In keeping with his care to record
and preserve every new piece of the Qur'an, Muhammad tried to ensure that not even his own
sayings interfered with this, and ordered,

‘Whoever has written anything from me other than the Qur’an, let him erase it.” One
consequence of this was that the reports of his own sayings and reported actions later suffered
from forgery. Muslim scholars had to sift this "adith material through an elaborate system of
attestation, rejecting numerous "adiths on the grounds of forgery, and declaring others weak in
their chain of transmission (ma yuradd li sanadihi) or in the text itself (ma

yuradd li matnihi). All this arose originally from concern for the authenticity of the Qur’anic
material. By the end of the Prophet’s life (10/632) the entire Qur’an was written down in the
form of uncollated pieces. Large numbers of followers learnt parts of it by heart; many learned
all of it4 from the Prophet over years spent in his company. They belonged to a cultural
background that had a long-standing tradition of memorizing literature, history and genealogy.
With every new piece the Prophet requested his followers, ‘Place this in the surah that talks
about such and such.” Material was thus placed in different surahs, not in chronological order of
appearance, but in surahs as they were to be read by the Prophet and believers, appearing on
examination as if fitting into a pre-existing plan.5 Over the years, in his prayers and in teaching
his followers, he read the material in the order that it appeared in the surahs of the Qur’an. The
form of the Qur’an still, to this day, follows this original arrangement without any alteration or
editing. It is not historical in its arrangement, nor biographical, nor in the form neither of
lectures, nor of a book edited and arranged by scholars.

During the second year after the Prophet’s death (12/633) and following the battle of Yamama,
in which a number of those who knew the Qur’an by heart died, it was feared that, with the
gradual passing away of such men, there was a danger of some Qur’anic material being lost.
Therefore the first caliph, Abi Bakr’ ordered that the Qur’an should be collected in one written
copy which was kept with him. This copy remained locked away until the time of ‘Uthman, the
third caliph, when a problem arose. The urgency is summarized in the appeal of Hudhayfa bin
al-Yaman, who demanded of ‘Uthman, on returning from battles in Azerbaijan (25/645),

‘Quick! Help the Muslims before they differ about the text of the Qur’an as the Christians and
Jews differed about their scriptures.” Hudhayfa had become perturbed when he saw Muslim
soldiers from different parts of Syria and Iraq meeting together and differing in their readings of
the Qur’an, each considering his reading to be the correct one. The only full official written copy
had been kept first with Abi Bakr, then with ‘Umar, and after his death with his daughter
Hafsaa, a widow of the Prophet. Responding to the urgent demand for help, ‘Uthman sent word
to Hafsa, asking for the copy in her possession to be sent to him. He ordered that a number of
copies be made and distributed to different parts of the Muslim world as the official copy of the
Qur’an. This prevented the possibility of different versions evolving in time, as Hudhayfa had
originally feared. The ‘Uthmanic codex has remained as the only canonical text of the Qur’an
that exists, recognized by Sunnis and Shi‘is alike throughout the Muslim world for the last



fourteen centuries. Muslims have remained so faithful to the ‘Uthmanic form through the ages
that although in a few cases certain features of Arabic orthography have changed, it is still
adhered to in manuscripts and printed copies of the Qur’an —in spite of calls for change in
accordance with what young students are used to in their study of everyday Arabic. Along with
modern word-forms, students are taught to recognize the age-old, venerated forms as distinctly
belonging to the writing of the Qur’an. It has thus acquired sanctity in its very orthography.

The Qur’anic material that was revealed to the Prophet in Mecca is known as the Meccan
material of the Qur’an, while that revealed in Medina is known as Medinan. The Mecca Surah s
set out the basic belief system of Islam, parts of which the Arabs found very difficult to accept.
They had difficulty in believing in the existence of one God, a belief encapsulated in the first
creed of Islam — ‘There is no god but Allah’ — as they came from a mainly pagan polytheist
culture. In their rejection of this they referred, for instance, to the Christian belief in the Trinity
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“Never did we hear of [a claim like] this in any faith of latter days! It is nothing but [a mortal
man’s] invention! “(38:7). The Qur’an in its turn argued that both Heaven and Earth would have
collapsed if they were created and governed by more than one god
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”"He cannot be called to account for whatever He does, whereas they will be called to
account:”” (21:23);
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”"Never did God take unto Himself any offspring, nor has there ever been any deity side by side
with Him: [for, had there been any,] lo! Each deity would surely have stood apart [from the
others] in whatever it had created, and they would surely have [tried to] overcome one
another! Limitless in His glory is God, [far] above anything that men may devise by way of
definition,”

(23:91).

In response to the belief that God has daughters or had a son, the Qur’an asserts,
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SAY: "He is the One God: "God the Eternal, the Uncaused Cause of All that exists; "He begets
not, and neither is He begotten; "and there is nothing that could be compared with Him.

(112:1-4). The second belief is in the Prophet hood of Muhammad. They could not conceive
how someone who eats and goes to the marketplace could be a prophet
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"Yet they say: What sort of apostle is this [man] who eats food [like all other mortals] and goes
about in the market places? Why has not an angel [visibly] been sent down unto him, to act as a
warner together with him?” (25:7). They demanded of Muhammad that he bring an angel with
him, or perform all varieties of miracles in order to prove that he was truly a prophet. The
Qur’an retorted that if there were angels living on the Earth, then an angel-prophet would have
been sent
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“Say: "If angels were walking about on earth as their natural abode, We would indeed have sent
down unto them an angel out of heaven as Our apostle." “(17:95). The Prophet Muhammad
was always commanded to say to them: ‘l am only a human being, like yourselves, to whom
revelation has come’
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“and so they say: "[O Muhammad,] we shall not believe thee till thou cause a spring to gush
forth for us from the earth, or thou have a garden of date-palms and vines and cause rivers to
gush forth in their midst in a sudden rush, or thou cause the skies to fall down upon us in
smithereens, as thou hast threatened, or [till] thou bring God and the angels face to face before
us, or thou have a house [made] of gold, or thou ascend to heaven - but nay, we would not
[even] believe in thy ascension unless thou bring down to us [from heaven] a writing which we
[ourselves] could read! Say thou, [O Prophet:] "Limitless in His glory is my Sustainer! Am |, then,
aught but a mortal man, an apostle?" Yet whenever [God's] guidance came to them [through a
prophet,] nothing has ever kept people from believing [in him] save this their objection: "Would
God have sent a [mere] mortal man as His apostle?" Say: "If angels were walking about on earth
as their natural abode, We would indeed have sent down unto them an angel out of heaven as
Our apostle." (17: 90-95)
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Say [O Prophet]: "l am but a mortal man like all of you. It has been revealed unto me that your
God is the One and Only God. Hence, whoever looks forward [with hope and awe] to meeting
his Sustainer [on Judgment Day], let him do righteous deeds, and let him not ascribe unto
anyone or anything a share in the worship due to his Sustainer!" (18:110). The Qur’an cites the
example of former prophets, like Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus, who preached the same
beliefs, the various responses of their communities, and how in the end prophets were
vindicated.

But the most insurmountable difficulty for the Arabs was the fundamental belief in resurrection
and judgment. Their incredulity at this was frequently recorded in the Qur’an as they could not
conceive how, when they had become rotten bones, they could be exhumed, get up and walk
again and be judged by God. The Qur’an, in its turn, argued for the possibility and inevitability
of Resurrection. Naturally, it would not have been suitable for the Qur’an to introduce to the
small Muslim community living under constant persecution in Mecca teachings in the area of
civil, criminal and international law, or to command them to fight back to defend themselves.
This came in the Medinan parts of the Qur’an. Much of the material placed towards the end of
the Qur’an is from the Meccan era, whereas much of that in the long Surah s at the beginning
belongs to the Medinan era.

Quantitatively speaking, beliefs occupy by far the larger part of the Qur’an. Morals come next,
followed by ritual, and lastly the legal provisions.

Thus, the entire Qur’an contains around 6200 verses. Out of these, only 100 deal with ritual
practices. Personal affairs take up seventy verses, civil laws seventy, penal laws thirty, judicial
matters and testimony twenty verses.

The Qur’an is not like a legal textbook that treats each subject in a separate chapter. It may deal
with matters of belief, morals, ritual and legislation within one and the same Surah . This gives
its teachings more power and persuasion, since they are all based on the belief in God and



reinforced by belief in the final judgment. Thus the legal teachings acquire sanctions both in
this world and the next. This will be elaborated upon further in discussions about marriage and
divorce below, as well as in the chapters dealing with the style of the Qur’an.

Qur’anic material is divided into Surah s, or sections, conventionally translated into English as
‘chapters’. This is an unhelpful designation, since a

Surah might consist of no more than one line, such as Surah s 108 and 112, whereas Surah 2,
the longest in the Qur’an, consists of just under 40 pages.

There are 114 Surah s in all and each Surah consists of a number of verses each known in
Arabic as an aya (sign from God). With the exception of Surah 9, each one begins with ‘In the
name of Allah, the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful’. Some Surah s contain Meccan and
Medinan ayas. The heading of each Surah contains its serial number, title, whether it was
Meccan, Medinan or mixed, and which verses belong to which era. The order of material in
each Surah was determined by the Prophet, who is believed to have been acting on the
instruction of the angel of revelation himself, who delivered the Qur’anic material to him.
Western scholars —and even some Muslims in the past — have taken the view that the
compilers of the Qur’anic material after the death of the Prophet determined the order of

the Surah s mainly according to decreasing length. However, stronger evidence shows that it
was all done by the Prophet who read it in this order over many years. His companions, judging
by their attitude to the Prophet and Qur’anic material, would not have taken the liberty of
changing anything that they had learned from him, as the word of God should not be changed
in any way.

The Wider Influence of the Qur’an

The collected written text of the Qur’an was the first book in the Arabic language. It was also
the starting point around which, and for the service of which, the various branches of Arabic
studies were initiated and developed.

Thus it was in order to ensure accurate reading of the Qur’an that Arabic grammar was first
developed and written down, especially when Islam began to spread outside the Arab region.
The same is true of Arabic phonetics, rhetoric, modes of recitation, calligraphy and so on.

It was the Qur’an that took Arabic outside the Arabian Peninsula, making it an international
language that deeply penetrated important languages like Persian, Turkish, Urdu, Indonesian,
Swahili, Hausa and others. Basic religious scholarship in the various countries of the Muslim
world is conducted in Arabic. The first Surah of the Qur’an, al-Fati‘a, which is an essential part
of the ritual prayers, is learned and read in Arabic by Muslims in all parts of the world. This
particular Surah is read in Arabic by practicing Muslims at least seventeen times a day, but
other verses and phrases in Arabic are also incorporated into the lives of non-Arabic-speaking
Muslims. A Muslim from any part of the world, of whatever linguistic or cultural background,
can lead other Muslims in prayer, as they are performed in Arabic. Such is the far-reaching
importance of the Qur’an for the Arabic language that it has in fact preserved the Arabic
language. In Egypt, for instance, at the turn of this century there was a call for the adoption of
English instead of Arabic, or for the Roman script for writing Arabic, or even the adoption of the
Egyptian dialect of Arabic as a written language.



All such calls were resisted and then rejected because they would have meant the demotion of
the Arabic of the Qur’an to a mere relic of the past. Muslim children start to learn portions of
the Qur’an by heart in their normal schooling: the tradition of learning the entire Qur’an by
heart started during the lifetime of the Prophet and continues to the present day. A person
attaining this distinction becomes known as a "HAFIZ, and this is still a prerequisite for
admission to certain religious schools in Arab countries.

Nowadays, the Qur’an is recited a number of times daily on the radio and in the Arab world,
and some Arab countries devote a broadcasting television channel exclusively to the recitation
and study of the Qur’an. A verse in the Qur’an states,
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‘When the Qur’an is read, listen to it with attention and keep silent so that you may be given
mercy’ (7:204). Reading or recitation begins, ‘In the name of God, the Most Beneficent, the
Most Merciful’, and ends with the customary closing phrase, ‘The Almighty has spoken the
Truth’, indicating the sacred nature of the Qur’anic words between these two formulae. Only
those in a state of ritual ablution may touch the Qur’an and a person in a state of major ritual
impurity (following sexual intercourse, for instance) may not recite it until a bath has been
taken. Muslims swear by the Qur’an for solemn oaths in the law courts (though it is not
approved to swear anyone except Allah’s name, while having solemn oath) and in everyday life.
The Qur’an is the supreme authority in Islam. It is the fundamental and paramount source of
the creed, rituals, ethics and laws of this religion. The sunna (or "adith — sayings and actions of
the Prophet) come second to it.

The sunna derives its authority from such Qur’anic commands as
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‘Say: “Pay heed unto God and the Apostle.” And if they turn away - verely, God does not love
those who deny the truth. (3:32) To Muslims, the Qur’an is the speech of God, revealed in word
and meaning, and entirely authentic in its divine authority. It is read in acts of worship: the
sunna is not like that. The relationship between the two, however, is well-defined. The sunna
either emphasizes what is in the Qur’an (sunna mu’akkida), explains the manner in which
something should be carried out (sunna mubayyina) or introduces new teachings modelled on
what is in the Qur’an (sunna muthbita), but it does not contradict the Qur’an.

The Qur’an and its Translations
The Qur’an was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad in Arabic. Theologically, it is the Arabic

version that is considered the true Qur’an, the direct word of God, and read in acts of worship.
No translation is considered to be the Qur’an, or word of God as such, and none has the same



status as the Arabic. Translations are considered by Muslims merely as renderings of meanings
of the Qur’an. All Muslims, Arab and non-Arab, learn and read the Qur’an, or parts of it, in
Arabic, in order to have the satisfaction and blessing of uttering the holy speech, the very same
words that were uttered from the mouth of the Prophet and read by his companions, and by
successive generations of Muslims, in their different lands and throughout the Islamic era. No
translation can claim this status. Christian readers will realize that the Qur’an clearly differs
from the Bible in this respect.

The Qur’an was recited first to Arabs whose paramount gift lay in eloquence of speech and who
had a rich and elaborate literature, especially poetry. Both followers and opponents of the
Prophet recognized its literary supremacy and inimitability. Believers hearing it uttered on the
spot by the Prophet, and recognizing how different it was from the Prophet’s day-today-
speech, saw in this a further proof of its divine origin. One of his opponents who was in awe of
the power of the Qur’an’s language described it by saying, ‘It ascends to the heights and
nothing ascends above it, and it crushes what is beneath it.” Thus the Qur’an has a distinct style
and noble grandeur that immediately sets it apart from other speech, and which Arabs,
Muslims and non-Muslims, recognize. Reflecting on the text, one is constantly struck by its
freshness of expression, and yet such is its nature that ordinary Arabs from all walks of life can
easily understand and appreciate its powerful effects. The message of the Qur’an was originally,
after all, directly addressed to these people without distinction as to class, gender or age,
without any officiating priesthood. This is a language that is still in constant use in almost all
social and cultural contexts.

The Qur’an has its own self-created features which unfortunately have not been fully studied in
English. Knowledge of Qur’anic stylistics is essential for scholarship in this field. The Arabic
science of rhetoric owes its existence to the desire of Muslim scholars to appreciate and
interpret the literary aspects of the Qur’an. Yet while we find numerous books on Arabic
grammar written in English over the centuries, there are in fact no parallel books on Arabic
rhetoric. Important commentaries in Arabic on the Qur’an, which elucidate its rhetorical
excellence, such as those by Zamakhshari (d.1143) and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d.1209), have not
yet been translated into English. When sufficient books on these subjects are written in English
they will help to solve the problems Western readers find in appreciating the Qur’an’s existing
English translations.

Arabs themselves find English translations of the Qur’an disappointing, unconvincing, and
lacking in the cohesion, clarity and grandeur, as well as the rhythm and power, of the original
Qur’anic verses. A comparison between the history and manner of translation of the Bible and
the Qur’an into English is useful in this regard. The Authorized Version of the Bible was
translated by a group of forty-seven including clerics, scholars and men of letters working
together to produce a work for King James |. The New English Bible was retranslated into
modern English by a similarly large group of English-speaking people. On the other hand, the
first translation of the Qur’an into English was made by Alexander Ross and printed in 1649. He
called it The Alcoran of Mahomet, the Prophet of the Turks ... newly Englished for the
satisfaction of all that desire to look into the Turkish vanities. Ross was not a specialist in the
Qur’an or ‘adith, and he did not know Arabic, but based his translation on a French version. He



added a letter ‘From the Translator to the Christian Reader’, justifying his translation of the
‘heresy of Mahomet’ to satisfy his critics who almost prevented the publication of this
‘dangerous book’. This was the beginning of a long tradition of translations and studies of the
Qur’an in English. Some — Rodwell (1861) and Bell (1937) — sought to refute it in the light of the
Bible, while others — Sale (1734), Palmer (1880), Pickthall (1930) and Arberry (1955) — brought
increasing levels of scholarship in Arabic and appreciation of Arabic literature, and decreasing
levels of prejudice to bear on their translations — no prejudice being apparent in the last two.
There are now numerous translations in English, but not one has been made by more than one
person at a time, and no Arab Muslim specialist in Qur’anic studies has made a translation.
The Qur’an’s unique qualities in the Arabic need to be analysed in English, and a new approach
adopted towards its translation. Even the best of the available translations pose very serious
difficulties in the proper appreciation and understanding of the Qur’an. The Arabic original,
however, will remain to the Muslims the sacred speech, ‘a sublime scripture’
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Verily, they who are bent on denying the truth of this reminder as soon as it comes to them -
[they are the losers]: for, behold, it is a sublime divine writ: (41:41).

Features of Style

As already mentioned, the Qur’an has its own style, and the reader should be acquainted with
some important features of this style. In the remaining part of this chapter, we will discuss
some of these features. The reader should not expect the Qur’an to be arranged
chronologically, or in subject order. In many Surah s it combines a number of subjects, for
instance beliefs, rituals, morals and law, in order to reinforce its basic teachings. Legal matters
are given more force through being related to beliefs, rituals and morals.
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GOD - there is no deity save Him, the Ever-Living, the Self-Subsistent Fount of All Being. Neither
slumber overtakes Him, nor sleep. His is all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth. Who is
there that could intercede with Him, unless it be by His leave? He knows all that lies open
before men and all that is hidden from them, whereas they cannot attain to aught of His
knowledge save that which He wills [them to attain]. His eternal power overspreads the



heavens and the earth, and their upholding wearies Him not. And he alone is truly exalted,
tremendous. The impressive Throne Verse (2:255), for example, about the majestic attributes
of God, follows an instruction to the believers to part with their money for charity before the
day comes when no money or friendship would avail them before God in all His majesty. Those
who do not understand how the

Qur’an presents its material for its own ends, criticize this as being jumbled. Similarly in
discussions about settlements in divorce, often accompanied with bitterness or over-
possessiveness, the Qur’an suddenly;
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“And if you divorce them before having touched them, but after having settled a dower upon
them, then [give them] half of what you have settled - unless it be that they forgo their claim or
he in whose hand is the marriage-tie forgoes his claim [to half of the dower]: and to forgo what
is due to you is more in accord with God-consciousness. And forget not [that you are to act
with] grace towards one another: verily, God sees all that you do.” (2:237) reminds people to
‘preserve the prayer and stand before God in devotion’
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“BE EVER mindful of prayers, and of praying in the most excellent way; and stand before God in
devout obedience.” (2:238) before resuming discussion on the original subject.

If the Qur’an were arranged in chronological order it would have become a biography or
historical record. If it were to combine different material, say about God or prayer, in one
separate chapter, and insert another chapter on paying to charity and a third chapter on
settling marriage disputes; if there had been a chapter on water, and one on the afterlife and
one on Adam, it would not have had the powerful effect it does by using these themes to
reinforce its message in various places. The Qur’an is not an academic thesis, but a book of
guidance and has its own methods of targhib (instilling desire) and tarhib (instilling fear) so that
they act together.

This is an important feature of the Qur’an. Thus you find contrast in the material: wherever it
speaks of paradise and the rewards of the righteous, always next to it, it also mentions hell and
the punishment of the evildoer, since it recognizes that there will always be people who do
good and others who do evil
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“Verily, We have shown him the way: [and it rests with him to prove himself] either grateful or
ungrateful. “(76:3). Those who feel that the Qur’an talks too much about punishment should
remember that it talks also about the rewards of the righteous: God forgives and punishes

“Tell My servants that | am truly forgiving, a true dispenser of grace; and [also,] that the
suffering which | shall impose [on sinners] will indeed be a suffering most grievous. “(15:49-50).

Although the Qur’an was not written in the form of an edited text, and the Prophet did not
interfere in its revealed order, adding connecting sentences here or there, the connection
between materials within each Surah is understood in Arabic either by short conjunctions or
pronouns, or certain words repeated, referring to the earlier material, or contrasting with it, or
giving an example. It may also put material in historical order, an earlier prophet being followed
by a subsequent one without a conjunction like ‘then’ or ‘thereafter’ as the order itself shows a
clear connection. Sometimes the conjunction is left out but the cohesion remains. This is known
in books on Arabic rhetoric as fasl (disjoining). In certain situations, by not joining with a
conjunction you establish a certain relationship with the previous material verses
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“Alif. Lam. Mim. THIS DIVINE WRIT - let there be no doubt about it is [meant to be] a guidance
for all the God-conscious. Who believe in [the existence of] that which is beyond the reach of
human perception, and are constant in prayer, and spend on others out of what We provide for
them as sustenance; And who believe in that which has been bestowed from on high upon
thee, [O Prophet,] as well as in that which was bestowed before thy time: for it is they who in
their innermost are certain of the life to come! It is they who follow the guidance [which comes



from their Sustainer; and it is they, they who' shall attain to a happy state! 2:1-5 speak about
the believers; verses 6
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“BEHOLD, as for those who are bent on denying the truth - it is all one to them whether thou
warnest them or dost not warn them: they will not believe.”.. speak of the unbelievers, without
using a conjunction. The English language, which has different patterns of cohesion, may add
something like ‘as for the unbelievers; such and such happens to them.” In Surah 96, vv.1-5
“READ in the name of thy Sustainer, who has-created man out of a germ-cell Read - for thy
Sustainer is the Most Bountiful One, who has taught [man] the use of the pen —taught man
what he did not know! Talk about God’s grace to man in creating and teaching him. Verses 6—8
“Nay, verily, man becomes grossly overweening; whenever he believes himself to be self-
sufficient: for, behold, unto thy Sustainer all must return” are connected by repeating the word
al-insan (man) and by being a contrast: whereas man should have shown gratitude, he is
actually arrogant and oppressive.

Bell saw the rest of the Surah as having ‘hardly any connection” with the first part, when in fact
it is simply giving an example of the arrogant and oppressive unbeliever who is trying to
prevent a believer from worshipping his Lord. Razi, in his tafsir, always shows the linguistic and
logical connection, and if Bell had read his work he would have changed his opinion over a vast
number of examples in his translation and his commentary on the Qur’an. Translators should be
aware of this and should attempt to convey the Arabic into an English equivalent, supplying the
expected English form. Much work has to be done in English on the cohesive devices in the
Qur’an as they work in Arabic.

The early Qur’anic scribes put all the material of one Surah together from beginning to end
without paragraphing. English translators sometimes fail to see where a section should properly
begin and where it ends, and thus they disjoin material that should go together. For example, in
discussions about war in Surah 2, some translators start the section from v.190, when in fact it
should start from 189 and continue up to 196, not 195. This would show the connection
between asking the Muslims to fight, and their being prevented from reaching the Holy Mosque
of Mecca to perform the pilgrimage.
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2:189-196 “THEY WILL ASK thee about the new moons. Say: "They indicate the periods for
[various doings of] mankind, including the pilgrimage." However, piety does not consist in your
entering houses from the rear, [as it were,] but truly pious is he who is conscious of God.
Hence, enter houses through their doors, and remain conscious of God, so that you might
attain to a happy state. AND FIGHT in God's cause against those who wage war against you, but
do not commit aggression-for, verily, God does not love aggressors. And slay them wherever
you may come upon them, and drive them away from wherever they drove you away - for
oppression is even worse than killing. And fight not against them near the Inviolable House of
Worship unless they fight against you there first; but if they fight against you, slay them: such
shall be the recompense of those who deny the truth. But if they desist-behold, God is much-
forgiving, a dispenser of grace. Hence, fight against them until there is no more oppression and
all worship is devoted to God alone; but if they desist, then all hostility shall cease, save against
those who [wilfully] do wrong. Fight during the sacred months if you are attacked: for a
violation of sanctity is [subject to the law of] just retribution. Thus, if anyone commits
aggression against you, attack him just as he has attacked you - but remain conscious of God,
and know that God is with those who are conscious of Him. And spend [freely] in God's cause,
and let not your own hands throw you into destruction; and persevere in doing good: behold,
God loves the doers of good. AND PERFORM the pilgrimage and the pious visit [to Mecca] in
honour of God; and if you are held back, give instead whatever offering you can easily afford.
And do not shave your heads until the offering has been sacrificed; but he from among you who
is ill or suffers from an ailment of the head shall redeem himself by fasting, or alms, or [any
other] act of worship. And if you are hale and secure, then he who takes advantage of a pious
visit before the [time of] pilgrimage shall give whatever offering he can easily afford; whereas
he who cannot afford it shall fast for three days during the pilgrimage and for seven days after
your return: that is, ten full [days]. All this relates to him who does not live near the Inviolable
House of Worship. And remain conscious of God, and know that God is severe in retribution.”



The same applies in Surah 22. Verse 25
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“BEHOLD, as for those who are bent on denying the truth and bar [others] from the path of God
and from the Inviolable House of Worship which We have set up for all people alike - [both]
those who dwell there and those who come from abroad - and all who seek to profane it by
[deliberate] evildoing: [all] such shall We cause to taste grievous suffering in the life to come.]”
talks about the unbelievers barring the Muslims from reaching the Holy Mosque, and this is
where the section should begin, and continue up to v.41. Those who separate v.41 from 40
because a disruption of the meaning, since 41 is an adjectival clause talking about people
already mentioned 22: 40-41
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“Those who have been driven from their homelands against all right for no other reason than
their saying. “Our Sustainer is God!” For, if God had not enabled people to defend themselves
against one another, all] monasteries and churches and synagogues and mosques - in [all of]
which Gods name is abundantly extolled - would surely have been destroyed [ere now]. And
God will most certainly succour him who succours His cause: for, verily, God is most powerful,
almighty, [well aware of] those who, [even] if We firmly establish them on earth, remain
constant in prayer, and give in charity, and enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing
of what is wrong; but with God rests the final outcome of all events.”. Those who do not put
the translation into paragraphs but follow the old Arabic system also cause difficulties to the
modern reader. Others, by simply putting the ayas, rather than the paragraphs, into separate
lines, and by not being fully aware of the cohesive devices in Arabic, again cause problems.

As we shall see in discussions on the Fatihah the Qur’an has an internal logic for developing its
material, even though this is not introduced in a scholastic manner. Moreover, the Qur'an
always offers justification for its message, supporting it with logical arguments, for example in
explaining the unity of God e.g. ARABIC (21:21-2)
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“And yet some people choose to worship certain earthly things or beings as deities that [are
supposed to] resurrect [the dead; and they fail to realize that], had there been in heaven or on
earth any deities other than God, both [those realms would surely have fallen into ruin! But
limitless in His glory is God, enthroned in His awesome almightiness far] above anything that
men may devise by way of definition!
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(23:91) “Never did God take unto Himself any offspring, nor has there ever been any deity side
by side with Him: [for, had there been any,] lo! each deity would surely have stood apart [from
the others] in whatever it had created, and they would surely have [tried to] overcome one
another! Limitless in His glory is God, [far] above anything that men may devise by way of
definition;
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(36:78-83) “And [now] he [argues about Us, and] thinks of Us in terms of comparison, and is
oblivious of how he himself was created! [And so] he says, “Who could give life to bones that
have crumbled to dust?” Say: “He who brought them into being in the first instance will give
them life [once again], seeing that He has full knowledge of every act of creation: He who
produces for you fire out of the green tree, so that, lo! you kindle [your fires] therewith.” Is,
then, He who has created the heavens and the earth not able to create [anew] the like of those
[who have died]? Yea, indeed - for He alone is the all-knowing Creator: His Being alone is such
that when He wills a thing to be, He but says unto it, “Be” — and it is. Limitless, then, in His
glory is He in whose hand rests the mighty dominion over all things; and unto Him you all will
be brought back!”. More examples may be seen in the chapter on ‘Life and Beyond’. The Qur’an
also supports its statements with reference to the past (the history of earlier nations and
prophets), to the present ( nature as a manifestation of God’s wisdom, power and care) and to
the future (life hereafter and Judgement), in addition, of course, to constantly reminding
people of God and His attributes, for example the Throne verse (2:255) “GOD - there is no deity
save Him, the Ever-Living, the Self-Subsistent Fount of All Being. Neither slumber overtakes
Him, nor sleep. His is all that is in the heavens and all that is on earth. Who is there that could



intercede with Him, unless it be by His leave? He knows all that lies open before men and all
that is hidden from them, whereas they cannot attain to aught of His knowledge save that
which He wills [them to attain]. His eternal power overspreads the heavens and the earth, and
their upholding wearies Him not. And he alone is truly exalted, tremendous.” and the Light
verse (24:35)
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“God is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The parable of His light is, as it were, that of a
niche containing a lamp; the lamp is [enclosed] in glass, the glass [shining] like a radiant star: [a
lamp] lit from a blessed tree - an olive-tree that is neither of the east nor of the west the oil
whereof [is so bright that it] would well-nigh give light [of itself] even though fire had not
touched it: light upon light! God guides unto His light him that wills [to be guided]; and [to this
end] God propounds parables unto men, since God [alone] has full knowledge of all things.”,
and 59:22-24
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“GOD IS HE save whom there is no deity: the One who knows all that is beyond the reach of a
created being’s perception, as well as all that can be witnessed by a creature’s senses or mind:
He, the Most Gracious, the Dispenser of Grace. God is He save whom there is no deity: the
Sovereign Supreme, the Holy, the One with whom all salvation rests, the Giver of Faith, the One
who determines what is true and false, the Almighty, the One who subdues wrong and restores
right, the One to whom all greatness belongs! Utterly remote is God, in His limitless glory, from
anything to which men may ascribe a share in His divinity! He is God, the Creator, the Maker
who shapes all forms and appearances! His [alone] are the attributes of perfection. All that is in
the heavens and on earth extols His limitless glory: for He alone is almighty, truly wise!””; 57:1—
10
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“ALL THAT IS in the heavens and on earth extols God’s limitless glory: for He alone is almighty,
truly wise! His is the dominion over the heavens and the earth; He grants life and deals death;
and He has the power to will anything. He is the First and the Last, and the Outward as well as
the Inward: and He has full knowledge of everything. He it is who has created the heavens and
the earth in six aeons, and is established on the throne of His almightiness. He knows all that
enters the earth, and all that comes out of it, as well as all that descends from the skies, and all
that ascends to them. And He is with you wherever you may be; and God sees all that you do.
His is the dominion over the heavens and the earth; and all things go back unto God [as their
source]. He makes the night grow longer by shortening the day, and makes the day grow longer
by shortening the night; and He has full knowledge of what is in the hearts [of men]. BELIEVE in
God and His Apostle, and spend on others out of that of which He has made you trustees: for,
those of you who have attained to faith and who spend freely [in God’s cause] shall have a
great reward. And why should you not believe in God, seeing that the Apostle calls you to
believe in [Him who is] your Sustainer, and [seeing that] He has taken a pledge from you? [Why
should you not believe in Him] if you are able to believe [in anything]? It is He who bestows
from on high clear messages unto [this] His servant, to lead you out of the deep darkness into
the light: for, behold, God is most compassionate towards you, a dispenser of grace. And why
should you not spend freely in the cause of God, seeing that God’s [alone] is the heritage of the
heavens and the earth? Not equal are those of you who spent and fought [in God’s cause]
before the Victory [and those who did not do so]: they are of a higher rank than those who
would spend and fight [only] after it - although God has promised the ultimate good to all [who
strive in His cause]. and god is aware of that you do.

The Qur’an couches legal matters in language that appeals to the emotions, conscience and
belief in God. Examples will be seen in the discussions on divorce. In the verses dealing with
retaliation (2:178-9)
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“O YOU who have attained to faith! Just retribution is ordained for you in cases of killing: the
free for the free, and the slave for the slave, and the woman for the woman. And if something
[of his guilt] is remitted to a guilty person by his brother, this [remission] shall be adhered to



with fairness, and restitution to his fellow-man shall be made in a goodly manner. This is an
alleviation from your Sustainer, and an act of His grace. And for him who, none the less, wilfully
transgresses the bounds of what is right, there is grievous suffering in store: for, in [the law of]
just retribution, O you who are endowed with insight, there is life for you, so that you might
remain conscious of God!”, once the principles are set out it goes on to soften the hearts of
parties, offender and victim. In introducing the obligation of the fast of Ramadan (2:183-7)

“O YOU who have attained to faith! Fasting is ordained for you as it was ordained for those
before you, so that you might remain conscious of God: [fasting] during a certain number of
days. But whoever of you is ill, or on a journey, [shall fast instead for the same] number of other
days; and [in such cases] it is incumbent upon those who can afford it to make sacrifice by
feeding a needy person. And whoever does more good than he is bound to do does good unto
himself thereby; for to fast is to do good unto yourselves - if you but knew it. It was the month
of Ramadan in which the Qur'an was [first] bestowed from on high as a guidance unto man and
a self-evident proof of that guidance, and as the standard by which to discern the true from the
false. Hence, whoever of you lives to see this month shall fast throughout it; but he that is ill, or
on a journey, [shall fast instead for the same] number of other days. God wills that you shall
have ease, and does not will you to suffer hardship; but [He desires] that you complete the
number [of days required], and that you extol God for His having guided you aright, and that
you render your thanks [unto Him]. AND IF My servants ask thee about Me - behold, | am near;
| respond to the call of him who calls, whenever he calls unto Me: let them, then, respond unto
Me, and believe in Me, so that they might follow the right way. IT IS lawful for you to go in unto
your wives during the night preceding the [day's] fast: they are as a garment for you, and you
are as a garment for them. God is aware that you would have deprived yourselves of this right,
and so He has turned unto you in His mercy and removed this hardship from you. Now, then,
you may lie with them skin to skin, and avail yourselves of that which God has ordained for you,
and eat and drink until you can discern the white streak of dawn against the blackness of night,
and then resume fasting until nightfall; but do not lie with them skin to skin when you are
about to abide in meditation in houses of worship. These are the bounds set by God: do not,
then, offend against them - [for] it is thus that God makes clear His messages unto mankind, so
that they might remain conscious of Him.”, the aim throughout is to make the fast seem easy
and highly desirable.

As a book of guidance, if the Qur'an reports on people’s wrong views, attitudes or situations, it
always comments on them by way of refutation or correction, even if this appears to interrupt
the flow: there is continual dialogue. For example, ‘When it is said to them, “Follow what God
has revealed,” they say, “We will only follow what we found our fathers doing”’, the answer
comes in the form of a question: ‘Even though their fathers were senseless men, lacking in
guidance?’
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(2:170) “But when they are told, "Follow what God has bestowed from on high," some answer,
"Nay, we shall follow [only] that which we found our forefathers believing in and doing." Why,
even if their forefathers did not use their reason at all, and were devoid of all guidance?”.



Again, when man asks,'When | am once dead, shall | be raised to life?’ the answer comes, ‘Does
man forget that We created him out of the void?’
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(19:66-7) “WITH ALL THIS, man [often] says, "What! Once | am dead, shall | again be brought
forth alive?" But does man not bear in mind that We have created him aforetime out of
nothing?”. The unbelievers say to the believers, ‘Follow our way and we will carry your sins for
you’; the answer is ‘They shall not carry any of their sins, they are liars, they shall bear their
own burdens, and will be questioned on the Day of Resurrection about their falsehoods’
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(29:12-13) “And [He is aware, too, that] they who are bent on denying the truth speak [thus, as
it were,] to those who have attained to faith: “Follow our way [of life], and we shall indeed take
your sins upon ourselves!” But never could they take upon themselves aught of the sins of
those [whom they would thus mislead]: behold, they are liars indeed! Yet most certainly will
they have to bear their own burdens, and other burdens besides their own; and most certainly
will they be called to account on Resurrection Day for all their false assertions!”.

Another important feature of the Qur’an that should be mentioned here is that, with few
exceptions such as prophets and angels, it does not name individuals, as we shall see in the
story of Joseph. It consistently uses techniques of generalization, which indicate what actually
justifies a statement.

One method of achieving this is the use of ta‘mim — words of general application like ‘those
who’, ‘whoever’, giving the message universal application.

Thus, in giving permission to the Muslims to defend themselves, it gives it generally to ‘Those
who have been driven out of their homes ...’

~

el e el B & vsal 150 Bl B3

|

(22:39 ff.) “PERMISSION [to fight] is given to those against whom war is being wrongfully waged
and, verily, God has indeed the power to succour them “. This will apply at any time or place.
When it urges the Prophet to deliver the message, even when dealing with his own personal
situation and feelings, instead of saying ‘You should deliver the message and fear none but



God,’ it says, ‘... Those who deliver God’s message, fearing God and fearing none beside Him,
sufficient is God’s reckoning’
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(33:39) “[and such will always be His way with] those who convey God’s messages [to the
world], and stand in awe of Him, and hold none but God in awe: for none can take count [of
man’s doings] as God does!. Reformers, preachers and anyone standing for the truth can apply
this readily to him or herself, because such statements are put in a proverbial manner and they
are used to influence people in Muslim society. They are often quoted and hung on the walls of
offices, houses, courtrooms and so on as reminders.

In the Arabic text, the removal of names does not necessarily make the verse enigmatic or
difficult to follow because the contexts, some verbal connections, and the sentence structure
give enough clues for the message to be understood. The Qur’an is above all a book of
guidance. There is no interest in whether a particular named individual did something: if that
thing is good, it is singled out as good; if it is bad it is condemned and the message is obvious to
the reader. Those who are interested in academic treatment can refer to a body of literature
around the Qur’an called asbab al-nuzil (normally printed in the footnotes or marginal notes)
which identifies the circumstances of the revelations and refers to names and details of what
actually happened. Since moving the material from its Arabic setting to another language like
English removes it further from what instigated the passage, translators too need to provide
these explanatory footnotes.

Similarly, they need to identify the pronominal references, especially as modern English
grammar does not make distinctions in the second person between singular, plural, masculine
or feminine and the Qur’an sometimes shifts between persons as we shall see in the discussion
on its dynamic style.

The separate alphabetical letters At the beginning of 29 Surahs there are sets of separate
letters of the alphabet which, in translation, are normally rendered as they are. Scholars have
attempted to explain the significance of these. One theory is that the Arabs were challenged
that ‘The Qur’an consists of letters of your own alphabet that you know well, and yet you
cannot imitate it.” Others would merely say: ‘God knows best’. The fact is that these letters are
normally followed by statements about the Qur’an being sent down from God. They come at
the beginning to alert the reader to listen to what follows, just as, in classical Arabic poetry, the
poet sometimes began with an interjection, like ‘Hey!” to make his audience immediately listen
and pay attention.

The titles of Surah s were allocated on the basis of the theme, or an important event that
occurs in the Surah or a significant word that appears within it, and which enabled reciters to
identify the Surah. Surah Yisuf and Surah al-Ra’'man are both thematic titles and refer to



important words at or near the beginning of the Surah, whereas the title al-Fatihah refers to the

function of the Surah in opening the Qur’an.
We have discussed here a number of stylistic features that will, it is hoped, help the reader in

embarking on the study of the Qur’an.



