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         Introduction

         L et the exciting journey begin! The Koran For Dummies introduces you to the sacred Revelation revered by over 1.4 billion men and women worldwide.

         The chapters in this book also guide you through the often complex and controversial perspectives of the Koran that has come under new scrutiny in a post-9/11 world.

         I hope that this book answers all your questions about this sacred Book and provides you with a renewed understanding of the Islamic faith and the Muslim tradition.

         
            About This Book

            The Koran has been at the heart of Muslim life and culture for over 1,400 years. Interpretations of Islam and its role in the world today gain legitimacy among Muslims only when those ideas and theories can find their roots in the sacred Scripture.

            As such, the Koran is probably the most used and misused Book in the world, not only by Muslims, but also by non-Muslim activists and intellectuals. By reading this book, you can gain basic, necessary, information on the teachings of the Koran that continue to shape the debate on the world’s future.

            Muslims often claim that Islam offers a complete way of life that intertwines inner experiences with outer realities. Through this book, you can come to appreciate the Koran’s intimate role in individual and communal Muslim  life — a role that gives rise to intense spiritual treasures and core community values. The importance of this subject has taken on new meaning as Islam has emerged as the second largest world religion; many experts consider Islam the fastest-growing religion in the United States and Europe.

            
               The Koran For Dummies provides a basic, practical understanding of the Koran’s role in Muslim life and society. This book, as an introduction to the Scripture, doesn’t discuss every interpretation found about the Koran in Muslim and non-Muslim circles.

            I wrote this book as an American Muslim; my own religious experiences played a part in the writing of this book. However, The Koran For Dummies offers an objective, accurate portrayal of traditional Islamic views about the Koran.

            Most books that you find on the Koran are either too academic for the average reader or too short for a comprehensive discussion of the Koran’s style and content. This is what makes The 
               Koran For Dummies unique. This book is organized in a simple, easy-to-read style that tells you what you want to know about the Koran in a straightforward, but complete, way.

            As a companion to this book, I recommend Islam For Dummies, by Malcolm Clark, published by Wiley. This book does an excellent job of explaining Muslim history, culture, and politics. It also includes a great introduction to the various sects within Islam.

         

         
            Conventions Used in This Book

            As you read this book, you should keep the following points in mind.

            Muslims strongly believe that the Koran is the actual living word of God that was revealed through Angel Gabriel to Prophet Muhammad. Muslims use expressions like “the Koran says . . .” and “God says . . .” interchangeably to mean the exact same thing. Throughout this book, I write from the Koran’s perspective, keeping in mind that most people who read this book are not Muslim. However, you should remain aware that for Muslims, the Koran represents God’s unaltered and eternal word.

            I use three different words to refer to the sacred Revelation: Koran, Book, and Scripture. These three words mean exactly the same thing — there is no difference between them whatsoever.

            In this book, most Koranic passages that I explain are not direct quotations, but rather paraphrases of the basic overall meaning. Many of the passages that I do quote directly make up only part of the verse that helps explain any given subject, and not the whole verse, which often includes text that strays from the subject at hand.

            The Koran is made up of chapters, called Surahs, and verses or lines, called Ayat (singular, Ayah). When I give references to the Koran, I write them like this: (Surah: Ayah) or (Surah: Ayah-Ayah). For example, if I quote Surah 1,  Ayat 1 through 3, I cite the passage as (1:1–3).

            The beautiful and unique Arabic language has amazing depth. Arabic words can be translated in more than one way. In this book, I translate concepts in a way that non-Muslims will find easy to understand. I could write an entire chapter, or even a whole book, to explain the complexity of some Arabic words (such as Taqwa — God-consciousness), but, for reasons of space, I use only a few words to reference each Arabic word.

            When transliterating Arabic terms into English phonetics, I use transliterations commonly found in the West, so that you can recognize the word. For example, the proper transliteration of “Koran” is “Qu’ran.” And, the proper transliteration of “Mecca” is “Makkah.” But, for the sake of recognizability,  I use the transliterations that may be most familiar to Western readers.

            At times, to fully understand the Koran, you have to venture to outward sources. The most important of these sources is Prophet Muhammad, the primary interpreter and teacher of the Book. Throughout this book, I refer to the sayings of Muhammad to expand on basic ideas presented in the Koran. Sometimes I also refer to the words of Muhammad’s close companions and famous scholars of the Islamic tradition.

            Finally, this book doesn’t necessarily tell you about your Muslim neighbor, friend, or co-worker. Nor do these chapters always reflect the condition of the Muslim world today. In fact, most Muslims contend that many in the Muslim world have stopped practicing the authentic teachings of the Koran and instead rely on their own tribal cultures for individual and communal guidance. This book seeks to present the Koranic ideal, which doesn’t always translate into practice. However, if you want to understand the role of the Koran in society, and its ability to bring reform to the Muslim world, you must understand the ideals of the Scripture.

         

         
            Foolish Assumptions

            You don’t have to be familiar with the Islamic faith or Muslim practice to read and enjoy The Koran For Dummies. In each chapter, I tell you the fundamentals that you need to understand what the Koran teaches and how it perceives the seen and unseen world.

            If you’re already somewhat familiar with the Koran, you’ll enjoy an added experience of simplifying and breaking down major concepts and themes in the Koran that you may have questions about. Also, this book will provide you with valuable insight into the Koran’s literary structure that will help you to feel more comfortable with the Book’s narrative style. Finally, you’ll find out about the basics of classical and modern interpretations of the Scripture, which will give you an added perspective into your experience with the Koran.

            You have many questions about the Koran. You may have heard many stories and controversies in the media and don’t know where the Koran stands on these issues. I answer frequently asked questions and respond from an Islamic perspective to common misconceptions that you may have come across.

            I assume that you want an introductory look into the most essential issues related to the Koran. I don’t offer you an academic critique that dissects every theory, view, and interpretation about the Koran. Instead, I explain traditional views and interpretations of the Scripture. But please remember, as you dig deeper into your exploration of the Book, that interpretations of its text are as diverse as the Muslim population that comes from every culture possible.

         

         
            How This Book Is Organized

            
               The Koran For Dummies is not a textbook. You don’t have to read it from A to Z or even start from the beginning.

            If you want to read about a particular topic regarding the Koran, you can find that subject in the Table of Contents or Index, flip to those pages, and get a quick explanation of the topic.

            You don’t have to read this book from cover to cover, starting with Chapter 1 and going straight through to the end. However, if you are just starting out in your exploration of the Koran, I advise you to look through the chapters in Part I of this book to get up and running.

            
               Part I: Revealing the Word  of God: The Book

               This opening part introduces you to the basic themes of the Koran, and the history of its compilation. Here, you also discover the Book’s unique style and language. Finally, you get a look into how the Book relates to Judeo-Christian Scriptures.

            

            
               Part II: Searching for the  Soul of the Koran

               The Koran has always been open to interpretation and reinterpretation. This part surveys traditional methods of interpreting the Koran, and takes a look at modern movements of thought that seek to define the Will of God through the Koran.

            

            
               Part III: Seeing the Koranic Worldview

               This part of the book explores the Koran’s view of the seen and unseen worlds, including the concept of God and angels to the role of man on earth. It also looks at the Scripture’s relationships with traditions other than its own.

            

            
               Part IV: Living the Koran

               This part explains the Koran’s role as a living Book that guides towards a spiritual life and seeks to create moral-ethical civilizations. It also looks at the teachings of the Book on shaping a good family life.

            

            
               Part V: Relating the Koran to the World

               In this part, you can discover how the Koran plays a dynamic role in shaping modern events and belief systems. This part looks at Koranic teachings on society, law, war and peace, women, and modernity.

            

            
               Part VI: The Part of Tens

               The first chapter in this part addresses ten misconceptions about the Koran, explaining how these wrong ideas about the Book differ from reality. The second chapter gives you ten great ways to continue your exploration of the Koran long after you have read this book.

               I end the book with a short glossary of Koranic terms, and a list of references to the prophets throughout the Koran.

            

         

         
            Icons Used in This Book

            The following icons make your reading of The Koran For Dummies even easier:

            

            
               [image: Remember]
            

            	Points to essential information about the Koran that you may want to remember in the future.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Highlights an example that may help you better understand a particular Koranic concept. Also, leads you to further reading.

            

            
               [image: Debate]
            

            	Alerts you to important differences of opinion that can be found in the interpretation of the Koran.

            

            
               [image: WordsOfWisdom(Koran)]
            

            	Emphasizes sayings of Prophet Muhammad, his companions, or scholars of the Koran to further your insight.

            

            
               [image: EverydayLiving]
            

            	Tells you how Muslims practice their faith in their day-to-day lives.

            

            
               [image: HeadsUp]
            

            	Points out mistakes that readers of the Koran often make, or common misconceptions that people hold about the Book.

         

         
            Where to Go from Here

            You can begin this book from wherever you like, or simply use it as a reference whenever the need arises. You may also want to start by checking out the following:

            
               	[image: bullet]	If you’re interested in the Koran’s most basic message and teachings, then go to Chapter 1. Also check out Appendix A to become familiar with some fundamental Koranic terminology.

               	[image: bullet]	If you want to know how the Koran relates to other faiths, go to Chapters 5 and 10.

               	[image: bullet]	If you’re interested in the history of the Koran, its organization, and literary style, then turn to Chapters 2, 3, and 4. 

               	[image: bullet]	To read about the Koran’s belief system and its worldview, see Chapters 8, 9, and 10. 

               	[image: bullet]	To find out how Muslims put the Koran into practice, go to Chapters 11 through 15. 

               	[image: bullet]	To discover the Koran’s views on contemporary issues and debates, turn to Chapters 16 through 20.

               	[image: bullet]	Finally, if you want to explore the Koran beyond reading this book, see Chapter 22.

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Part I

         Revealing the Word of God:  The Book

         
            [image: ]
         

         In this part . . .

         
            A lthough you can begin reading this book from any chapter that interests you, you may want to begin with this part if you are completely new to the Koran. 

         In this part, I focus on the dynamic style, language, and construction of the Koran. I introduce you to its overall message, and tell you how the Koran came together in book form. I also compare the Book with the Judeo-Christian Scriptures.

         
         

      

   
      
         Chapter 1

         Getting to Know the Koran

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Defining the Koran

            [image: bullet]	Summarizing the Koranic message

            [image: bullet]	Zooming in on the audience for the Koran

            [image: bullet]	Discovering the basics about the Islamic faith and Muslims

         

         A s you begin the exciting journey into one of the world’s most respected and sacred texts, you need to become familiar with some basics regarding the divine revelation known as the Koran.

         In this chapter, I address the meaning of the Koran and explore its divine message to readers and followers alike. I also point out some key information about the Islamic faith and the Muslim community that should help prepare you for a look into the Koranic worldview.

         
            Receiving Revelation Straight  from the Source

            

            
               [image: Remember]
            

            	Muslims view the Koran in its original form and language as the literal and unaltered word of God, preserved for all times to come. When Muslims say, “God says,” or “the Koran says,” they are in fact using different words to quote one source — namely God Himself. 

            The Koran provides a direct relationship from its source (God) to its audience (humanity). As such, Muslims have a deep reverence for the Koran. In fact, in traditional understandings of Islam, if you express doubt that the Koran is the word of God, then you have uttered words of disbelief.

         

         
            Finding meaning in the word “Koran”

            Linguistically, the word Koran (pronounced Qur’an) comes from several roots that shed some light on the significance of the Book to Muslim culture and identity.

            
               Koran comes from the root word Qara’a, which means “to read” or “to recite.” The word Koran, therefore, means “recitation.” (Interestingly, the very first word revealed to Prophet Muhammad was Iqra, meaning “read” or “recite.”) This definition points to the nature of the Koran as an oral tradition that is understood and preserved with the majestic voice of God through the human voice of recitation (see Chapter 2).

            
               Koran also comes from the root word meaning “city,” which denotes civilization. The Koran is the foundational book for Islamic civilization, just as the Bible is for Western civilization or the Torah is for the Hebrew people. For Muslims, the Koran forms Islamic identity in individuals and societies alike.

            The Koran is also referred to as the Book, which in itself was a revolutionary concept for pre-Islamic Arabs. Up until the Koranic revelation, the Arabs didn’t transmit knowledge through writings, but mostly through oral culture. The Koran was literally the first book for the Arabs.

            The root word for book in Arabic means “to bind.” The Koran served, and to this day serves, as the Book that unites hearts all around the Muslim world, irrespective of language or cultural origin. Muslims have different cultural attitudes and lifestyles, but all Muslims can understand one another through a shared Scripture that transmits the same basic ethics and morals. This shared experience facilitated the spread of Islam throughout Asia, Africa, and parts of Europe.

         

         
            Guiding the Way: Prophet Muhammad

            

            
               [image: Remember]
            

            	Muhammad is the final prophet and messenger of God, through whom the Koran was revealed and taught to the people of Arabia. As such, he has a very important role in the Koran and Islam.

            The Koran describes Prophet Muhammad as a mercy to mankind (21:107) and the best example to be followed in worshipping God (68:4). Muslims seek to emulate Muhammad’s nature, character, and actions on a daily basis as the best of God’s servants.

            The role of Prophet Muhammad is extremely important in Islamic law because his sayings and actions are considered only second to the Koran in the interpretation and development of Islamic law (see Chapter 17). Furthermore, the life example and teachings of the Prophet supplement Koranic teachings by clarifying or expanding on ideas and concepts.
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            	Muhammad preached the message of Islam, which means submission to  God alone; he never asked to be worshipped himself. In fact, worshipping Muhammad would immediately place you outside the Islamic faith. Therefore, the term Muhammadanism, which some people use to describe the Koranic message, is not only incorrect, but also offensive to Muslims.

            In this book I quote sayings and examples of Muhammad, wherever appropriate, to provide further explanation of Koranic concepts. See Chapter 11 for more about Muhammad and his role in Islam.

         

         
            Discovering the Basic Messages  of the Koran

            This section gives you a brief glimpse into the different themes covered in the Koran.

            
               The unity of God

               The Koranic message centers around the teaching of God’s unity as One, known as Tawhid in Arabic. This concept says that God is the Creator of all beings, the Sustainer of each living creature, and that He has power over all things (see Chapter 8).

            

            
               Worship and service to God

               The Koran teaches that all creations on earth and in the universe submit to God in worship by following His laws. So, the sun and the moon, the plants and the trees, and the animals bow down in praise of God for sustaining them with His mercy and compassion (24:41) (see Chapter 9).

               In this theatre of divine creation, humans play a unique role. God chose humans, over all His creations, as His vicegerents and representatives on earth (see Chapter 8 for more information on the purpose of human life). Human beings, then, must nurture civilization into a God-conscious society by establishing God’s laws, known as Shariah in Arabic (see Chapter 17).

            

            
               Prophets to teach and guide

               Humans are endowed with reason, superior thought, articulation, and free will that allow them to work for the betterment of humanity. To guide humans in this daunting task, God sent prophets, throughout history and to every community on earth, who taught mankind the ways of spiritual, moral, and ethical excellence (16:36). Muslims show their reverence for these prophets by saying, “Peace be upon him,” after mentioning any one of them by name.

               From time to time, God also sent down His revealed Books, such as the Psalms and the Torah, to teach humans the difference between right and wrong, and the application of divine laws on earth. 

            

            
               Completion of past revelations

               The message of God’s Oneness, and the belief system it entails, remained the same with each prophet, but the laws of God changed for each community and time period, ending in the Koranic revelation and prophethood of Muhammad (see Chapter 11). The prophets who preached this message, and their subsequent followers, are all known in the Koranic worldview as Muslims — those who submit willingly to God’s will (22:78).

               The Koran doesn’t preach a new message or even introduce a new religion. Instead, the concept of Islam as submission to the will of God has existed from day one and was taught to Prophet Adam as the first man on earth. The message was introduced in different time periods to each community on earth, specific to the condition of those people and relevance of their time.

               According to the Koran, God chose the Koranic revelation as the final message that completes the teachings of all previous revelations, both in theology and law. As the final message, the Koran provides guidance not only for a specific community or time, but for all of humanity.

            

            
               Guidance to a spiritual path

               

               
                  [image: Remember]
               

               	Submitting to God creates peace and harmony within an individual that then spreads to society. In submission to God, people are free from servitude to other people and to their own lower desires (9:31). Through service to the Divine, people can reach heights of spiritual and moral success. (See Chapter 13 for more information on the Koranic view of the self.)

               Followers of this path of enlightenment, described as Light upon Light, constantly seek ways to earn the good pleasure of God that spiritually feeds the soul throughout their lives.

            

            
               Movement for social change

               The Koran places heavy emphasis on using divine revelation as a catalyst for establishing justice in all its forms, and struggling against injustice in all its forms. (See Chapter 16 for more info on relating the Koran to society.) At the center of this teaching is the concept of Jihad, which means to struggle in the path of God, both inwardly and outwardly, for good against evil.

               The Koran focuses much of its attention on warning against the mistreatment of the poor, orphans, widows, and all those who are oppressed in society (5:8). In fact, almost every story of past prophets focuses on the theme of establishing justice and fighting against evil.
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               	These social teachings make it impossible for Muslims to separate their religious lives from their social responsibilities (6:162–164). The Koran teaches that such a distinction is wrong, and preaches that not only individuals, but also social institutions, should serve God as a means of producing an equitable society.

            

            
               Accountability of deeds

               Carrying out the teachings of the Koran is a trust from God, about which every single individual will be asked on the Day of Judgment and rewarded accordingly (17:13–14). The Koran teaches that God is the most Just, and that those who are punished on that day will only be punished because of what their own hands have sent forth. Those who will be granted paradise will be granted  this prize based on their faith in God and righteous deeds. (See Chapter 9  for details on the Day of Judgment.)

            

         

         
            Naming the Revelation

            To understand what the Koran is and the purpose for its revelation, you need to look at how the Koran identifies itself using various names and qualities in the revelation. The Book uses 50 different names for itself; I describe five of the most-telling and encompassing names in the following sections.

            
               The Guidance

               The Koran introduces itself to the reader as a Book of Guidance (2:2) for those who are conscious of their Sustainer. The Koran, therefore, isn’t a book of history, science, or even of philosophical arguments — although it has an element of each in it — but is meant, at its very core, to guide human life towards the “straight path” (1:6) of worship and service to God alone.
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               	You can think of the Koran as a kind of user’s manual for everyday living. Devout Muslims remember its teachings and guidance in almost every step they take throughout the day. Muslims don’t recite the Koran throughout the day for ritualistic purposes, but rather to serve as an internalizing voice of God that directs believers to make ethical and moral choices in every aspect of life, be it in personal worship, family relationships, or social interactions. (See the chapters in Part IV for more information on the Koran as a source of guidance.)

               Each verse of the Koran teaches the ways to spiritual and moral success through stories of past prophets and peoples. The Book also warns mankind against the destructive paths that previous generations took. 

               Establishing the Koran as a Book of Guidance also gives meaning to Koranic laws and prescribed rituals, which guide human actions in ways that benefit both the individual and society. (See Chapter 17 for more about Islamic law.)

            

            
               The Criterion

               The Koran says, “Blessed is He who from on high, step by step, has bestowed upon His servant the standard by which to discern the true from the false (The Criterion), so that to all the world it may be a warning” (25:1).

               The Koran, in other words, makes clear distinctions between right and wrong, righteousness and impiety. The Book rejects moral relativism, in which cultural attitudes or the trends of time blur the concepts of good and evil. Rather, morality and ethics are based on a divine revelation that judges good and evil on universal, unchanging principles (see Chapter 14). These ethical principals seek to preserve religion, life, intellect, human dignity, wealth, and lineage — rather than maintain the status quo or service to temporal, worldly objectives.

            

            
               The Proof

               The Koran doesn’t expect people to blindly follow the Koranic message without using the faculty of thinking and reasoning. In fact, the Koran heavily criticizes those who simply do things because they saw their forefathers doing the same (2:170).

               The Koran acts as a kind of proof (4:174) for God’s message. In almost every chapter, the Book goes into deep discussions about the wonders of God’s creation, asking the reader to reflect on the universe, the plants, animals, and mountains of the earth, and upon the creation of humanity (2:164). All of this is a means of affirming God’s true existence, His favors on mankind, and due submission to His divine laws and message alone.

               The Koran as proof also has a historical implication regarding people who doubted Muhammad’s claims to prophethood. The Jews and Christians asked Muhammad to bring some miracles as proof of the divine inspiration he claimed to receive from God. After all, if Muhammad was a prophet, then he should be able to perform miraculous magic, like Prophet Moses, or instantly cure the sick, like Jesus. The Koran responds to this challenge by exhibiting the highest form of literary Arabic ever to appear in the history of the language.

               The majestic words of the Koran changed the face of the Arabic language, outclassing all the famous poetry that was at its height before the Koranic revelation. To this day, the Koran serves as the standard by which all other Arabic is judged. The Book’s language proves especially remarkable since it was transmitted through Prophet Muhammad, who was illiterate and was not known for his recital of poetry. (The sayings of Prophet Muhammad, known as Hadith, are full of wisdom, but don’t come close to the majestic literary standards of the Koran, which comes directly from God.)

               In short, the primary miracle and proof that defines Muhammad’s prophethood is the Koran itself.

            

            
               The Reminder

               The Koran says that the divine revelation is no less than a reminder to all the worlds (6:90). The Book reminds its followers and readers of three things in particular:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Of the original, pure teachings and struggles of past prophets who preached submission to God’s Will alone (Islam) as a way of life. Also,  of the original laws and moral teachings of previous divine scriptures, such as the New Testament and Old Testament.

                  	[image: bullet]	Of the natural, pure state of the human soul that is in tune with the ethical teachings of God. The Book is a reminder of that which the soul already knows and accepts, but may have deviated from after a life without awareness of divine presence.

                  	[image: bullet]	Of God’s constant presence from which mankind can hide nothing. Believers should live their lives in full awareness of this reality.

               

               As a reminder to the world, the Koranic message advocated throughout the scripture is universal. The Koran wasn’t sent for one nation or time period, but for all peoples until the end of time. (See Chapter 5 for more information on the Koran as a universal message.)

               The Koran also sees itself as a reminder because it continues and confirms previous revelations that preach God’s Oneness (21:25). The Koran teaches that this message was revealed to the world’s communities through various prophets and messengers throughout history, ending with Prophet Muhammad as the last prophet and messenger of God.

               Due to the universality of the prophetic message, you can find a lot of similarities between the Koran and the revealed scriptures of Prophets Moses and Jesus (see Chapter 5 for more on the similarities between Koran and Judeo-Christian scripture). However, the Koran was also revealed to clarify theological misunderstandings that developed in previous divine faiths, and to call people towards the reformed laws of God.

            

            
               The Healing

               The Koran describes itself as a healing cure for the hearts of men and women (17:82). This Koranic quality illuminates a spiritual path for the heart’s purification through the remembrance of God. The revelation attempts to soften hearts that have become hardened, in order to reclaim and preserve the humanity of people.

               The Koran in this role seeks to elevate the spiritual human heart to a level that is in love with the Divine, and therefore submits the soul into a constant state of gratitude to God, known as Shukr, during the best and worst of times (2:152). The teachings of healing guide the perception of mind and heart into a state of contentment that allows God’s light to enter the soul, so that a person’s every word and action are in tune with deep awareness of divine presence.

            

         

         
            Hearing the Words: The  Audience of the Koran

            The Koran’s audience is universal, without limitation on gender, culture, or religious beliefs. However, the Koran specifically addresses six general groups of people in various passages and at varying lengths:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Humankind: These verses usually carry universal teachings, warnings, and glad tidings. Such passages usually begin with “O mankind” or “O Children of Adam.” You find most of these addresses in the earlier periods of revelation, known as Meccan Chapters (see Chapter 2).

               	[image: bullet]	Believers: These verses address Muslim behavior and etiquette and often introduce a law. You also find warnings of falling into the wrong path and glad tidings for those who are steadfast and patient in faith. Such passages usually begin with “O you who believe” or end with “this is for those who believe.”

               	[image: bullet]	People of the Book: The Koran gives a lot of attention to Jews and Christians as recipients of earlier revelations. When the Koran addresses both religious communities, it uses the term “People of the Book.” The Koran uses stories of the respected prophets that all three faiths share to remind People of the Book about the universal message of submission to God alone.

               		The Koran sometimes addresses each group separately. For example, after the historic migration of the early Muslim community from the city of Mecca to the city of Medina, Prophet Muhammad interacted with Jewish tribes in discussions and debates about the Koranic revelation. The Koran contains several passages that answer the questions of the Jews and also highlight some of the tensions that existed between the two communities. (I tell you more about this dialogue between the Koran and the Jews in Chapter 5.)

               	[image: bullet]	The hypocrites: The Koran finds hypocrisy detestable and uses strong language to condemn it. Usually these verses warn about what awaits hypocrites in the Hereafter and call such people to change their ways from hypocrisy into true belief.

               	[image: bullet]	Rejecters of faith: The Koran speaks extensively about those who reject the Koranic message with philosophical arguments and warnings of  disbelief.
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               		Referring to such people as “unbelievers,” or even worse, “infidels,” is  a serious mistranslation of the Koranic concept of disbelief. The word used in Arabic is Kafir, which is a very comprehensive term, but at its core means someone who is ungrateful. From the Koranic standpoint, the greatest ingratitude is to reject the Truth of the Creator (God) after  it has been made manifest. However, someone who has never heard the message of the Koran, or only a misrepresentation of its teachings, has never had the opportunity to accept or reject. Therefore, “rejecter of faith” or “denier of God’s Signs and Blessings” are more accurate translations of this Koranic term.

               	[image: bullet]	The reader: When reading the Koran, you can literally find yourself having a conversation with the Scripture as thought-provoking questions come up, one after the other. In one chapter alone the Koran asks 31 times, “Then which of the favors of your Sustainer will you deny?” (55) after recounting the blessings that come from God for mankind.

               		The Koran also poses questions to capture the full attention of its readers in an intimate way, such as “Has He not found you an orphan and given you shelter? And found you lost on your way, and guided you? And found you in want, and given you sufficiency?” (93:6–8).

            

         

         
            Knowing the Essentials about  Islam and Muslims

            Understanding some fundamentals about Islam helps you more fully investigate the Koran.

            
               The Six Pillars of Belief

               Islam has six pillars of belief that altogether are known as Iman.

               The first pillar of faith is belief in One God, complete monotheism, without any doubt or exception.

               The second pillar of faith is belief in angels (Chapter 9), who perform various functions based on God’s instructions. Through these angels, God revealed His Books or Revelations to various prophets throughout time. Muslims must believe in God’s Revelations and respect without distinction of any prophet who preached the unity of God as One. Belief in these Books and prophets make up the third and forth pillars of faith.

               Fifthly, Muslims must believe in accountability of their actions, both good and bad, and subsequent rewards and punishments for those deeds. This concept manifests itself in the belief of the Day of Judgment (Chapter 9), about which there can be no doubt, as the Koran says.

               The sixth and last pillar of faith is to believe in the divine Decree of God, by which God’s presence is understood as timeless. This belief also teaches God’s perfect knowledge, and complete Power and Will over all things.

            

            
               Coming to God with an attitude

               Both the Pillars of Islam and the Articles of Faith can’t be complete unless they are practiced and followed in a most beautiful and perfect way, known as Ihsan. Prophet Muhammad defined Ihsan as worshipping God as if you see Him, and to know that He truly sees you. This is the essence of God-consciousness, which nurtures a feeling of humility and thankfulness before God. Practicing and believing with this spirit leads to the full fruits of this way of life known as Islam.

            

            
               The Five Pillars of Islam

               Muslims often compare Islamic practices to a well-built structure with a solid foundation and four supporting pillars (see Figure 1-1). 

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 1-1: The Five Pillars of Islam.
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               The foundation, and first pillar of Islam, is the declaration of faith, known as Shahadah. The declaration is that “I bear witness that there is nothing worthy of worship except God, and I bear witness that Muhammad is His servant and messenger.” Muslims repeat this declaration several times throughout the day and are expected to speak and act with the Shahadah’s spirit in mind.

               The declaration of faith comes to life through the four supporting pillars. The second pillar is prayer, Salat in Arabic, which is offered five times throughout the day between dawn and night. The usual prayer lasts about ten minutes and consists of Koranic recitation, bowing, and prostration before God.

               During the month of Ramadan — the ninth month of the Islamic calendar and month in which God began revealing the Koran — all able-bodied Muslims who have reached the age of puberty practice Islam’s third pillar, fasting, known as Sawm. The fast begins at sunrise and ends at sunset each day of the month. The fast consists of avoiding food, water, and sex. Muslims are expected to be on their best behavior during this month.

               The fourth pillar of faith is almsgiving, known as Zakat. Every financially- able Muslim must give to the poor and needy in society once every year.

               The final pillar of faith is pilgrimage, known as Hajj, which consists of going on a once-in-a-lifetime journey to visit the city of Mecca and its surrounding areas. Here Muslims visit the Ka’ba, the first House of God built by Prophet Abraham and his son, Ishmael. Also, Muslims stand on Mount Arafah where Adam and Eve are believed to have descended to earth from heaven. The pilgrimage has several steps and is very challenging physically and emotionally. Millions of Muslims go each year for this rite that commemorates the life and struggles of Prophet Abraham, his wife Hagar, and son Ishmael, as a way of coming closer to God.

               See Chapter 12 for more information on prayer, purifying alms, fasting, and pilgrimage.

            

            
               Muslims: The followers of Islam

               The term Muslim refers to anyone who follows Islam as a way of life and declares faith in God alone and in the prophethood of Muhammad. (Linguistically, the word “Muslim” means one who submits in worship to the Will of God alone.)

               Since it is impossible (and not the job of humans) to see what is in the hearts of men and women, anyone who declares himself or herself as a follower of Islam is called a Muslim. However, this title of Muslim doesn’t guarantee success in this world or in the Hereafter. Only a person’s faith in God and righteous actions bring him or her closer to the eternal home of paradise.

               

               
                  [image: Remember]
               

               	Not all Arabs are Muslims, and more importantly, not all Muslims are Arabs. While Arabia is the birthplace of Islam, there are many Jewish and Christian Arabs as well. Moreover, Arabs constitute only about 18 percent of the entire Muslim population of approximately 1.4 billion people. Muslims are the majority population in much of Africa, the Middle East, South Asia, and even some parts of Europe; the highest population of Muslims is in Indonesia. Muslims are a strong and vibrant community in many Western societies, including the United States, which is home to approximately 7 million Muslims.

               Please refer to Islam For Dummies, by Malcolm Clark, published by Wiley, for more information about Islam and Muslims around the world.

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 2

         From Revelation to Written Book

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Understanding the story and nature of revelation

            [image: bullet]	Compiling the Book

            [image: bullet]	Preserving the Scripture for over 1,400 years

         

         T he Koran criticizes previous recipients of divine revelation (such as Jews and Christians) for altering their Scriptures after their prophets passed away (2:75, for example). As such, Prophet Muhammad and his companions were extremely diligent with the proper collection and authentication of the Koran as a Book, so that they would not fall into the same errors as did people of previous faiths. Muslims strongly believe that God fulfilled his promise to protect the Koran from any human corruption.

         In this chapter, I talk about the traditional understandings of how Prophet Muhammad received revelation and how the revelation was spread among the people. I also look at the history of the Koran’s collection into a Book and its preservation over time.

         
            Revealing the Koran to Muhammad

            Like the Torah in the Jewish faith, the Koran claims that it has existed eternally with God in a “preserved tablet” (85:22). Once the time came for revealing the Book to the world through Prophet Muhammad, the Koran descended to the lowest heavens (Bait al-izza) in preparation for its revelation. The Koran describes this event, known as Lailatul’ qadr, in one of the most beautiful Surahs of the Book:

            
               “We have indeed revealed this (Book) in the Night of Power: And what will explain to you what the Night of Power is? The Night of Power is better than a thousand months. Therein comes down the Angles and the Spirit by God’s permission on every affair. Peace, until the rise of dawn” (Surah 97).

            

            
               The beginning of revelation

               Muhammad, a deeply reflective person since his childhood, spent days in complete seclusion while meditating and worshipping God in the Cave of Hira. According to Muhammad’s own account, one day while he was meditating, a spirit spoke to him with the word, “Read!” Muhammad was startled  by the voice and replied, “I do not know how to read.” Suddenly, the spirit caught a hold of Muhammad, squeezing him until he could bear it no more, and once again urged Muhammad to read. Muhammad was shaken by the experience, and repeated his honest claim, “I do not know how (or what) to read!” Once again the spirit took hold of Muhammad, squeezing him tightly, then finally letting him go. This time, the spirit, known as Angel Gabriel, revealed the first words of the Koran to Muhammad: “Read, in the Name  of your Sustainer, who created, created man from a clot. Read! For your Sustainer is the most Bountiful One, who has taught man the use of the  pen — taught man what he did not know” (96:1–5).

               This experience marks the beginning of a divine revelation, the finality of Islam, and the Prophecy of Muhammad, who continued to receive the Koran in stages through Angel Gabriel over a span of 23 years (610–632 of the Common Era).

               After Muhammad experienced revelation for the first time, he returned to his wife, Khadija, seriously unnerved by the experience. His wife comforted him and believed that Muhammad had just received a divine message. Khadija took Muhammad to her cousin, Waraqa ibn Nawfal, a learned Christian monk who converted to Islam, for advice. After hearing Muhammad’s experience, Waraqa reassured him by saying:

               

               
                  [image: WordsOfWisdom(Koran)]
               

               	“Surely, by Him in whose hand is Waraqa’s soul, you are a prophet of this people. There has come unto you the greatest Angel (Gabriel) who came unto Moses. Like the Hebrew prophets, you will be called a liar, ill-treated, and they will cast you out and make war upon you.”

               The Koran reflects this concept of revelation or divine inspiration, known as Wahy in Arabic. The Book asserts in several passages that the inspiration Muhammad received came from the same source and experience as those Messengers who came before, such as Prophets Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus.
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               	Muslims believe that the Koran is divinely created in form, content, message, and actual words. Muhammad provided the vehicle for spreading this divine message to the world by imparting revelation; however, he is not, Muslims believe, the author or editor of the Scripture. In fact, the Koran describes Muhammad and his people as unlettered (7:157; 62:2). The Koran also refutes the notion that Muhammad wrote the Koran by saying, “And you were not a reader of any Scripture before it, nor did you write it with your right hand. In that case, indeed, would the talkers of vanities have doubted” (29:48).

            

            
               Wealth, women, and wine in Pre-Islamic Arabia

               Historians use two primary sources to know what life was like in Pre-Islamic Arabia: the Koran and famous poetry of that time. Both of these sources paint a picture of a society that was in love with wealth, women, and wine. The culture reflected an over-indulgence in worldly affairs, social injustice, and economic disparity. The Koran was revealed into these social conditions.

               Many early chapters, or Surahs in Arabic, in the Book passionately speak out against the period’s arrogance and materialism, both of which lead to social injustice, which impacted mostly the poor, destitute, orphans, widows, and women.

               
                  Surah 107 illustrates this disdain for arrogance and materialism: “Have you seen one who denies the True way of life (Din)? Behold, it is the one who turns away the orphan, and encourages not the feeding of the needy. Woe, then, unto the worshippers who are neglectful (in spirit and mind) of their prayers. Those who want only to be seen and praised but refuse even neighborly needs.”

               In order to rectify the situation, the Koran instituted a pillar of faith, known as Zakat, to bridge the gap between the rich and poor by making almsgiving obligatory. Also, the Koran created laws to end unethical business practices and economic corruption. For example, the Koran made usury unlawful because the practice drew the poor into unending debt.

               Pre-Islamic Arabia was a harsh place for women. The citizens grieved over the birth of baby girls, and even buried baby girls alive in order to save face in society. The Koran strongly condemns this immoral behavior in several passages (16:59 and 81:8–9, for example).

               Also, like most other societies at the time, women were denied such basic rights as inheritance, owning property, and equal status under the law. The Koran elevated the status of women by providing them with inheritance rights, rights to ownership of property and businesses, and equal status under the law and in religion (see Chapter 19 for more about women in the Koran). Women were often harassed in society and sexually preyed upon. The Koran honored the position of women in society by encouraging modesty in clothing and behavior (24:31–33:59), and commanding men to respect the women.

               Similarly, orphans were stigmatized and mistreated in Pre-Islamic society. In response, the Koran encouraged kind treatment of orphans, protection of their wealth until they reached a mature age to take care of themselves, and marriage with them despite the lower social status given to them in Pre-Islamic Arabia (4:1–10).

               Wine and other intoxicants were also a major part of Pre-Islamic culture. The prevalence of alcohol created an obstacle towards the spiritual and moral development of man, and distracted members of society from the serious issues of their time. The Koran forbade alcohol in order to develop God-conscious individuals who had the ability to make moral and ethical choices in life.

               Obviously, these and other laws seriously challenged the status quo of Pre-Islamic Arabia. They were met with stiff resistance, especially from tribal leaders who benefited the most from the unjust institutions of society. Muslims were persecuted, mocked, and eventually driven from their homes in Mecca, because of their call for a just society built on divine laws.

               Please see Islam For Dummies, by Malcolm Clark, published by Wiley, for more information on the history of Islam.

            

            
               The stages of revelation

               Muhammad told his companions that divine inspiration came to him in two primary ways through Angel Gabriel:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Revelation came “like the ringing of a bell” until he grasped all that was revealed.

                  	[image: bullet]	Revelation came through Angel Gabriel taking the form of a man who would then impart divine inspiration to Muhammad.

               

               The Islamic tradition says that Angel Gabriel visited Prophet Muhammad every Ramadan (the month of fasting in which the revelation of the Koran began) to review whatever had already been revealed of the Koran with Muhammad. The year Muhammad died, Angel Gabriel came twice during Ramadan to review the Koran, thereby finalizing its content and organization.

               The Prophet received revelation in stages, and not all at once, for a number of reasons:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	To relate revelation to Prophet Muhammad’s life and experiences as  a Messenger of God. For example, stories of past prophets and their difficulties in preaching God’s messages are constantly told throughout the Koran as a way of strengthening the resolve of Muhammad and his  companions.

                  	[image: bullet]	To gradually apply divine laws on a community that was not used to the practice of divine ways. If the Koran were revealed all at once, it would surely have been difficult for the believers to completely change their lifestyles overnight. For example, the ban on alcohol was revealed in three different stages — first limiting its use all the way to forbidding consumption — because alcohol was a big part of Pre-Islamic Arabian culture; it would have been impossible to impose this religious ban cold turkey.

                  	[image: bullet]	To make memorization of the Koran and its application by the community as easy as possible. Since the Koran was revealed a few verses at a time, it was easier for believers to commit the Scripture to memory and implement its teachings in society.

               

            

            
               The Meccan and Medinan periods

               Prophet Muhammad first received revelation while he was in Mecca, which marked the first 13 years of his life as the Prophet. The Surahs and passages revealed to him during this time are known as Meccan Surahs. The next period of revelation occurred after Muhammad and his companion migrated from persecution to Medina, which lasted ten years. Passages and Surahs revealed during the Prophet’s time in Medina are known as Medinan Surahs.

               

               
                  [image: Remember]
               

               	The Koran is not organized chronologically. Meccan passages and Medinan passages appear intermixed in many Surahs, especially the longer ones. (See Chapter 3 to find out which Surahs were revealed during the Meccan phase, and which ones during the Medinan phase.)

               
                  Seven dialects of the Koran

                  According to the Hadith, Angel Gabriel recited the Koran to the Prophet in seven different ways that reflected the diversity of dialects in Arabia. Muhammad told one of his companions, “This Koran has been revealed to be recited in seven different ways (modes), so recite of it whichever is easier for you.”

                  Today, Muslims conform to reading the Scripture in the same dialect that Prophet Muhammad read it, with very few exceptions. (See the section “Collecting the Koran as a Book,” later in this chapter, for more information.)

               

               
                  Meccan phase of revelation

                  Interestingly, the majority of Meccan Surahs appear at the back of the Book, and they are usually pretty short. Eighty-five of the 114 Surahs were revealed during the Meccan phase, accounting for 11 out of 30 parts, or Juz’ (see Chapter 3), of the Book.

                  During this phase of Muhammad’s prophetic life, the Koran focused most of its attention on calling people to Islam. Mankind as a whole was addressed more than the community of believers. As such, the subject matter of the Meccan Surahs can be categorized as follows:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	God’s Oneness (Tawhid): 
                        Surahs during this period introduced a radical notion about God that was quite alien to the Pagan Arab majority. Much of the Koran’s early attention focused on convincing the Pagans that God was in fact One. As such, worship and obedience is due to Him alone without any partners. This was the primary message of the Koran during this phase.

                     	[image: bullet]	Day of Judgment and Afterlife: The second most important doctrinal teaching during the Meccan phase regarded the preaching of the Day of Judgment and an Afterlife. This was a radical departure from Pagan beliefs that did not recognize an accountability of moral actions after death.

                     	[image: bullet]	Pious conduct: A major emphasis of the Koran during this phase was the upright conduct and manner of the believers who accepted Islam. These teachings sought to transform personalities from rigid, harsh, and impatient into tranquil, merciful, and patient human beings. The Koran also took issue with unethical practices of economic and social injustice that were manifested by materialism and arrogance. During this phase, the Koran called on the freeing of slaves and proper treatment of orphans, the poor, and women.

                  

               

               
                  Medinan phase of revelation

                  Even though these Surahs were revealed after the Meccan Surahs, a majority of them are found at the beginning of the Book. These Surahs are usually much longer than the Meccan Surahs. Twenty-nine out of 114 Surahs were revealed during the Medinan phase, comprising about 19 out of 30 parts of the Koran. While there are fewer Medinan Surahs, they constitute a greater part of the Book due to their length.

                  The Medinan Surahs address the community of believers more than all mankind. These Surahs focus on the following subjects:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Legal code: Much of the Koranic laws, known as Shariah, developed during the Medinan phase of revelation. At the time, communal laws became as important as individual laws in order to create a morally functioning society. A vast majority of the laws that you find in the Koran are a direct reflection of the experiences of the Muslim community in Medina.

                     	[image: bullet]	Relationship between immigrants and hosts: The Koran talks a great deal about the relationship between the Muslims who migrated from Mecca (Muhajirun) and the hosts of Medina (Ansar). Their relationship is solidified as one-brotherhood; mutual rights and responsibilities are also discussed in this context.

                     	[image: bullet]	The hypocrites: The Koran addresses the issue of hypocrites during this phase as well. These people were those who had infiltrated the Muslim community acting as Muslims, but really serving as agents of Islam’s enemies, such as the Pagan Arabs of Mecca.

                     	[image: bullet]	People of the Book: Prophet Muhammad and the Muslim community come into contact and social-political relationships with the Jews and Christians of Medina. Many passages deal with theological debates between Prophet Muhammad and the People of the Book. The relationship between the two groups is also discussed in these Surahs.

                  

               

            

            
               Transmitting revelation to the community

               Prophet Muhammad transmitted the Koran to his community in two primary ways.

               
                  The oral tradition

                  With the aid of Angel Gabriel, Muhammad first memorized the revelation and then taught it to his followers. Arabian society at the time had a very strong oral tradition, whereby memorization of poetry and stories was the primary form of education, especially in the absence of a literate written tradition.

                  When Muhammad recited and taught the Koran, his companions committed the verses to memory. Prophet Muhammad encouraged memorization of the Book in several of his sayings (Hadith). Most of Muhammad’s companions memorized large parts of the Koran, and some of his companions, including three of his wives, memorized the entire Koran.

                  The Prophet encouraged those who memorized the Koran to teach it to others. Muhammad sent special delegates to various communities for this purpose once Islam began spreading far and wide.

                  

                  
                     [image: EverydayLiving]
                  

                  	Memorization is absolutely necessary to carry out the five daily prayers that in part require recitation of passages from the Koran. As such, memorization of the Koran remains an important part of the Muslim experience to this day.

               

               
                  The written tradition

                  The Koran is unique among religious scriptures of the world in that the entire Book was written down by several scribes during the lifetime of Prophet Muhammad, who directed its organization himself. The Hadith say that in Medina, Muhammad had over 29 scribes who wrote down every revelation that the Prophet received. The Prophet himself directed which verse belonged in which Surah.

                  

                  
                     [image: Debate]
                  

                  	Some Western historians doubt that the Koran was written down during the Prophet’s lifetime. But Muslims believe that the Hadith (which also serve as historical documents) make clear that the Koran was indeed written during Muhammad’s lifetime. The Koran itself also hints at the presence of a written form when it says, “None shall touch it but those who are pure” (56:79).

               

            

         

         
            Collecting the Koran as a Book

            Two years after Prophet Muhammad died, the Muslim community under the Caliphate of Abu Bakr was drawn into a few internal and external battles. In one such battle, known as the Battle of Yamama, several companions who had memorized the Koran were killed. Umar, who succeeded Abu Bakr after he passed, feared that as these companions died, preservation of the Koran would weaken, since the written pages existed with individual scribes and not as a collected Book. Umar advised Caliph Abu Bakr that the Koran should be collected in book form in order to preserve the Scripture.

            Abu Bakr hesitated at first to take on this enormous project, because he feared venturing into an area that Muhammad did not, nor did he instruct his companions to produce the Koran as a book after his passing. However, Umar slowly convinced Abu Bakr that compiling the collections of the scribes into book form would preserve the Koran from any future corruption or tragedy. Abu Bakr employed Zaid bin Thabit, one of the greatest learned men among the companions who had served as the Prophet’s primary scribe, to collect manuscripts of the Koran and prepare them for collection as a Book.

            Zaid bin Thabit called for all those with written records of the Koran to bring their collections forward. The submissions had to meet four criteria:

            
               	[image: bullet]	The recordings must have been written originally in the presence and with the instruction of Prophet Muhammad.

               	[image: bullet]	Two witnesses had to testify that the writings were indeed made in the presence of Muhammad.

               	[image: bullet]	The writings could not include passages of the Koran that were clearly abrogated by the Prophet.

               	[image: bullet]	All recordings had to be checked against the memory of those who had memorized the entire Koran.

            

            Scribes gathered and copied all the manuscripts that passed the submission requirements. This one Book was then given to Abu Bakr. When Abu Bakr passed away, the Book was given to Umar, as the succeeding Caliph. After Umar’s assassination, the Book went to Hafsa, the daughter of Umar and widow of Muhammad.

            
               Conforming the Koran’s dialects

               As the borders of Islamic civilization grew beyond the Arabian Peninsula, and more and more non-Arabic speakers embraced Islam, new challenges began to emerge. The seven dialects in which the Koran was revealed (see the sidebar “Seven dialects of the Koran” earlier in this chapter) began causing some confusion among the Muslims, as the recitation of certain passages differed from one group to another.

               During the Caliphate of Uthman, the third Caliph of Islam, unity was undermined between Muslims who ignorantly claimed superiority of one dialectical recitation over another. One of Uthman’s advisors, Hudhayfa bin al-Yaman, sent an urgent message to the Caliph: “Quick! Help the Muslims before they differ about the text of the Koran as the Jews and Christians differed about their Scriptures.”

               Uthman and his council decided to restore unity among the Muslims by producing a Book that followed only the Quraysh dialect — the same dialect  that Prophet Muhammad used. The original transcription of the Koran, made during the time of Caliph Abu Bakr, served as the primary source for this new version. This time, however, the Quraysh dialect was given preference over recordings of any other dialect. A council of companions who were most knowledgeable about the Koran, including Zaid ibn Thabit, oversaw the project and approved its final version. This version, known as “Uthmani,” exists up to this day.

               Uthman ordered the burning of all other copies of the Koran, so that the Muslim community could unite in its recitation of the Koran under a single dialect. This Koran was copied and sent to the major centers of the Islamic world along with learned men who taught its proper recitation to the people, to great success. Today, Muslims have absolutely no dispute about the wording or recitation of the Koran.

               Three copies of the original Uthman Koran remain preserved today. Also, the seven dialects of reciting the Koran are still known, taught, and documented in written and oral form in different regions of the Muslim world. However, the Uthmani recitation serves as the unifying dialect of recitation for all Muslims.

               The Koran was compiled, authenticated, and spread throughout the Muslim world within 20 years after the Prophet’s death. Today, Muslims employ people who have memorized the Koran to authenticate the correctness of the printed Word before it goes for publication. Unlike other religious traditions, memorization remains the primary method for preserving the Koran.

            

            
               The Koran in modern-day print

               The earliest written copies of the Koran didn’t contain any vowel marks (Tashkil) or diacritical marks (I’jam). People at the time learned the Koran orally, and the written copy only served as a reminder for those who had memorized the Koran. However, the science of vowel marks on the Koranic text developed within the first two centuries after the Prophet’s death. 

               With the invention of the printing press, copies of the Koran appeared at a faster rate and spread to the farthest parts of the world. The Arabic of the printed Koran needed vowel marks and diacritical marks to assist primarily non-Arabs in pronunciation and distinguishing letters.

               

               
                  [image: Remember]
               

               	Reading with the wrong vowels or diacritical marks can lead to serious errors in meaning. For example, in 9:3, if the word for Apostle is read wrongly as “Rasulihi” instead of correctly as “Rusuluhu,” then the meaning changes from “God and His Apostle dissolve all obligations with the Pagans,” into “God dissolves obligations with the Pagans and the Apostle.”

               Also, in earlier versions of the Koran, letters with the same shape could not be distinguished one from the other. For example, the letters Ba, 
                  Ta, and Tha are all shaped as a line. In earlier versions, no dots distinguished these three letters — since the oral culture did not necessitate it. But, today, with a more literary culture, these letters need to be clearly distinguished in the Scripture. As such, modern-day prints mark:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Ba with a dot below the line 

                  	[image: bullet]	Ta with two dots on top of the line 

                  	[image: bullet]	Tha with three dots on top of the line 

               

               

               
                  [image: Remember]
               

               	These marks help guide readers through the Scripture. The only difference between earlier and latter versions of the Koran is these guiding marks or dots for the reader’s aid (see Figures 2-1 and 2-2).

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-1: Letters of the earliest written Koran.

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 2-1: Letters of the earliest written Koran.]
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                                 Figure 2-2: Letters of the Koran that exists in print today.

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 2-2: Letters of the Koran that exists in print today.]
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         [image: EverydayLiving]
            Handling the Book

            Muslims have great reverence for the Book and treat it with respect. The Koran itself only makes only one requirement for touching the Koran: that a worshipper be pure when he or she touches it (56:79). Scholars of the Koran take this to mean that the reader must be in a state of ritual purity (see Chapter 12) when holding the Book. 

            However, other traditions of showing respect have also taken root in Muslim culture. For example, Muslims place the Koran on the highest shelf in their homes, and they consider it sacrilegious to place the Book under any other books. Similarly, Muslims never place the Koran on the ground. Instead, Muslims elevate the Koran on a well-designed wooden structure (see Figure 2-3) or table when reciting its passages.

            Many Muslims carry the Koran around with them so that they can read or refer to it whenever they want or need to. Also, Muslims display verses, such as 2:255, of the Koran on the walls of their homes, inside their cars, and in lockets in an effort to gain God’s protection. 

            Muslim culture calls forth the Koran during both happy and sad occasions. For example, the Book is often raised over a bride and groom as they enter their new home. At funerals, some Muslims place the Koran over the coffin, and a group of people often read the entire Koran on behalf of the deceased after the funeral. This is all done in the spirit of gaining God’s blessings, mercy, and forgiveness. 

            However, scholars point out that the greatest reverence Muslims can show to the Koran is believing in its message and following its teachings with complete submission to God. 

         

         
            Memorizing Miracles: Preserving  the Koran throughout History

            In the tradition of Prophet Muhammad and his companions, Muslims all over the world continue to memorize passages of the Koran. Many Muslims memorize several parts of the Book, while some memorize the entire Koran. Those who commit the entire Koran to memory are honorably known as Hafidh (plural, Huffadh) or traditionally as Qari (plural, Quraa), or preservers of the Koran.

            The Huffadh have the responsibility to help others memorize the Koran. This teacher-student tradition goes all the way back to Prophet Muhammad, who memorized the Koran with Angel Gabriel as his teacher; the companions then memorized the Book with Muhammad as their teacher. In successive generations, other young Muslims memorized the Koran with those companions as their teachers. This oral tradition continues even today.

            After a person memorizes the Koran, with the aide of a teacher, he or she appears before a group of senior Huffadh who administer a test. One Hafidh randomly selects a passage of the Koran and recites the first line. The student carries on the recitation of that passage either to the end of the Surah or until the group of testers indicates that they are satisfied. The Hafidh then chooses another passage for recitation. 

            

            
               [image: EverydayLiving]
            

            	In many Muslim countries, this test appears every Friday on national television. It’s a very powerful testimony to the dedication that Muslims have in preserving their Scripture.

         

         
            Preserving the Arabic of the Koran

            Language is much more than a means of communication between cultural groups; language lies at the heart of the culture and worldview of a people. Scholars of the Koran feel that the Arabic language is unique among world languages in the depth of meaning that it gives to the Scripture.

            For this reason, Muslims have been very particular about preserving the Arabic of the Koran (unlike the Bible, which has been translated from its original Hebrew and Aramaic to Greek and Latin, and then into other languages). Muslims feel that the translation process creates meanings that were never intended in the original Scripture. Even translations of the Book usually appear with the original Arabic side-by-side, and are called “translations of the meaning of the Koran,” rather than simply “the Koran.” (See Chapter 4 for more information about reading “translations” of the Koran.)

         

         
            Experiencing the Koran as Divine Art

            The language of the Koran is expressed in Islamic culture and civilization through beautiful recitation or chanting, known as Qira’ah, and through the beautification of Koranic verses in calligraphy.

            
               Recitation

               The science of reciting the Koran is known as Tajweed in Arabic. Young students learn this science from professional teachers. Muslims recite the Koran all their lives (see Figure 2-3).

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-3:  A man sits with the Koran as he practices the oral tradition of recitation.

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 2-3: A man sits with the Koran as he practices the oral tradition of recitation.]
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                  Hearing the Word

                  Since the Koran has a natural rhyme and rhythm to it, reciting the Scripture with a beautiful voice is not as difficult as you may think. Once, I remember leading the prayer at my local mosque when a group of non-Muslim visitors came to visit the Center. After the prayer was over, one of the guests said, “Wow, learning to recite the Koran must have taken you forever!” In reality, the Muslims there knew that my voice was only mediocre compared to the eloquent recitations you can hear all across the Muslim world. The naturally beautiful voice of the Koran comes out when the Book is recited with a pure heart and mind.

                  Good reciters of the Koran are as well known in the Muslim world as pop stars are in the West. People talk about the qualities of these reciters at the dinner table, and when they appear on television, people on the streets gather around TV screens as if a major sporting event were taking place.
                  

                  God taught Muhammad to “recite the Koran in slow, measured, rhythmic tones” (73:4). There are four modes of recitations in the science of Tajweed:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	
                           Hadr:
                         Reciting the Koran at normal talking speed.

                     	[image: bullet]	
                           Tartil:
                         Reading slowly with a sense of deep reflection.

                     	[image: bullet]	
                           Tajweed Tahqiq:
                         Reading slowly, but with more care. Usually used for teaching recitation to others.

                     	[image: bullet]	
                           Tajweed:
                         Reading at a pace between normal and slow. Most prayer leaders (Imams) use this mode when leading prayers at the mosque.

                  

                  

                  
                     [image: Tip]
                  

                  	If you want to listen to recitation of the Koran, you can find some great audio files on the Internet that offer recitation in Arabic and many other languages. Check out my recommendations for these sites in Chapter 22.

               

               
               
                  Navigating through recitation notes

                  If you look at a printed copy of the Book, you notice several diacritical marks (see the section “The Koran in modern-day print” earlier in this chapter). These marks serve almost like musical marks that navigate the recitation of the Koran.

                  These marks help the reader of the Koran to properly pronounce the assimilation of words into each other in the Scripture, so that the rhythmic flow remains constant and undisturbed from word to word. Diacritical marks also tell the reader where to pause within a long verse, where to raise the voice, and where to lower it. The marks also navigate prolongation of letters that produce a more powerful affect for the listeners.

                  Diacritical marks were not included in the earlier written Book, but eventually became necessary as the number of non-Arab Muslims grew. These marks helped non-Arab readers recite the Koran properly and serve the same purpose today. Those who have memorized the entire Koran also memorize diacritical marks and how to apply them with every passage of the Scripture. As such, the voice during recitation also alternates with emotions of the Koran that are represented by these marks.

               
                  Savoring the majestic oral voice of the Koran

                  Reciting the words of God, as Muslims believe the Koran to be, internalizes divine speech in the human heart. Prophet Muhammad described the heart of a believer who does not recite and memorize the Koran as a “deserted house.”

                  Hearing the words of the Koran has been known to bring even the burliest of followers to their knees — it’s that intense of an experience for many Muslims. Your basic understanding of the Koran can’t be complete without listening to the oral recitation of the Koran (see Chapter 22 for recommendations). Even if you don’t understand the Arabic words, the recitation can give you a feel for the voice of the Book that evokes such emotions in the Muslim experience.

               

               

            

            
               Calligraphy

               Unlike the pre-Islamic period of Arabia, when people drew pictures and made statues of their gods, Muslims are completely prohibited from making any physical representation of God or His prophets. Doing so is considered sacrilegious.

               The art of calligraphy was developed as an artistic form to express the beauty of divine words. This beautiful tradition appears throughout the Muslim world, on the walls of mosques — most famously at the Ka’ba in Mecca and Dome of Rock in Jerusalem — and on the pages of the Koran. You can also find calligraphy of Koranic verses at the gates of Muslim owned shops, homes, schools, and hospitals.

               Calligraphy is known in Arabia as “Music for the eyes.” Usually the beauty is expressed by the eloquent display of letters (see Figure 2-4). Other times, letters join together to form an object, such as a mosque or an animal, such as a peacock.
               

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-4: Beautiful Islamic calligraphy appears on many mosques.

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 2-4: Beautiful Islamic calligraphy appears on many mosques.]
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                  [image: Tip]
               

               	If you want to find out more about Islamic calligraphy and art, I encourage you to check out the following sites on the Internet:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Islamic Art Network: 
                     www.islamic-art.org

                  	[image: bullet]	Famous photographer of the Muslim world, Peter Sanders: 
                     www.petersanders.co.uk

                  	[image: bullet]	Famous Islamic Calligrapher, Muhammad Zakariya: 
                     www.zakariya.net
                  

               

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 3

         Mapping Out the Structure  of the Book

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Finding out about the Book’s organization

            [image: bullet]	Experiencing the Koran’s narrative style

            [image: bullet]	Illustrating the difference between early Surahs and later ones

         

         I n this chapter, I explore the idea behind the Koran’s narrative style and show some examples of early Surahs and later Surahs. I also look at some interesting facts about the Book’s organization. All of this information should help you feel more at home when you pick up a copy of the Koran.

         
            Discerning the Structure of the Koran

            Today’s written Koran has three major organizational elements: phrases,  sentences, or verses, known as Ayat; chapters, known as Surahs; and parts, known as Juz’. I tell you about each of these in the following sections.

            
               Ayat

               
                  Ayat are of various lengths; they can be as short as one letter or as long as several dozen words, which make up the verses (Ayat). In the printed edition of the Koran, all verses have a number (1, 2, 3, and so on) to make them easier to locate; you can find several of these verse references throughout this book. Every Ayah in the modern printed Book is clearly marked with an imprinted symbol that contains the number of the appropriate verse.

               
                  Ayah means “sign” in Arabic, which fits in with the concept that every word, and indeed every sentence, of the Koran is a sign of God. In each Ayah, Muslims find wisdom, beauty, and spiritual teachings that represent God’s Wisdom and Beauty.

               
                  Surah 2, Al-Baqara, contains the most Ayat — 286. You find the shortest number of Ayat in Surahs 98, 103, and 110, which all have 3 Ayat. In total, the Book contains 6,240 Ayat.

            

            
               Surahs

               A Surah is a body of words that form one chapter or part distinguishable from the next Surah. (In Arabic, Surah means “rows” or “fence.”) The Surahs vary in length between 3 Ayat (Surah 108) and 286 Ayat (Surah 2). In total, the Book has 114 Surahs.

               

               
                  [image: Remember]
               

               	Each Surah begins with the words “In the Name of God, the most Gracious, the most Merciful,” except for Surah 9. Even when people recite the Koran, they start each Surah with this phrase, which reminds them of God’s dominant attributes.

               All Surahs have a number. When you see a reference to a passage in the Koran, the Surah number appears first, then the verse, or Ayah, number. For example, a reference to the Opening Surah, 
                  Ayah 3 would read as (1:3).

               Each Surah also has a name that derives from the central idea or story of the Surah, or simply from the first few words of the Surah. Sometimes you may find it difficult to see the central topic or story that gives the Surah its name. For example, Surah 2 is named Al-Baqara, or “The Cow.” This Surah describes how the Children of Israel took the golden calf for worship when Prophet Moses left them for 40 nights; however, this story only makes up a short part of the Surah’s 286 Ayat.

               Generally, but not always, Surahs are arranged according to their respective lengths:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	The longest ones — with over 100 Ayat — are known as Al-tiwal. You find these in Surahs 2 through 10.

                  	[image: bullet]	Surahs with about 100 Ayat are known as Al-mi’un; they can be found in Surahs 10 through 35.

                  	[image: bullet]	Surahs that consist of fewer than 100 Ayat are known as Al-mathani. These are found in Surahs 36 through 49.

                  	[image: bullet]	The last set of Surahs, which usually run fewer than 50 Ayat long, are known as Al-mufassal. These are found in Surahs 50 through 114.

               

            

            
               Juz’

               
                  Juz’ literally means “part” or “portion.” Juz’ is an artificial construct that was introduced to make the reading of the Koran easier over a period of one month; especially in Ramadan, congregations recite one Juz’ each day in order to complete the recitation of the Koran over the period of the month. As such, the Koran is divided into 30 parts, which you can see in Table 3-1.

               
                  
                     Table 3-1	Juz’ in the Koran
                     
                        
                           	Juz’ Number	
                           	Surah and Ayah
                        

                     
                     
                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 1	
                           
                           	1:1–2:141
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 2	
                           	2:142–2:252
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 3	
                           	2:253–3:92
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 4	
                           	3:93–4:23
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 5	
                           	4:24–4:147
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 6	
                           	4:148–5:82
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 7	
                           	5:83–6:110
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 8	
                           	6:111–7:87
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 9	
                           	7:88–8:40
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 10	
                           	8:41–9:93
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 11	
                           	9:94–11:5
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 12	
                           	11:6–12:52
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 13	
                           	12:53–14:52
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 14	
                           	15:1–16:128
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 15	
                           	17:1–18:74
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 16	
                           	18:75–20:135
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 17	
                           	21:1–22:78
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 18	
                           	23:1–25:21
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 19	
                           	25:22–27:59
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 20	
                           	27:60–29:45
                        

                     
                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 21	
                           	29:46–33:30
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 22	
                           	33:31–36:27
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 23	
                           	36:28–39:31
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 24	
                           	39:32–41:46
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 25	
                           	41:47–45:37
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 26	
                           	46:1–51:30
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 27	
                           	51:31–57:29
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 28	
                           	58:1–66:12
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 29	
                           	67:1–77:50
                        

                        
                           	
                              Juz’ 30	
                           	78:1–114:5
                        

                     
                  

               

            

         

         
            Discovering Surah Names and Themes

            The Koran consists of 114 chapters, known as Surahs in Arabic, which run as long as 286 verses or as short as 3 verses.

            Table 3-2 identifies the names of each Surah, in English and Arabic, and describes the overall theme(s) of each Surah. This list also identifies whether a Surah was revealed in Mecca (MC) or in Medina (MD).

            
               
                  Table 3-2	Surah Names and Themes
                  
                     
                        	Surah 	
                        	Names in Arabic	
                        	Major Theme(s) 
                     

                     
                        	Number	
                        	and English
                        	
                     

                  
                  
                     
                        	1	
                        	Fatihah: The 	
                        	Introduction to the overall message of  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Opening (MD)	
                        	the Koran
                     

                     
                        	2	
                        	Al-Baqarah: The 	
                        	Nature of man; Israel’s story;  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Cow (MD)	
                        	Abraham’s story; Ka’ba and Islamic 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	community; struggle in God’s path; 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	nature of God
                     

                     
                        	3	
                        	Al-Imran: Family 	
                        	Jews and Christians; lessons from  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	of Imran (MD)	
                        	battles of Badr and Uhud; internal and 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	external responsibility of Muslims
                     

                  
                     
                        	4	
                        	An-Nisa: The 	
                        	Treatment of women and orphans;  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Women (MD)	
                        	inheritance, marriage, and family; 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	community of Medina and hypocrites; 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	People of the Book
                     

                     
                        	5	
                        	Al-Ma’ida: The Table 	
                        	Fulfillment of obligations; manners;  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Spread (MD)	
                        	righteousness; critique of Jews and 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	Christians; justice and brotherhood; 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	life and miracles of Jesus
                     

                     
                        	6	
                        	Al-An’am: Cattle (MC)	
                        	Nature of God and His signs; Paganism
                     

                     
                        	7	
                        	Al-A’raf: The Heights (MC)	
                        	Man’s religious history; prophets’ lives
                     

                     
                        	8	
                        	Al-Anfal: Spoils of War (MC)	
                        	Defining success; the power of Truth
                     

                     
                        	9	
                        	At-Tuaba: Repentance (MD)	
                        	Treaties; ethics of war; the power of  
                     

                     
                        		
                        		
                        	Truth
                     

                     
                        	10	
                        	Yunus: Jonah (MD)	
                        	Signs of God; ungratefulness of man
                     

                     
                        	11	
                        	Hud: Hud (MC)	
                        	Mercy and Patience; Noah, Hud, Lot
                     

                     
                        	12	
                        	Yusuf: Joseph (MC)	
                        	Story of Joseph; forgiveness
                     

                     
                        	13	
                        	Al-Rad: Thunder (MD)	
                        	Revelation; righteousness versus evil
                     

                     
                        	14	
                        	Ibrahim: Abraham (MC)	
                        	Darkness versus Light; Abraham’s story
                     

                     
                        	15	
                        	Al-Hijr: The Rocky Tract (MC)	
                        	Evil of Satan; Abraham; the Koran
                     

                     
                        	16	
                        	An-Nahl: The Bee (MC)	
                        	All creation glorifies God; the Koran
                     

                     
                        	17	
                        	Bani Israel: Children 	
                        	Prophets; service to God; pride; the  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	of Israel (MC)	
                        	Koran
                     

                     
                        	18	
                        	Al-Kahf: The Cave (MC)	
                        	Timeless time; teachings of wisdom
                     

                     
                        	19	
                        	Maryam: Mary (MC)	
                        	Mary and Jesus; Abraham and family
                     

                     
                        	20	
                        	Ta-Ha: Ta-Ha (MC)	
                        	Revelation; the life of Moses; the  
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	Last Day
                     

                     
                        	21	
                        	Al-Anbiyaa: The 	
                        	Day of Judgment; work righteousness 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Prophets (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	22	
                        	Hajj: Pilgrimage (MD)	
                        	Pilgrimage; Mercy and Truth of God
                        
                     

                     
                        	23	
                        	Al-Muminun: The 	
                        	Faith and practice; unity of the  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Believers (MC)	
                        	prophets
                     

                  
                     
                        	24	
                        	An-Nur: The Light (MD)	
                        	Modesty and privacy laws; God’s Light
                     

                     
                        	25	
                        	Al-Furqan: The 	
                        	The Koran as Criterion; contrast of  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Criterion (MC)	
                        	Signs
                     

                     
                        	26	
                        	Ash-Shu’araa:  	
                        	Prophetic struggles; truth versus  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	The Poets (MC)	
                        	falsehood
                     

                     
                        	27	
                        	An-Naml: The Ants (MC)	
                        	Moses, Solomon, Salih; God’s Glory
                     

                     
                        	28	
                        	Al-Qassas: The 	
                        	Pharaoh versus Moses; Muhammad 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Narration (MC)	
                        	
                     

                     
                        	29	
                        	Al-Ankabut: The Spider (MC)	
                        	Trials in preaching; the nature of the 
                     

                     
                        		
                        		
                        	Koran
                     

                     
                        	30	
                        	Ar-Rum: The Romans (MC)	
                        	God’s creation; man brings corruption
                     

                     
                        	31	
                        	Luqman: Luqman (MC)	
                        	Imparting wisdom to children; parents
                     

                     
                        	32	
                        	As-Sajda: Adoration (MC)	
                        	Symbols before man; Revelation
                     

                     
                        	33	
                        	Al-Ahzab: The 	
                        	Men and women; the Prophet’s wives 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Confederates (MD)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	34	
                        	Saba: The City of Saba (MC)	
                        	Power and justice; faith versus unbelief
                     

                     
                        	35	
                        	Fatir: The Originator (MC)	
                        	God’s creation and praise; good  
                     

                     
                        		
                        		
                        	versus evil
                     

                     
                        	36	
                        	Ya-Sin: Ya-Sin (MC)	
                        	Revelation; nature; the Day of Judgment
                     

                     
                        	37	
                        	As-Saffat: Ranks (MC)	
                        	Peace and victory; evil; the prophets
                     

                     
                        	38	
                        	Sad: Sad (MC)	
                        	Spiritual power versus worldly  
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	temptation
                     

                     
                        	39	
                        	Az-Zumar: The Groups (MC)	
                        	Unity in creation; revelation; guidance
                     

                     
                        	40	
                        	Gaffir: Forgiving (MC)	
                        	Good versus evil
                     

                     
                        	41	
                        	Fussilat: Detailed 	
                        	Mankind in relation to faith and  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	verses (MC)	
                        	revelation
                     

                     
                        	42	
                        	Ash-Shura: 	
                        	Defending revelation; evil versus  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Consultation (MC)	
                        	guidance
                     

                     
                        	43	
                        	Az-Zukhruf: Gold 	
                        	Revelation; Abraham; Jesus 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	Adornments (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	44	
                        	Ad-Dukhan: Smoke (MC)	
                        	Revelation; pride versus a spiritual truth
                     

                  
                     
                        	45	
                        	Al-Jathiya: Bowing 	
                        	Results of mocking faith and unbelief 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	the Knee (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	46	
                        	Al-Ahqaf: Winding 	
                        	Purpose of creation 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Sand-tracts (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	47	
                        	Muhammad: 	
                        	Defending faith against hostility 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Muhammad (MD)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	48	
                        	Al-Fath: The Victory (MD)	
                        	Elements of ultimate victory; Hudabiya
                     

                     
                        	49	
                        	Al-Hujurat: Inner 	
                        	Healthy communal laws for  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Apartments (MD)	
                        	coexistence
                     

                     
                        	50	
                        	Qaf: Qaf (MC)	
                        	God’s Signs; the Day of Judgment
                     

                     
                        	51	
                        	Az-Zariyat: Scattering 	
                        	Winds; Signs; the Reminder; the  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Winds (MC)	
                        	hereafter
                     

                     
                        	52	
                        	At-Tur: The Mountain (MC)	
                        	Good deeds versus evil deeds
                     

                     
                        	53	
                        	An-Najm: The Star (MC)	
                        	Revelation; the nature of God; disbelief
                     

                     
                        	54	
                        	Al-Qamar: The Moon (MC)	
                        	The Day of Judgment nears;  
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	heedlessness 
                     

                     
                        	55	
                        	Al-Rahman: Most 	
                        	God’s favors on humanity 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Merciful (MD)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	56	
                        	Al-Waqia: The Inevitable 	
                        	The Day of Judgment and hereafter 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Event (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	57	
                        	Al-Hadid: The Iron (MD)	
                        	God’s Power and Knowledge
                     

                     
                        	58	
                        	Al-Mujadila: Pleading 	
                        	Rejection of falsehood and mischief 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Woman (MD)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	59	
                        	Al-Hashr: The Gathering (MD)	
                        	Expelling the treacherous Jews of  
                     

                     
                        		
                        		
                        	Medina
                     

                     
                        	60	
                        	Al-Mumtahana: Examining 	
                        	Enemies of faith; Abraham’s example;  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Woman (MD)	
                        	marriages of believers and non- 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	believers
                     

                     
                        	61	
                        	As-Saff: Battle Aray (MD)	
                        	God’s Signs; helping God’s cause
                     

                     
                        	62	
                        	Al-Jumma: The 	
                        	Purity and wisdom; Friday prayers 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Assembly (MD)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	63	
                        	Al-Munafiqun: The 	
                        	The nature of hypocrites 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Hypocrites (MD)
                        	
                     

                  
                     
                        	64	
                        	Tagabun: Mutual Loss & 	
                        	The Creator is one; the hereafter 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Gain (MD)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	65	
                        	At-Talaq: Divorce (MD)	
                        	Some laws regarding divorce
                     

                     
                        	66	
                        	At-Tahrim: Forbidden (MD)	
                        	Harmony in family life
                     

                     
                        	67	
                        	Al-Mulk: The Dominion (MC)	
                        	Outer shadows versus inner truth
                     

                     
                        	68	
                        	Al-Qalam: The Pen (MC)	
                        	Good prevails; God’s Justice
                     

                     
                        	69	
                        	Al-Haqqa: The Sure 	
                        	Truth prevails over falsehood 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Reality (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	70	
                        	Al-Ma’arij: The 	
                        	Patience in time leads to heaven 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Ascension (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	71	
                        	Nuh: Noah (MC)	
                        	Struggles of Prophet Noah
                     

                     
                        	72	
                        	Al-Jinn: The Jinn (MC)	
                        	Nature and story of Jinn 
                     

                     
                        	73	
                        	Al-Muzammil: Garments 	
                        	Prayer and humility in spiritual life 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Folded (MC)	
                        	
                     

                     
                        	74	
                        	Al-Mudathir: One 	
                        	Prayer and patience in spiritual stress 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Wrapped Up (MC)	
                        	
                     

                     
                        	75	
                        	Al-Qiyamat: The 	
                        	The Day of Judgment; inner psychology 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Resurrection (MC)	
                        	
                     

                     
                        	76	
                        	Al-Insan: Man (MD)	
                        	Arguing against the atheist
                     

                     
                        	77	
                        	Al-Mursalat: Sent Forth (MC)	
                        	The hereafter for rejecters of faith
                     

                     
                        	78	
                        	An-Nabaa: The News (MC)	
                        	God’s loving care and future promise
                     

                     
                        	79	
                        	An-Naziat: Tear Out (MC)	
                        	Death; the fall of pride
                     

                     
                        	80	
                        	Abasa: He Frowned (MC)	
                        	Reminding the Prophet; the hereafter
                     

                     
                        	81	
                        	At-Takwir: Folding Up (MC)	
                        	The Last Day; the Day of Judgment; 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	the Koran
                     

                     
                        	82	
                        	Al-Infitar: Cleaving 	
                        	The Last Day; the Day of Judgment 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Asunder (MC)	
                        	
                     

                     
                        	83	
                        	Al-Mutafifeen: Dealing 	
                        	Strongly condemns dealing in fraud 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Fraud (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	84	
                        	Al-Inshiqaq: Rendering 	
                        	The Last Day; the Day of Judgment 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Asunder (MC)
                        	
                     

                  
                     
                        	85	
                        	Al-Buruj: Zodiacal 	
                        	God defends his believers 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Signs (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	86	
                        	At-Tariq: The Night 	
                        	Protection for every soul 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Visitant (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	87	
                        	Al-A’la: The Most High (MC)	
                        	Purification of the soul
                     

                     
                        	88	
                        	Al-Ghashiyah: Over-	
                        	Good versus evil; Signs of God 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	whelming Event (MC)	
                        	
                     

                     
                        	89	
                        	Al-Fajr: The Dawn (MC)	
                        	Spiritual truths; inner psychology
                     

                     
                        	90	
                        	Al-Balad: The City (MC)	
                        	Nature of man; inner psychology
                     

                     
                        	91	
                        	Ash-Shams (MC)	
                        	Reflection on God’s creation; purifying 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	the soul; rejection of arrogance
                     

                     
                        	92	
                        	Al-Lail: The Night (MC)	
                        	Striving for God’s pleasure
                     

                     
                        	93	
                        	Ad-Duha: Morning Light (MC)	
                        	God’s intimate relationship with man
                     

                     
                        	94	
                        	Al-Sharh: The Expansion (MC)	
                        	With every hardship comes ease
                     

                     
                        	95	
                        	At-Tin: The Fig (MC)	
                        	Nature of man
                     

                     
                        	96	
                        	Iqraa: Recite (MC)	
                        	Humble origins of man; preaching
                     

                     
                        	97	
                        	Al-Qadr: Night of 	
                        	The Night of Power (revelation of the  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Power (MC)	
                        	Koran)
                     

                     
                        	98	
                        	Al-Baiyina: Clear 	
                        	The fate of those who reject faith 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Evidence (MD)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	99	
                        	Al-Zilzal: The Convulsion (MD)	
                        	The Day of Judgment 
                     

                     
                        		
                        		
                        	
                     

                     
                        	100	
                        	Al-Adiyat: Those 	
                        	Spiritual power; man’s ingratitude 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	That Run (MC)	
                        	
                     

                     
                        	101	
                        	Al-Qari’ah: Day of 	
                        	The Day of Judgment 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Clamor (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	102	
                        	At-Takathur: Piling Up (MC)	
                        	Man’s love for wealth; death
                     

                     
                        	103	
                        	Al-Asr: Time through 	
                        	The nature of time; the nature of good 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	the Ages (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	104	
                        	Al-Humaza: Scandal-	
                        	Condemnation of the scandal-monger  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	monger (MC)	
                        	and backbiting 
                     

                  
                     
                        	105	
                        	Al-Fil: The Elephant (MC)	
                        	Defense of Mecca against the 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	Christian army of Abraha the year 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	Prophet Muhammad was born
                     

                     
                        	106	
                        	Quraish: Custodians 	
                        	An appeal to the Quraish to accept  
                     

                     
                        		
                        	of Kaba (MC)	
                        	God’s Oneness and His Message
                     

                     
                        	107	
                        	Al-Ma’un: Neighborly 	
                        	True meaning of worship; requiring faith 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Needs (MC)	
                        	 for good deeds; love for those in need
                     

                     
                        	108	
                        	Al-Kauthar: Abundance (MC)	
                        	Spiritual riches through devotion
                     

                     
                        	109	
                        	Al-Kaffirun: Rejecting 	
                        	No compromise for the Truth 
                     

                     
                        		
                        	Faith (MC)
                        	
                     

                     
                        	110	
                        	An-Nasr: Help (MC)	
                        	All victory comes from God
                     

                     
                        	111	
                        	Lahab: Lahab (MC)	
                        	Fate of the cruel Lahab who perse
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	cuted Muhammad and his followers
                     

                     
                        	112	
                        	Al-Ikhlas: Purity of Faith (MC)	
                        	Short summation about God in the  
                     

                     
                        		
                        		
                        	Koran; Oneness of God
                     

                     
                        	113	
                        	Al-Falaq (MC)	
                        	Seeking refuge in God
                     

                     
                        	114	
                        	An-Nas (MC)	
                        	Appeal to trust in God for protection 
                     

                     
                        	
                        	
                        	from all evil
                     

                  
               

            

         

         
            Finding Your Way Through  the Moral Narrative

            
               Surahs in the Koran are built around a moral narrative. In the longer Surahs that dominate much of the Book, the moral narrative is presented in three primary ways:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Signs of the Divine in the universe followed by moral teachings, arguments, and premises

               	[image: bullet]	Teachings that set into motion a law or set of laws that seek to put a moral lesson into practice or show ways of preserving the moral teaching

               	[image: bullet]	Moral teachings or premises followed by a story or series of stories that provide historical references to past prophets and civilizations to prove a moral argument

            

            In the following sections, I present some examples of how the moral narrative generally works in the Koran.

            
               Through divine signs

               Look at the first 13 passages of Surah Al-Rahman (55), which is famous for its extraordinary eloquence and beauty. This Surah provides a great example of how moral narrative is developed in the Koran through discussion of God’s divine signs.

               The moral narrative in this Surah is introduced with a series of divine signs in the universe, a moral truth about justice that is reflected in God’s creation, and finally the moral question that demands an answer. This format then repeats throughout the Surah, and many others.

               The first seven Ayat describe proofs or signs of God in the universe:

               
                  “The Most Merciful! It is He who has taught the Koran. He has created man. He has taught him speech, an intelligent speech. The sun and the moon follow courses computed. And the herbs and the trees both bow in adoration. And the firmament has He raised high, and He has set up the just balance (in the universe)” (55:1–7).

               

               Then, the next two Ayat introduce the moral truths of balance and justice:

               
                  “So that you too might never transgress just balance (in life). So establish weight with justice and fall not short in the balance” (55:8–9).

               

               The next three verses return to the signs of God:

               
                  “It is He who has spread out the earth for all living beings. Therein are fruit and date palms, producing enclosed dates. Also corn, with its leaves and stalk for fodder, and sweet-smelling plants” (10–12).

               

               Finally, a question, which is asked 30 times over the course of this Surah, presents a moral argument:

               
                  “Then which of the favors of your Sustainer will you deny?” (55:13).

               

               The signs of God’s wonder in the world lead to this powerful question, which inspires deep contemplation, reflection, and gratitude in many readers.

            

            
               Through laws

               Some Surahs present moral laws and truths one after the other. These laws and truths often relate to a moral teaching presented in the Surah’s first few Ayat, which establishes such lessons as human rights and kinship ties. The Surah goes on in this pattern, but with new moral propositions, then laws, combined with truths.

               As an example, Surah Al-Nisaa’ (4) presents the moral narrative as a moral teaching followed by supporting moral laws.

               
                  Ayat 1 begins with a universal moral declaration:

               
                  “O mankind! Be conscious of your Guardian Sustainer, who created you from a single soul, created out of it, his mate, and from them two spread countless men and women. Be conscious of God through whom you demand your mutual rights and of these ties of kinship. For, verily, God  is ever watchful over you” (4:1).

               

               This passage, which speaks of mutual rights, goes on to call for a series of laws that implement social rights for the weakest members of society — orphans (4:2–9). Then, out of these laws, a moral truth is presented: “Those who unjustly eat up the property of orphans, eat up a fire into their own bodies. They will soon be enduring a blazing fire” (4:10).

               Then, the moral narrative moves into the laws of inheritance, but with an eye on the very first verse of this Surah that speaks of kinship ties. These laws seek to establish justice between family members so that wealth is spread among the deceased’s lineage (4:11–12). Again, the narrative uses this opportunity to expound another moral law that describes the fate of those who obey God and His Messenger as opposed to those who willfully disobey the teachings (4:13–14).

               From there, the Koran expands on the preservation of lineage by introducing laws that punish sexual lewdness, which threaten the moral foundations of family life (4:15–18). Then, the same theme of mutual rights and honoring of family is once again taught by instructing men to treat their wives with kindness and justice (4:19–21). The sanctity of family life is further explored by a list of prohibitions on who a Muslim male or female cannot marry (4:22–25).

               Again, the Koranic narrative turns from moral laws to moral truths that say God only wishes to guide humanity to a good life, but those who follow their lower passions wish only to turn away from that guidance. Also, God wishes to make laws easy for humankind seeing that “man was created weak” (4:26–28).

            

            
               Through stories of the past

               In this narrative form, the Koran often begins with a moral or set of moral teachings that are then explained through stories of prophets or other wise characters, and concluded by a moral truth or set of moral truths.

               For example, Surah Hud (11) in the Koran presents a moral narrative through the experiences of prophets that strengthen the moral premise of the Surah.

               The opening passages of the Surah present its moral argument:

               
                  “(The Koran teaches) that you should worship none but God. (Say:) Verily I am sent unto you from Him to warn and to bring glad tidings. Seek you the forgiveness of your Sustainer and turn to him in repentance that He may grant you enjoyment, good for a term appointed, and bestow His abounding Mercy on all who abound in merit. But if you turn away, then I fear for you the chastisement of a Great Day. To God is your return, and He has power over all things” (11:2–4).

               

               Then the Ayat go on to say that God knows all things, whether they are open or hidden, since He who created the earth will give judgment in the future (11:5–8). From this, the Surah begins to talk about the nature of man, where he tends to fall into despair when joy is followed by sadness. And, man tends to fall into arrogance when a period of sadness or suffering is followed by divine favors of joy. But, those who escape this hypocritical nature are those “who show patience and perseverance, and work righteousness” who are then forgiven for their sins and granted happiness (9:11).

               After this, the Surah warns its believers not to leave the teachings of the Book even when the rejecters of faith belittle them for their beliefs and practices. The Surah goes on to defend the sanctity of the Koran, and how it conveys only the Truth. Believers should not worry or get distracted from their objective of worshiping God, despite the efforts of those who lie about God and “hinder men from the path of God” (11:12–23).

               The Surah then presents a similitude as its first step in explaining with  clarity the moral lessons of the past 23 Ayat. “These two kinds may be compared to the blind and deaf, and those who can see and hear well. Are they equal when compared? Will you not then take heed?” (11:24).

               The Surah builds to this point: That God alone should be worshiped, and to achieve a happy state of bliss, you must practice patience, perseverance, good deeds, and humility. But, those who are impatient, arrogant, reject faith, and work to prevent man from walking God’s path will be punished in the hereafter.

               Now, with this moral premise in mind, the Koran then ventures into a series of stories about past prophets who struggled to preach God’s word, but each time were met with opposition to the Truth.

               
                  The experience of Prophet Noah

                  First up is Prophet Noah, who declares his prophetic mission to warn his people, and to serve God alone. The rejecters of faith mock Noah as a liar. Noah tells his people that he has indeed come in Truth, does not ask for any material gain, and only seeks to save them from this state of unbelief (11:25–35). Then, Noah is told to construct an ark that will save him from the great flood. Most people reject his warnings, including his own son. And, when God’s word comes true, Noah’s people perish, except those who accepted the prophetic teachings of Noah (11:36–48).

                  The moral of Noah’s experience ties back directly to the moral argument or premise in opening passages of this Surah. “Such are some of the stories of the unseen. . . . So persevere patiently, for the end is for those who are deeply conscious of God” (11:49).

               

               
                  Prophet Hud and his people

                  Hud was a prophet sent to the People of ‘Ad as their own brother. He also says to his people, just as Prophet Noah before him, that he seeks no material reward for urging his people to turn in repentance to God and to turn away from sin. But, the People of ‘Ad reject his message and prefer to continue in their idol worship while claiming that Hud had been seized by evil (11:50–54).

                  Prophet Hud responds by saying that he calls only to the worship of One God and puts his trust in the Divine, because only God knows all things. He then warns his people of God’s punishment if they persist in sin. Finally, God decrees that the People of ‘Ad be destroyed, except Prophet Hud and those who followed him (11:55–60).

               

               
                  Prophet Salih and the people of Thamud

                  Prophet Salih, like Noah and Hud before him, was sent to his people with the same message to worship God alone and to turn to him in repentance. Again the People of Thamud, like the past peoples, accuse Salih of lying and ask for a clear proof. God sends this proof with the miraculous birth of a unique and beautiful she-camel (the Koran is vague on the exact nature of this miracle, but some stories say that the she-camel suddenly appeared from the earth). Salih tells his people to let the camel wander freely without harming her in the least. But, since they are bent on rejecting faith, they kill the camel and reject the clear proof sent by God (11:61–64).

                  Salih warns them that a day will soon come where they will be destroyed for their persistent rejection of faith. The People of Thamud were eventually destroyed with a mighty blast (11:65–68).

               

               
                  The patience of Abraham and story of Lot

                  Tying the moral narrative back to patience, this Surah tells of the time when Abraham and his wife receive the good news of a son after patiently trusting in God for years (11:69–73).

                  Abraham pleads with the angels who bring him good news, to help Prophet Lot’s people, who prefer men instead of the pure women in the town. The angels tell Prophet Lot that his people will not turn away from indecency, and therefore they will be destroyed. He is told to leave with his family, but his wife does not heed his call, and is also destroyed along with the town’s people (11:74–83).

               

               
                  Prophet Shu’aib and the people of Madyan

                  Prophet Shu’aib was sent to the People of Madyan as one of their own, and he, like all past prophets, urged his people to worship God alone and to practice economic justice — which was a particularly unethical practice of his people. Like past peoples, the People of Madyan mock Shu’aib’s call to prayer and away from over indulgence in materialism (11:84–88).

                  Prophet Shu’aib warns his people not to reject his message just because of their hate for his dissent against the status quo of social and economic injustice that benefited the powerful and wealthy. And, he warns them of receiving a fate that is similar to the peoples of Noah, Hud, Salih, and Lot. He asks them to turn in forgiveness to God. Shu’aib is then mocked by this materialistic society as a man with no wealth and with lowly social status (11:89–93).

                  Finally, after persistent rejection of faith and extreme love of materialism, the People of Madyan are destroyed, except for Shu’aib and those who followed him (11:94–95).

               

               
                  Prophet Moses confronts the tyrant Pharaoh

                  This Surah only briefly mentions the case of Prophet Moses and his struggle against the tyrannical forces of Pharaoh. Moses came with clear signs, but Pharaoh and his Chiefs followed the wrong path, and for this they were destroyed like the non-believers before them. On the Day of Judgment, Pharaoh will lead his followers into the hellfire (11:96–99).

               

               
                  Conclusion of the moral narrative

                  After briefly mentioning the stories and struggles of the heroic and pious prophets, the Koran returns to the premise of the moral narrative. All these stories find one thing in common: Truth is always at odds with falsehood. The people of Truth are rejected, mocked, and oppressed by rejecters of faith. But, in the end, Truth and patience win out over the delusion of falsehood.

                  The Koran explains its historical analysis of these prophets and civilizations by saying, “It was not we who wronged them. They wronged their own souls. The deities other than God whom they invoked did not profit them when there issued the decree of your Sustainer. Nor did they add anything but perdition” (11:101). The Surah goes on to say that this historical account is a sign for those who are conscious of God, and that all unjust communities must eventually meet their downfall because of their persistent arrogance. But, those who do good will be rewarded in this world and in the hereafter (11:102–109).

                  Finally, the Surah advises the believers to take a path that will protect them from arrogance and disbelief: Stand in faith with those of faith, incline not towards those who practice evil, establish regular prayers, and remain steadfast in patience (11:115).

               

            

         

         
            Simplifying the Moral Narrative  of Shorter Surahs

            Shorter Surahs, usually less than 50 Ayat, cover most of the latter sections  of the Koran. Their moral narrative is much simpler than the longer Surahs because they focus on a central moral theme that is presented as a teaching, usually without long references to past prophets and divine laws.

            Most of these Surahs focus on belief in the Oneness of God, the Day of Accountability, paradise and hellfire, good spiritual qualities, and condemned moral evils.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Since these Surahs present the premise of the Koranic message, you may want to begin from the back of the Book and familiarize yourself with these basic teachings before reading the longer Surahs found earlier in the Book. Any Surah from Juz’ 30 of the Koran (see the section “Juz’,” earlier in this chapter) provides a good starting point.

            Here’s an example of just one Surah to give you a basic idea:

            
               “Woe to every scandalmonger and backbiter who piles up wealth and lays it by thinking that his wealth would make him last forever. By no means! He will surely be thrown into that which breaks to pieces. And what will explain to you that which breaks to pieces? It is the fire of God kindled, which does mount to the hearts. It shall be made into a vault over them, in columns outstretched” (Surah 104).

            

            This short Surah makes the moral narrative pretty simple: The moral evils of spreading scandals, backbiting, and materialism are condemned as acts that lead to the hellfire. You can find this same sort of simple narrative in most of these shorter Surahs.
            

         

      

      

   


End of sample
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