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Approaching the Qur’dn

O NE AFTERNOON IN CAIRO, I found my-

self in an unusual situation. The streets
of this noisy, bustling city were suddenly strangely quiet, yet the
cafes were crowded with people clustered around televisions. For
special events—the death of a great figure, an important soccer
game-—one might expect to find people in cafes following the
event on television. What had drawn people from the streets into
the cafes today was the appearance of one of Egypt’s popular
Qur’an reciters. When I returned to my hotel, the lobby was filled
with men, some of them Egyptian Christians, watching and lis-
tening to the televised recitation with intense interest.

Such appreciation for the recited Qur’an stimulates a diver-
sity of explanations. To devout Muslims, the recited Qur’an is the
word of God revealed to the prophet Muhammad; its divine origin
accounts for its hold over the listener. Some anti-Islamic mission-
aries attribute the extraordinary power and beauty of the Qur’an
to a Jinni or even Satan. A Marxist revolutionary from an Islamic
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APPROACHING THE QUR'AN

background, who was highly critical of all religion, ,insisted that the
genius of the Qur’an resulted from Muhammad‘s alleged mad-
ness and resultant close contact with the unconscious. In Middle
Eastern societies, what unites these opinions and seems beyond
dispute is the fact that the recited Qur’an is a distinctively com-
pelling example of verbal expression. .

The Qur’an itself offers an explanation for its unusual effect on
its audience. In seventh-century Arabia, a man named Muham-
mad began reciting what he said were revelations to l‘:lm from
God. These revelations referred to themselves as the Qur’an. Tl_iey
present Muhammad as a prophet in the line of prophets stretching
back from Jesus to Moses and Abraham. The Qur’an recounts the
stories of earlier prophets with descriptions of their miracles: the
marvels of Moses before Pharoah and Jesus bringing dead crea-
tures back to life, for example. When a listener challfanged
Muhammad to prove he was a prophet by performing a .rmracle,
the Qur’anic answer was that the Qur’an itself was the rfuracle. If
anyone could produce anything like it, then the Qur’an was a
human creation and Muhammad a false prophet. If, however, no
one else could produce anything like it, then the Qur’an was clearly
beyond the capacity of a human being, and Muhammad was not
its author but simply its messenger. Although poets and others
have taken up the Qur’anic challenge, including the famous and
beloved poet nicknamed al-Mutannabi (the “Would-Bg Pro-
phet™), within Islam the Qur’an has been generally recognized as
inimitable. '

Most of the world’s Muslims, including the majority of those
who live outside the Arab world, learn the Qur’an in Arab'ic. For
them, the sense of some extraordinary power and beauty in its lan-
guage is readily recognized. Generations onu_r’anic commenta-
tors have tried to account for the compelling nature of the
composition, articulation, or voice of the Qur’an in Arabic, but the
fact that there was something special about it was assumed. It was
apparent from the love of people for the Qur’anic \{oice; frnom the
intertwining of the Qur’anic allusions and rhythms in the,rlcl‘f fab-
ric of art, literature, and music; from the way tl?e Qur’an is re-
cited at great occasions and in the most humble circumstances of
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daily life; and from the devotion people put into learning to recite
it correctly in Arabic. The sound of Qur’anic recitation can move
people to tears, from ‘Umar, the powerful second Caliph of Islam,
to the average farmer, villager, or townsman of today, including
those who may not be particularly observant or religious in tem-
perament.

Yet for Westerners who do not read or speak Arabic, the ef-
fort to get even a basic glimpse of what the Qur’an is about has
proved frustrating. The Qur’an is not arranged in chronological
order or narrative pattern. Indeed, the passages associated with the
very first revelations given to Muhammad, those learned first by
Muslims when they study the Qur’an in Arabic, are placed at the
very end of the written Qur’an. After a short prayer, the written
Qur’an begins with the longest and one of the most complex chap-
ters, one from Muhammad’s later career, which engages the full
array of legal, historical, polemical, and religious issues in a fashion
bewildering for the reader not immersed in the history and law of
early Islam. For those familiar with the Bible, it would be as if the
second page opened with a combination of the legal discussions
in Leviticus, the historical polemic in the book of Judges, and

apocalyptic allusions from Revelation, with the various topics
mixed in together and beginning in mid-topic.
This volume is an attempt to approach the Qur’an in two
senses. First, in the translations and commentary | have tried to
bring across some sense of that particular combination of majesty
and intimacy that makes the Qur'anic voice distinctive. Second, I
have sought to allow the reader who is unfamiliar with the details
of Islamic history to approach the Qur’an in a way that allows an
appreciation of its distinctive literary character. The selections pre-
sented here are the short, hymnic chapters or Sitras associated with
the first revelations to Muhammad, most of which appear at the
end of the written text and are commonly reached only by the
most resolute reader. These short Suras are the sections learned
first by Muslims in their study of the Arabic Qur’an. They also
comprise the verses most often memorized, quoted, and recited.
They contain some of the most powerful prophetic and revela-
tory passages in religious history. And they offer the vision of a
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meaningful and just life that anchors the religion of one-fifth of the
world’s inhabitants.

These passages involve relatively little of the historical, politi-
cal, and legal detail present in the Suras associated with Muham-
mad’s later career, after he became the leader of a young Islamic
state. In this sense they are the Suras that speak most directly to
every human being, regardless of religious confession or cultural
background. As opposed to the Suras of the later period with their
distinctive long verses, these early Suras are characterized by a
hymnic quality, condensed and powerful imagery, and a sweep-
ing lyricism. Opposite each Sura in this volume, you will find a
short commentary that explores some of its subtleties and context.
An annotated index at the end of the introduction explains key
Qur’anic concepts and gives the Arabic terms and the English
translations used for them in this volume. The purpose of this in-
troduction is to clarify the cultural and historical matrix in which
the Qur’an came to exist, the central themes and qualities of the
hymnic Suras, and the manner in which the Qur’an is experienced
and taken to heart within Islamic societies.

Since the Qur’an first became known in medieval Europe, it
has been involved in the struggle between Christian Europe and
Islam that culminated in the crusades and continued through the
period of colonial rule and beyond. In recent centuries Europeans
and Americans commonly assumed that the Qur’an was com-
posed or fabricated by Muhammad; they referred to Islam as
“Muhammadanism.” Muslims view the term “Muhammadan” as
profoundly misleading; contemporary scholars point out that it is
invalid, since it implies that Muslims worship Muhammad in the
way Christians worship Christ. If there is any analogue to Christ in
Islam, as the “word of God™ and the guide to the just life, it is not
Muhammad but the Qur’an itself.

In the past few decades, non-Muslim scholars of Islam have
adopted a less polemical approach. The Suras are attributed, in a
more theologically neutral fashion, to the Qur’an as a text, rather
than to whomever the interpreter considered the true author. Such
attributions, now also common for the Bible, allow for a text to
be discussed without constant and tendentious assumptions about
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its authorship. Even so, scholarly controversies continue. Thus,
while most scholars treat the Qur’an as a text that was revealed or
created in the time of Muhammad, a revisionist school views it as
an oral tradition that may have extended beyond the lifetime of
any single individual.!

The purpose of this book is neither to refute nor to promote
the Qur’anic message. Rather, the goal is to allow those who do not
have access to the Qur’an in its recited, Arabic form to encounter
one of the most influential texts in human history in a manner that
is accessible. These Suras contain the essential world view of the
Qur’an concerning the meaning of life and the possibility of jus-
tice—the two interconnected themes that are at the heart of [s-
lamic thought. This volume is devoted to these early Qur’anic
revelations.

I. Muhammad, the Qur’dn, and the Poets

According to traditional accounts, Muhammad was born in the
year 570 C.E. in the trading town of Mecca, situated in a barren val-
ley in central Arabia. Muhammad’s father died before his birth.
His mother died soon after. His grandfather, who had been ap-
pointed his guardian, also died while Muhammad was still a boy.
He then came under the guardianship of an uncle. The Qur’an
suggests that Muhammad’s consciousness was deeply influenced
by his experience of being orphaned in a society in which status,
security, and life itself depended upon family connections.

Muhammad married Khadija, a prosperous widow and inde-
pendent businesswoman who, along with her husband, was to ex-
ercise an enormous impact on world history. Muhammad had also
taken to meditating in a cave in the rocky hills above Mecca and,
around the year 610 C.E., he experienced his prophetic vision and
first revelation. The vision is described in elliptic and allusive lan-
guage (Sura 53). The first auditory revelation is believed to have
been the Qur'anic words (Sura 96 ): “Recite in the name of your
lord who created . . . ” The term Qur’an, given to the revelations
Muhammad would convey, is related to the Arabic word for “re-
cite.” [t might be translated as the Recitation.

The Qur’anic revelations present Muhammad as the “messen-
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ger” (rasil) of God, the culmination in a line going back through
many prophets found also in the Bible {Jesus, Moses, and Abra-
ham) and through others known only in the Arabian tradition. At
first, Muhammad was dismissed with contempt and mockery.
Gradually, however, he built a small circle of followers, including
Khadija and his cousin ‘Ali. The revelations believed to be the ear-
liest were embraced by a small group of people in a region con-
sidered a no-man’s land by the leaders of the great empires of the
day (Roman, Persian, and Ethiopian). Within the span of a few
decades, these revelations became the core of a major world reli-
gion and an international civilization extending from what is now
Spain to Afghanistan; within a couple of centuries, that faith ex-
tended all the way to China.

When Muhammad began reciting the verses translated here,
Arabia was a vast empty space on the geopolitical map, a region lit-
tle known and of little concern to the three major civilizations
that surrounded it. To the north and west was the Byzantine
Roman empire; to the northeast the Sassanian Persian empire; and
to the southeast the Abyssinian-Yemenite civilization. Each of
these empires had satellite Arab tribes more or less under its
political and cultural influence. Each had ancient Arab cities asso-
ciated with it: the Nabataean cities of Petra in the North, the
Yemenite civilizations of Sheba and the Ma’rib dam in the south,
and the kingdom of al-Hira in what is now Iraq, which was the
capital of the Persian-leaning Arab tribes.

In the center of this world, at the blank spot on the geopoliti-
cal map, were the bedouin. Over centuries they had developed a
way of life adapted to the brutal conditions of the desert. The
bedouin herded sheep and goats and developed sciences of horse
and camel breeding. The sparsity of desert vegetation forced the
tribes into continual migration and into a situation of negotiation,
rivalry, and frequent warfare over valued pasture grounds. Yet, de-
spite the physical impoverishment of bedouin life, the bedouin
were viewed as the authentic bearers of culture. Even the towns-
men of Mecca looked to the bedouin as the personification of Arab
values (the word ‘arab originally meant a pastoral nomad), and
Muhammad himself was sent out to live with the family of his wet
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nurse in order to be educated in bedouin cultural values.

At the time Muhammad was reciting the first Quranic reve-
lations to a skeptical audience in the town of Mecca, several de-
velopments were leading to a transformation of Arabia’s place in
the world. One was a technological revolution. Sometime around
the period of Muhammad’s life, the bedouin developed a new
kind of camel saddle that allowed their camels to carry previously
unimagined weight. Camels, which had been used largely for
milk and transport of individuals and small loads, became the cen-
ter of a transportation revolution. Within a hundred years, the
Hellenistic and Roman worlds of transport and commerce, based
on donkey carts and the upkeep of roads, were replaced by camel
caravans. And the bedouin in Arabia, who had been traders with
and raiders of the established civilizations, were to control the
vehicle of trade and commerce in the Western world: the drome-
dary camel.?

Parallel to the technological revolution was a cultural and lin-
guistic transformation. Muhammad recited to an audience that
had developed one of the most finely honed and scrutinizing tastes
in the history of expressive speech. This love for language had been
associated with the prophetic utterances of pre-Islamic seers
{kahins) and especially with the poets (shd‘irs) of Arabia who had
developed, over unknown centuries of oral tradition, a poetic her-
itage that, along with the Qur’an, was to become the wellspring for
the new Arabic-Islamic civilizations. Indeed, when Muhammad
first began reciting verses of particular power and beauty, some
called him a poet. A Qur'anic revelation made a distinction: poets
speak out of desire and do not understand what they are saying,
while a prophet speaks what is revealed to him by God (Sura 26).

Every year, at pilgrimage sites around Arabia, tribes gathered
for religious observances, trade, and poetry contests. One of the
major sites was Mecca, with its ancient shrine, the Ka'ba, an
empty, square enclosure with a black rock embedded in one wall.
The pilgrimage rituals in Mecca included the circumambulation of
the Ka‘ba (the ritual circling of the shrine), as well as the “stations”
of pilgrimage around the precinct of Mecca itself that made up
the larger ritual known as the hajj. As tribes came to Mecca dur-
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ing the “sacred months,” all warfare and blood feuds were forbid-

den. During this period trade fairs and poetry contests were held
outside of Mecca in a place known as known as ‘Ukaz. According
to legend, the seven most admired poems were embroidered in
gold on rare black cloth and suspended from the walls of the
Ka‘ba. These “Hanging Odes” (Mu‘allagat) served as the epitome
-of pre-Islamic bedouin cultural values and verbal expression.

The poets, the bearers of the values, were the most dangerous
and obdurate opponents of the prophet Muhammad. At some
point Muhammad found a circle of poets to support him as well,
and the ancient poetic tradition then became a central part of the
struggle. One of the most important figures in the Arabia of
Muhammad’s time was the poet Ka‘b bin Zuhayr. As the son of
Zuhayr (author of one of the celebrated “Hanging Odes”) and a
great poet in his own right, Ka‘b was viewed within bedouin soci-
ety as a cultural authority. His opposition to Muhammad contin-
ued until it became clear that Muhammad’s political and cultural
authority could no longer be challenged. By the standards of tribal
code, as the spokesman for the losing side, Ka‘b was in grave dan-
ger. In a famous episode, Ka‘b went to the prophet Muhammad,
offered his allegiance, and presented a poem in honor of the
prophet. Muhammad then gave Ka‘b his mantle (burda), and the
poem has since been known as the burda or Mantle Ode. This
transaction, as much as anything in early Islamic history, symbol-
izes the passing of the old order, the rejection of some of its val-
ues, and the transformation of other values into the new Islamic
world-view. Even so, the tradition begun with pre-Islamic poetry
continued to develop through the history of Arabic literature, even
as it played an important role within Persian, Ottoman Turkish,
Urdu, and the other literatures of [slam.

The odes (gasidas) were constructed with three major sections:
the remembrance of the lost beloved, the quest, and the boast. This
poetry was heroic in values, lyrical in form, and dramatic in idiom.
Remembrance of the beloved was based upon the broken relation-
ship between lovers and beloveds. Love affairs begun when the
bedouin tribes met at the fairs would be broken off as the tribes
separated to pursue the year-long effort to find pasture grounds.

INTRODUCTION

The abandoned ruins of the beloved’s campsite became the quin-
tessential symbol of the former union with the beloved and her
current absence, and the generative symbol for the entire poem.
The poet might also remember the stations of the beloved’s jour-
ney away from him, and list them with ritual solemnity, as if they
were the stations of a pilgrimage. The memory of the beloved, fi-
nally, would lead to a reverie, with a lyrical evocation of spring, of
the oasis, of animals at peace—in other words, of a lost garden
symbolic of the lost beloved.

The quest or “night journey” began when the poet broke out
of his reverie and set off alone across the desert on a camel mare.
These desert journey scenes involved an almost surreal evocation
of the heat of the desert day; the terror of the night; the hunger, de-
privation, and disorientation of the journey; and a confrontation
with mortality—without consolation of an afterlife. The wearing
away of the poet’s self was often symbolized by the emaciation of
the camel mare. Other desert animals—such as the oryx, onager,
and ostrich—were depicted with a complex symbolic depth and
poetic texture.

The final section, the boast, featured the reintegration of the
poet into his tribe and the singing of the tribal values of generosity,
courage in war, and the willingness to stand before death unflinch-
ingly. The boast often was based on a poetic evocation of the sac-
rifice of the bedouin’s camel and distribution of the meat to all
the members of the tribe. The prime value was heroic generosity.
The generous hero, the Karim, was one who was willing to spend
his fortune on a night’s feast, to sacrifice his camel mare (sym-
bolic of the self) for the tribe. Indeed, the camel sacrifice became
the most important ritual and heroic moment in pre-Islamic Ara-
bia. The Karim also was willing to give his life in battle. Yet the
celebration of the heroic ethos in the battle sections of the poems
often revealed a tragic undertone. Even as the heroism was pro-
claimed, intimations arose of the tragedy of intertribal warfare and
its open-ended cycle of killing and vengeance. Intuited within the
deeper symbolism, verbal resonances, and intense imagery of the
poem was the tragic effacement of the boundary of kin and non-
kin, self and enemy. The killing of an enemy in battle (however
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heroically celebrated) led to an intimation of the fragility of kin
boundaries (and boundaries between self and other) and the fu-
tility of a warfare that would end with the decimation of both
tribes.

These odes are believed to have been composed, performed,
and transmitted in an oral tradition similar to that of the jazz song
or the Homeric epic, with each performance of a piece tailored,
timed, and in part improvised to the audience. Gradually, the
extraordinarily vivid images of the odes were configured in differ-
ing modes: comic, tragic, elegiac, ironic, and heroic. The develop-
ment of these expressive modes led to the formation and discovery
of a common nation. Different tribes speaking different dialects
developed a common poetic language that expressed the range of
human sentiment within shared cultural values and sensibilities.
The notion of the Arab, as a name for the tribes speaking the Ara-
bic language—not just in a lexical sense but in this more profound
sense of common cultural bonds and expression—was being de-
veloped, even as the tragic element within the tribal heroic ethos
was expressed and understood more deeply. The discovery of a
common cultural bond among the tribes and an intimation of the
tragic element in their cycles of warfare were culminating at the
time the young man from Mecca heard what he understood to be
revelations of God.?

The Qur’an retains key bedouin values such as remembrance,
generosity, hospitality, and valor. But the social context tor such
values is transformed. The remembrance is no longer of a beloved
and a lost tribal love affair, but of the deity who, even when figured
in later poetry as a beloved, maintains a more explicitly transcen-
dent character. The journey through the desert evolves into a
moral and spiritual journey, a journey of the human being toward
the divine lord. The generous hero, the Karim, is still the model
of human excellence, but the hero is no longer the tribal chief or
even the prophet, but the all-giving deity and the human being
who imitates that generosity by working for social justice.

The tradition of the tribal Qasida remained a powerful and
resonant force within Arabian socicty for centuries. Indeed, along
with the Qur’an, it provides the warp and woof of classical Arabic
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culture, sometimes serving as a counter text to the Quran, some-
times as a mode of expression of Qur’anic values. Yet the role of
the Qasida would never be quite the same after the the shift sym-
bolized by the submission of Ka‘b to Muhammad. Instead of being
draped with the “Hanging Odes,” the Ka‘ba is now draped with
another text embroidered on rare Egyptian cloth. That text con-
tains quotes from the Qur’an, and the cloth that holds it, the
Kiswa, has been a feature of the shrine in Mecca since the early [s-
lamic period.

I1. The Qur’an as Recitation

What was the spirit of those early Meccan verses that became cen-
tral to the Qur’anic tradition? When the reader unfamiliar with
Islam and unversed in Arabic picks up the standard English trans-
lation of the Qur’an, that spirit can be hard to find. What the per-
son who learns the Qur’an in Arabic experiences as a work of
consummate power and beauty, outsiders can find difficult to
grasp, confusing, and in most English translations, alienating. The
written Qur'an does not seem to have a clear beginning, middle,
and end. It shifts thematic registers: from mystical passages to sa-
cred history, from law to the struggles of Muhammad and his fol-
lowers with little or no warning. Many of its chapters mix themes
that sometimes begin in mid-topic. The Suras are arranged in what
can seem a chronologically and topically arbitrary manner, with
the longest Suras at the beginning and the shortest at the end.

The experience of the Quran in traditional Islamic countries
is very ditferent from Western attempts to read it as a story bound
within the pages of a book with a sequence of beginning, middle,
and end. For Muslims, the Qurtan is first experienced in Arabic,
even by those who are not native speakers of Arabic. In Qur'an
schools, children memorize verses, then entire Suras. They begin
with the Suras that are at the end of the Quran in its written form.
These first revelations to Muhammad express vital existential
themes in a language of great lyricism and beauty. As the students
learn these Suras, they are not simply learning something by rote,
but rather interiorizing the inner rhythms, sound patterns, and
textual dynamics—taking it to heart in the deepest manner.

11
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Gradually the student moves on to other sections of the
Qur’an. Yet the pattern set by this early, oral encounter with the
text is maintained throughout life. The Qur’anic experience is not
the experience of reading a written text from beginning to end.
Rather, the themes, stories, hymns, and laws of the Qur’an are
woven through the life stages of the individual, the key moments
of the community, and the sensual world of the town and village.
Life is punctuated by the recitation of the Qur’an by trained re-
citers who speak from the minarets of mosques, on the radio, and
from cassettes played by bus drivers, taxi drivers, and individuals.
The experience is a nonlinear repetition through recitation. The
actual stories, which may seem fragmented in a written version, are
brought together in the mind of the hearer through repeated ex-
periences with the text. The most accomplished Qur’anic reciters
are famous throughout the Islamic world, and their cassettes and
CDs can be found in kiosks and music stores in any city with a
large Islamic population.

This Qur’anic experience is intertwined through Arabic litera-
ture and civilization and, in an extended fashion, through the arts
and civilization of other non-Arab Islamic societies. Qur’anic cal-
ligraphy, the visual manifestation of the Qur’an, is the basis for
Arabic calligraphy and one of the most distinctive features of Is-
lamic architecture. Qur’anic inscriptions can be found on almost
any major work of architecture, oftering yet another form of re-
membrance (dhikr). Almost all of the major works of art in the
[slamic world draw on Qur’anic allusions. To cite just one exam-
ple, love poets consider the Qur’anic story of Moses, who was
overwhelmed and nearly destroyed by his near vision of the deity,
to be a model for the power and intensity of love. The subtlest al-
lusion to Moses on Sinai is enough to conjure up the entire con-
text.

Qur’anic sensibility grounds popular culture as well. As we will
see later, Qur’anic phrases have become central to popular lan-
guage. The relation of the Qur’an to popular culture also is exem-
plified by Umm Kulthum, an Arab singer who was one of the most
important cultural figures in Islamic societies in the modern age.
Her singing permeated the Arabic world. Her funeral was the

12
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Muslim boys and girls are
taught to read and memo-
rize the early chapters of the
Qur’an. Here a young boy is
reading from the Qur’an.

largest public event in Egypt’s modern history. Umm Kulthum’s
lyrics combined the tradition of Arabic love poetry, contempo-
rary forms of music, and a cadence she learned as the the daugh-
ter of a rural Qur’an reciter. Umm Kulthum was also believed to
have been an accomplished Quran reciter herself.* In buses, cafes,
and taxis throughout the Arabic-speaking world, cassettes of the
songs of Umm Kulthum are almost as popular as cassettes of the
Qur'an,

HI. The Early Meccan Suras

The Quran traditionally is divided into three periods: the early
Meccan Suras (most of the short Suras at the end of the Qur’an
and other Suras or parts of Suras scattered through the rest of the
Qur’an), the later Meccan Suras, and the Medinan Suras. The
Qur’anic texts commonly put the terms “Meccan” or “Medinan”
after the title of cach Sura to indicate the phase of Muhammad’s
lite in which it was revealed. The early and later Meccan Suras are
believed to have been revealed to Muhammad before he made his
famous emigration (hijra) to Medina in the year 622 C.E., Year One
of the Islamic or Hijri calendar.?

13
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The Suras from the early Meccan period focus on existential
and personal issues. The later Meccan period brings in more ex-
tended discussions of sacred history and the prophets known in
the Biblical traditions. The message of the Qur’an is more explic-
itly fitted into a prophetic lineage beginning with the creation of
Adam, the first prophet in Islam, extending through the stories of
Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, John the Baptist,
and Jesus, prophets of the Arab tradition such as Hud and Salih,
and ending with Muhammad. The Suras from the Medinan period
reflect Muhammad’s new position as a political, economic, social,
and military leader and so address a wider range of societal, his-
torical, and legal issues. As ruler of a state, Muhammad was faced
with an array of specific problems, some of which are answered
with Qur’anic revelations.

As Muhammad’s career advanced, the ritual core of Islam was
more fully articulated within the Qur’an. Of the “five pillars” of Is-
lamic practice, three were discussed in the early Meccan Suras:
the affirmation of the oneness of God, the ritual prayer (salat), and
the obligation to give a pure offering (zakdat) ot one’s wealth to
those in need. In later periods, the number of prayers required
per day was figed at five and the orientation of the prayers was set
toward the shrine of the Ka‘ba in Mecca; the obligation for fasting
during the month of Ramadan (the month the initial Qurianic rev-
elations are believed to have been sent down to Muhammad) was
enjoined on all able adult Muslims; and, finally, the {slamic pil-
grimage or hajj, which contained many of the elements of pre-Is-
lamic pilgrimage activities around Mecca, was ordained for all
Muslims capable of it.

For the first generations living after the death of Muhammad,
issues of interpretation and communal life could be resolved by re-
ferring to the Qur’an or to what they knew Muhammad had said
or done. This tradition of Muhammad’s words and deeds is called
the sunna (path, example) of the prophet. But as [slam extended
further from its original community in Medina, it became more
difficult to resolve such issues by informal appeal to the sunna. As
a result, the statements of Muhammad outside of the Qur’an
(hadith) were rigorously examined and codified. The hadith liter-
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ature was then combined with the Qur’an and principles of legal
judgment (figh) to elaborate an Islamic way of life, shari‘a, that
would be valid in later times and more distant places. Such regu-
lations could cover everything from dietary restrictions to details
of family law, inheritance, divorce, and the ethics of investment
and avoidance of predatory business practices. This world of cod-
ified principles of shari‘a has been frequently compared to the rab-
binic tradition that was codified in the Mishna and Talmud.
Although the Qur’an views itself as representing the prophetic
tradition of Abraham, Moses, and Jesus, as a document the Qur’an
is approached differently than the Torah or the Christian Bible.
Most Jews and Christians acknowledge that the Biblical texts may
have been composed by a wide variety of authors over a long pe-
riod of time, under divine inspiration certainly, but not necessar-
ily by direct speech of the deity. On the other hand, most Muslims
view the Qur’an as the direct revelation of God to Muhammad.
Muslim scholars, as well as many non-Muslim scholars, stipulate
that the Qur’an was composed within the lifetime of one histori-
cal personage, Muhammad, and that many of the events of the
Qur’an are reflections of the life and struggles of Muhammad.
Another key difference between Qur’anic and Biblical tradi-
tions is in narrative style. The Qur’an does not narrate the sacred
history of the prophets in a linear fashion. With the exception of
the account of the prophet Joseph (Sura 12), the Qur’an scatters
its tales of the prophets throughout the text. Aspects of the story of
Muoses, for example, occur in 44 different passages in the Qur’an,
but are never brought together in a single Sura. This Qur’anic way
of storytelling, unusual to those accustomed to the Biblical tradi-
tion, has aroused a number of conflicting interpretations and value
judgments. The polemicist Carlyle remarked, “With every al-
lowance, one feels it ditficult to see how any mortal ever could con-
sider this Koran as a Book written in Heaven, too good for the
Earth; as a well written-book, or indeed as a book at all.” On the
other hand, Norman O. Brown recently suggested that it is this
very scattered or fragmented mode of composition that allows
the Qur’an to achieve its most profound effects, as if the intensity
of the prophetic message were shattering the vehicle of human lan-
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guage in which it was being communicated.®

To offer an account or overview of the entire Qur’an would re-
quire several volumes. The purpose here is to introduce the early
revelations, those that ground the rest of the Qur’an and are most
deeply embedded in Islamic life. When Muslims encounter the
early Suras of the Qur’an, they encounter the early life and career
of Muhammad. They learn about Muhammad’s life as it is
reflected in Qur’anic discourses on the ephemeral nature of
human life, on the inevitability of a judgment on each human’s
life, and on fundamental values. In this spirit, rather than offering
a detailed historical narrative, this volume presents the early Mec-
can Suras and offers explanatory comments that relate the Suras to
the life and culture of the prophet.

The early Meccan Suras are hymnic. The complex Qur’anic
sound patterns and the relation of sound to meaning—what we
might call the “sound vision” of the Qur'an—are brought out and
cultivated in Qur’anic recitation. No translation can fully capture
this sound vision. The translation here attempts to bring across the
lyricism of the hymnic passages, a lyricism comparable to that of
the Psalms or passages from the Upanishads. In the Qur’anic con-
text, the lyricism is related to the use of oaths involving a key set
of what the Qur’an considers “signs” (ayas), clues to the mystery of
reality. These signs include the patterns of day and night, male and
female, odd and even, singular and plural. The Arabic construction
for these oaths can be translated in a number of ways. I have used
the phrase “by the,” as in Sura 89: 1-s:

By the dawn

By the nights ten

By the odd and the even

By the night as it eases away

Is there not in that an oath for the thoughtful mind 7

The values presented in the very early Meccan revelations are
repeated throughout the hymnic Suras. There is a sense of direct-
ness and intimacy, as if the hearer were being asked repeatedly a
simple question: what will be of value at the end of a human life?
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The framework for this question is the concept of a final moment
of truth or day of reckoning (yawm ad-din) in which each human
being will face what he or she has done and has not done. The
premise of these passages is that the human being avoids the ulti-
mate question through self-delusion and avoids acknowledging his
own mortality by engaging in the pursuit of wealth and posses-
sions—“thinking in his wealth he will never die,” as one Qur’anic
verse puts it. The criticism of hoarding, the hoarding of one’s pos-
sessions or one’s life, was a standard in pre-Islamic Arabic poetry.
The Qur’an keeps the value of the generous hero (the Karim) but
redefines generosity. The key value of generosity is no longer to
be shown through camel sacrifice, great feasts, or giving one’s life
in tribal warfare. Rather, it is to be channeled into a concern for so-
cial justice, a continual willingness to give a share of one’s posses-
sions to the less fortunate. This giving is a purification of oneself
and one’s possessions as well as a recognition that no one truly
owns anything. The Qur’anic zakat (literally, “purification”) is a
purification of wealth in a ritual, communal, religious, and insti-
tutional sense through the organized giving and working for social
justice. In the early Meccan Suras, the mechanisms and details of
the obligation for zakar are not yet worked out, but the importance
of the obligation is made existentially present. The larger injunc-
tion to work for justice and the criticism of those who do not seek
justice are categorical, as when the divine voice speaks of hu-
mankind in the following terms (Sura 9o: 5-16):

Does he think there is no power over him
He says: look at the goods I devoured
Does he think no one sees him

Did we not endow him with eyes
lips and tongue
and guide him to the two high plains

And he did not climb the steep pass
What can tell you of the steep pass?

To free a slave
To feed the destitute on a day of hunger
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a kinsman orphaned
or a stranger out of luck in need

A second premise of this ultimate question is that humans
tend to hide, from others and from themselves, what they really
are, but that Allah, the one God, sees into the inner being of each
person and at the moment of truth will reveal each person, inside
and out (Sura 100:11).

This day of judgment or moment of truth is an ontological
reversal. What seems secure and lasting—the skies, the seas, the
stars, the reality of death as contained in graves—is torn away.
What seemed inconsequential—a “mote’s weight” of good or a
“mote’s weight” of wrong (Sura 99:7-8)—is revealed as enduring
and real. A classic example of such a moment is announced in Sura
82:1-5:

When the sky is torn

When the stars are scattered

When the seas are poured forth

When the tombs are burst open

Then a soul will know what it has given
and what it has held back

The Qur’an does not propound a doctrine of the original or
essential sinfulness of humanity. Human beings are not born sin-
ful, but they are forgetful. This forgetfulness can be countered only
by reminder (dhikr), which the Qur’an calls itself. Qur’anic dhikr
includes repeated questioning about the primary Qur’anic values:
sharing one’s wealth; attending to the orphan, the destitute, and
the disinherited; performing the prayer; and carrying out just
deeds (salihat).

The proper and continual performance of ritual prayer (salat)
is urged throughout the early Meccan Suras. Although the early
Suras do not offer detailed prescriptions for the prayer, salat is a
performance of sujid, the movement of worship in which the
person first kneels and then touches the head to the ground. This
movement, performed regularly, breaks the cycle of normal pre-
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occupations, enacts humility, and helps in the remembrance of
more ultimate concerns.

Finally, the affirmation of the oneness of God is given voice
in Sura 112. The oneness of God has a number of interpretations
in Islamic thought. First, of course, it means that the deity has no
partners or equals. Second, in the moral sense, it has been inter-
preted as having no other aims, goals, or thoughts beyond the one
reality or one deity. In other words, any other object that becomes
an end in itself is a form of false deity. Third, in the theological
sense, it can refer to the interior unity of the deity, that in God all
the attributes—such as seeing, hearing, knowing, and willing—are
in some sense one; that in God, willing is knowing and knowing
is creating, although these activities seem separate within language.
For some Islamic theologians, to give the deity separate attributes
threatens the unity of God. If those attributes are eternal, then
there is a diversity of eternal, separate powers. If they are not eter-
nal, then God can change— a notion many Islamic philosophers,
influenced by Aristotelian ideas on the impassivity of deity, found
inconceivable. Fourth and finally, in many mystical theologies,
unity involves knowing and seeing nothing but the one deity, or
arriving at a point where a person’s own existence actually passes
away into the infinite reaches of that one God that is all that truly
is.

The Qur’anic reminders of a basic ethic are placed within a
framework of lyrical meditation and existential confrontation. At
the heart of the early Suras is a voice that expresses at once a sense
of intimacy and awe. It is this combination of intimacy and awe
that I have tried to make accessible to those who do not encounter
the Qur’an in the original Arabic recitation.

Within the nuances of Qur’anic language one encounters a
balanced and powerful gender dynamic. Arabic, like French, is
based on grammatical gender; even inanimate objects are mascu-
line or feminine. The Qur’an uses this grammatical gender in a
way that allows the masculine and feminine to move beyond the
grammatical gender and form a kind of subtle gender interplay.
Using condensed masculine or feminine grammatical construc-
tions, fitting them into key places of rhyme and rhythm, and align-
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licit metaphors (the earth—grammati-
cally feminine—giving birth to her final secret), the Qurian gen-
erates a sense of gender interplay that always hovers at the edge of
personitication. The earth, the sky, the night of destm.y, the 50‘{1»
the sun, and the moon, for example, are all grammatically femi-
nine. These terms are not openly personitied, but are pushed to-
ward personification through an implied metaphor (the night of
destiny becomes pregnant, the earth gives birth at the day of reck-
unixlgj and rhetorical structures.

In order to bring across the supple gender language of the
Qur’an, a translator must render the pronouns signitying inani-
mate objects carefully. If they are translated consistently in a gen-
dered way (as her and him, she and he), the grammatical gender
would be distorted into a blatant personification not there in the
original text. But if they are translated in a neutered fashion, as is
done in many standard translations of the Qur’an, some of the
most moving and profound aspects of the Qur'anic voice them-
selves are neutered. In the commentaries, [ have indicated areas
where I have chosen one direction or another—that is, where I
have tried to walk a balance among the gender registers.

Finally, the Qur’anic voice shifts continually. Sometimes the
One God is referred to in the plural first person as “we”; some-
times in the third person as “your lord,” “Allah,” or “him/it”; and
sometimes in the first person singular as “1.” These sudden shifts
can be disorienting at first, but they have an important literary and
theological dimension. The shifts prevent the deity from becoming
defined in anthropomorphic terms. Given the way finite human
characteristics are built into the structure of language, a single,
constant form of reference would lead to a reified deity—an in-
tellectual idol in the terms of Islamic theologians and mystics. In
the Quran the divine voice is heard in a variety of manners
through an extraordinary range of emotions and tones, but the
form or image of the speaker is never defined—a literary feature
that mirrors the Qur'anic affirmation that the one God is beyond
being fixed in any delimited form or image.

Each Qur’anic Sura is preceded by the phrase, “In the name
of God the Compassionate the Caring” or alternatively “In the

ing them with certain imp
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name of God the Compassionate Caring” (bi smi Allah ar-Rahman
ar-Rahim). This phrase is frequently translated, “In the name of
God the Compassionate the Mercitul,” but traditional scholars
have emphasized that the terms Rahman and Rahim are based
upon an Arabic etymology linked to the word for womb (rahm).
In addition, “mercy” as a quality of forgiveness has been strongly
marked by Christian associations with the doctrine of original sin,
whereas the Qur’an does not posit the notion of original sin. For
these reasons, and for the purposes of euphony and alliteration, I
have used the translation “the Compassionate the Caring.”®

As noted earlier, I have attached a facing commentary to each
Sura which takes up issues of interpretation, historical context,
and key themes. When young Muslims learn the Qur’an, they
learn the text orally, often before they know Arabic grammar or
the history of [slam. There is a tolerance for terms or concepts
that are not fully understood but can be appreciated within the
context of the hymnic nature of the text. For this reason, it is
worthwhile to read the text before reading the commentaries.

[ have used the term “translation” here to refer to the English
renditions presented in this volume. But the term itself is contro-
versial. For Muslims the Qur’an is, as expressed in Sura 12:2, an
Arabic revelation. To understand the practical implications of such
an understanding, one can turn to Africa. There, Christian mis-
sionaries begin by translating the Bible into the native language of
the area. In many cases these translators have been forced to invent
an orthography for an essentially oral language and tradition. By
contrast, Muslim missionaries begin by opening a Qur’an school
in which the Qur’an is taught in Arabic. The goal is not to replace
the local language, but to introduce the Qur’an in Arabic in the
way that (in the view of the majority of Muslims) it truly exists.
The primary encounter of most Muslims with the Qur’an through-
out their lives is in Arabic; for many that encounter centers on
the Suras presented here.

In a later chapter of this book, I have offered a full translitera-
tion of six short Suras, accompanied by a word-for-word English
gloss. Those who do not know Arabic can follow the Arabic recita-
tion on the enclosed CD with the help of the transliteration and
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gloss. I have made a practice of introducing in my classes a few
Suras, with transliterations, English glosses, and recitations played
on CD or cassette. Although only a small part of the Qur’an can
be covered this way in a classroom setting, this method allows an
encounter with the sound vision central to the Qur’an,

The translations and commentaries presented here are the re-
sult of fifteen years of work on these particular Suras and my ex-
perience attempting to present them in classes of non-Arabic
speakers. Each Sura has gone through dozens of drafts. A transla-
tor is constantly forced to choose between terms that can only par-
tially carry the full connotations of the original, between keeping
or losing key literary affects (such as rhyme, interior assonance,
and rhythmic movements), and somehow making compensation
for elements that have to be given up in certain choices.

Of course, all translations are ultimately only approaches. One
can never completely recapture an original in a new language. For
some, adhering to a facile interpretation of the Italian cliché frq-
duttore traditore (translator-traitor), the impossibility of perfect
translation only shows the futility of trying. My own view is that
translation—never complete, always only an approach—is an es-
sential element of human existence. Even among those who speak
our own language, we often find we have interpreted a word in a
way other than it was intended. We can fully never capture or seize
the perfected meaning. If we could grasp or seize it, we would soon
find that the. meaning has lost its magic in captivity. But the always
renewed effort to come as close as possible is a reward in itself,
For both theological and literary reasons, the Qur'an is particularly
resistant to any notion of translation as a complete reproduction of
the meaning and form of the original; what follows does not pre-

sume to be such a translation.

The history of English renditions of the Qur’an has been
marked by the transference of the language of the King James Bible
onto the Qur'anic text. Yet that idiom grew out of a literary tradi-
tion that was itself rooted in the Bible. To impose it on a completely
different kind of text risks producing a language that is artificial or
awkward, despite its scholarly accomplishment. The version pre-
sented here does away with some of the grander features of King
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James rhetoric, particularly in the use of interjections, references
to deity, and theologically motivated capitalization. It attempts an
English that is natural and relatively idiomatic, yet formal enough
to reflect certain high registers of Qur’anic diction.

But beyond these issues of translation style, another issue
more deeply interweaves language and theology. A standard
stereotype about Islam and the Qur’an, one that has been pro-
pounded by anti-Muslim polemicists and missionaries, is that
Islam is a religion of fear as opposed to Christianity, for example,
which is (in their view) a religion of love. For Muslims familiar
with the Qur’an in Arabic, the notion that it is centered on fear is
not only inaccurate but astounding. Certainly, the Qur’anic em-
phasis on justice is continually intertwined in the early Meccan
Suras with the affirmation of an ultimate meaning in life. At the
day of reckoning, this meaning and justice are brought together.
The Qur’an warns those who reject the day of reckoning and who
are entrenched in lives of acquisition and injustice that an ac-
counting awaits them.!? Yet these warnings are not more dire or
grim than the warnings the Biblical Jesus gives in the parables
about burning and gnashing of teeth. And in Qur’anic recitation,
all Qur’anic passages on alienation between humankind and God
are dominated by a tone, not of anger or wrath, but of sadness
(huzn). Why, then, have the deeper resonances and reaches of
these passages been reduced to only one aspect—that of warning?

One reason for this distorted emphasis is the way the early
Meccan Suras were interpreted in the Middle Ages. Just as me-
dieval Christians constructed an elaborate vision of the torments
of hell from enigmatic statements in the Bible, so medieval
Qur’anic commentators constructed their own visions of hell and
heaven from the elliptic comments in the Quran about the day of
reckoning. Yet, when one reads the early Meccan Suras, one finds
that these references are of a literary and psychological subtlety
and suppleness at odds with the spatially and temporally fixed
notions ot heaven and hell, reward and punishment.

The issue was epitomized by the [slamic writer Qushayri, who
made crucial distinctions between fear and hope on the one hand,
and awe on the other.!! Fear and hope are emotions that concern
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the future. Awe is an emotion or feeling that concerns the pre-
sent. In a state of awe, a person is no longer even thinking about
the future. What gives the early Meccan Suras their depth, psycho-
logical subtlety, texture, and tone is the way the future is collapsed
into the present; the way the day of reckoning is transferred from
the fear and hope of a moment in the future to a sense of reckon-
ing in the present moment. The centrality of the day of reckoning
to the early Qur'anic revelations is based on a prophetic impulse to
remind humanity of the moment of truth. The impulse of re-
minder (dhikr) is not simply to talk about that moment, but allow
the hearer to live and experience in this present moment the exis-
tential absoluteness of a mote’s weight of good or evil.

In creating such a sense of the moment, the early Meccan
Suras employ a distinctive way of referring to the day of reckon-
ing and the afterlife or finality (al-akhira). There are references to
the garden, ‘Iliyyin, the fire, Jahim, and Jehenna (a term related to
the Biblical term Gehenna used for a pit of the dead and later as a
term for punishment in the afterlife). But these references are
placed in an allusive and elusive literary frame that gives them a
depth far beyond any simple-minded notion of heavenly reward
and hellish punishment. Indeed, the references to the day of reck-
oning are filled with key syntactical ambiguities that translators
and commentators often remove, thus simplifying and freezing the
text. When those ambiguities are respected, the day of reckoning
passages become centered on a kind of questioning—a question-
ing that combines a sense of awe with a sense of intimacy. This
translation and the accompanying commentaries focus on keeping
the original sense of questioning alive in English.

One example of such questioning occurs in the Sura of the
Qari‘a. The Sura includes two mysterious words, qdri‘a (a word
that could mean smashing, obliterating, crushing, or calamity),
and hawiya (a word that means variously a mother who has lost
her first-born child, desire, abyss, and falling). The Sura begins
with three staccato references to the qgari‘a. It then asks what can
tell what the gari‘a is. However it does not define the qari‘a. In-
stead it speaks of the day in which the qari‘a occurs as a day in
which mountains are like fluffed tufts of wool and human beings
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like scattered moths—an image evocative of the inv.ersion of
strong and weak that is characteristic of the early revelations.

The ending section of the Sura begins with a reference to the
person whose mother is hawiya. This reference has a range ofco_n-
notations, including the loss experienced by the mother, tbe exis-
tential negation of the child whose mother has lost her Ch’lld, and
the more general sense of falling and abyss. Then the Qur’an a§ks
what can tell us of the hawiya. The next verse says simply “raging
fire.” There is a crucial ambiguity in syntax here between the two
verses. [s raging fire something that can give us a g.limpse ofw.hat
the hawiya is? Or is the raging fire to be equated x\'}th the hawiya?
As explained below, the power of these images is helgh.tened_by the
“sound figure” created around the Arabic expressmn.ha.. The
sound hd can mean “her,” but it is a sound that occurs in inter-
jections of sorrow and surprise. This sound is also the central
sound figure in the Sura, culminating in its being part of the mys-
terious term hawiya, a term that in some sense breaks apart under
the stress of sound and meaning at this key moment in the text.

The Calamity (The Qdri‘a)

In the Name of God the Compassionate the Caring
The gdri‘a
What is the gdri‘a
What can tell you of the gdri‘a
A day humankind are like moths scattered
And mountains are like flutts of wool
Whoever’s scales weigh heavy
His is a lite that is pleasing
Whoever’s scales weigh light
His mother is hdwiya
What can let you know what she is
Raging fire.

Most commentators and translators have explained away or
covered over the ambiguity and simply equated the hawiya w.ith
fire. They have also changed the text to “the fire,” inter.polatu}g
into it a definite article that does not exist in the Qur’anic text it-
self. They explain further that the word hawiya is simply a name
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for “the fire”; in other words, another name for hell. In the reduc-
tion of the word hawiya to a synonym for hell, psychological com-
plexity is lost. The reflection on the meaning of hdwiya, the
resonances of a woman bereft of her child, an abyss, an infinite
depth of desire, a falling into that depth, and, finally, the evoca-
tive ambivalence of those meanings in relationship to raging fire,
are all reduced to a monotonic threat of punishment. Little won-
der that many readers seeing the text in English have focused upon
the notion of threat for those who misbehave, a notion that is
hardly original or distinctive, and have missed the deeper ques-
tioning, literary power, and psychological subtlety of such pas-
sages.

The intimacy and awe evoked by early Meccan accounts of
the day of reckoning are typical of all the Qur’anic passages that
bring up the issue of spirit (rith). In the Qur’an, spirit is associ-
ated with three moments: the creation of Adam through God’s
breathing; the coming down of prophecy, as on the night of des-
tiny and especially in the prophethood of Jesus and Muhammad;
and, finally, the day of reckoning. These three moments are
boundary moments, that is, moments in which time meets that
which is beyond time. Insofar as they converge in a world beyond
time, the three moments of spirit collapse into one another.

My approach to the Qur’an presumes to make no judgment
on the ultimate truth of these texts, which are among the more
influential in human history. It engages them with the respect for
literary and theological depth that a translator gains through re-
peated efforts to recreate some sense of the original. In that spirit,
this volume is meant for a varied audience: for those who have
wished to know something about Islam and who have little back-
ground in its history; for those who wish to study or teach the
Qur’an in a classroom setting; and for Muslims who may find this
version to capture some aspects of the text in a relevant way or who

wish to share an approach to the Qur’an that is accessible with
non-Muslim friends. My goal is to present in English some of the
gxt}ue, tone, power, and subtlety of the Arabic text that is the
ur’an.

In any translation, there is a loss and an effort to compensate
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for that loss. Some features in the original cannot be duplicated
in the new language without artificiality. Thus, for example, there
is no possibility of duplicating the end-rhymes in many Qur’anic
passages in an English idiom in which rhyming is far more difficult
and would require forced and awkward syntax. [ have attempted to
find compensations through assonance, partial rhyme, and other
features more natural to current English idiom. You will note in
the translations a minimum of punctuation. Classical Arabic does
not use punctuation. In addition, these early Qur’anic Suras are
at their most compelling when the exact relationship of one state-
ment to another hangs in a balance and, instead of freezing into
some clearly definable meaning, continues to resonate and pose
questions that only a lifetime of searching can answer. The Suras
are rendered in such a way that each line beginning flush left is a
new verse. Any indentation indicates that the indented line is part
of the previous verse. In this way, the verses can be indicated less
obtrusively (with numbers of 5, 10, 15, etc. in the margin) and the
reader can easily calculate the verse number of any line.

There are aspects of the Qur’an that elude translation and
compensations, particularly those aspects focused on what I have
called sound figures. In the facing commentaries and in the final
chapters 1 discuss these aspects of Qur’anic language. In other
works written in a more technical style, I have placed my under-
standing of Qur’anic sound figures within the traditional world
of Qur’anic scholarship.!* While the translations and commen-
tary [ offer are grounded in traditional scholarship, they also rep-
resent my personal understanding of the literary character of the
Qur’an in arcas (such as sound figures) that were not highlighted
by Qurlanic commentators.

The carly Meccan passages draw the hearer into a world of el-
emental transtormations. Rather than limiting themselves to de-
scribing a future event (promise and threat), these passages make
present the event in question. At the key point in the text, the lan-
guage opens up around a semantic abyss. The event takes on im-
mediacy. It is this immediacy that accounts for such diverse
reactions as the German scholar Noldeke's, who describes the ef-
fect of the Sura of the Calamity as making one feel “as if he saw
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with his own eyes,” and Fakhr ad-Din Razi’s, who speaks of the
word gari‘a in that Sura as overpowering “our hearts with the
sense of awe.” 13
The proclamatory aspects of the early Meccan passages, the
strange vocabulary, the semantic gaps, and the cosmic perspective
establish a distance between text and audience. However, within
the elusive discourse of sound figures that distance is both en-
(hanced and overcome. As the proclamatory surface of the text
_‘breaks apart” into sound figures, clustered basic sound units and
implied personifications, a new tone is heard: whisperings, infer-
ences, highly personal intonations of emotion and gender. It is as
if the speaker, the hearer, and the subject of discourse were inti-
mately known to one another; awe and Intimacy are brought to-
gether.
Qur’anic reciters and commentators characterize the tone of
the Qur’anic recitation as one of sadness (huzn). This is not a
world-rejecting sadness. Indeed, the sadness s at its most telling in
those passages in which the world’s mystery and splendor are
evoked. Yet there is a sense that somehow the splendor and mys-
tery are too great for the human to encompass—or that the human
heart has somehow forgotten it actually has the capacity to en-
compass that splendor and mystery. At this moment of reminder,
the text expresses not fear but the sadness that comes with a per-
sonal realization of a loss that is part of the human condition. The
day of reckoning contains the possibility that this loss will be over-
come with a final reconciliation and sense of belonging, or that it
will be revealed as permanent—and it brings into the present the
reality of that moment of finality." This combination of a sense
of awe with interior whisperings of intimacy and sadness may help
account for the broadness of appeal of the early Meccan Suras as
well as their distinctiveness as a form of apocalyptic language.!®
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Footnotes

1. Such an approach is rejected by those who accept the Qurlanic as-
sertions that it was revealed directly to Muhammad, just as the effort to
show multiple authors and historical periods for the first five books of the
Bible is rejected by those in Biblical tradition who adhere most strongly
to the view that the entire Torah was revealed by God to Moses. For a
popular overview of developments and controversies in this particular
area of Qur'anic studies, see Toby Lester, “What is the Qur'an,” The At-
lantic Monthly 23.1 (January, 1999), pp. 43-56.

2. See Richard Bulliet, The Camel and the Wheel (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1976). The fact that Arabia, because of its oil
deposits, has once again become vital to the world’s transportation sys-
tem 1s an irony most dramatically illustrated by the bedouin who use
four-wheel drive pick-up trucks to carry newly birthed camels and food
for their camel herds. .

3. See Michael Sells, Deserr Tracings: Six Classic Arabian Odes (Mid-
dletown, CT: Weslevan University Press, 1989); Jaroslav Stetkevych,
Muhammad and the Golden Bough (Bloomington: [ndiana University
Press, 1996); and Suzanne Stetkevych, The Mute Iinmortals Speak (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 1993); see also Suzanne Stetkevych, Reori-
entations: Arabic and Persian Poetry (Bloomington: lndiana University
Press, 1994).

4. For recent work on Umm Kulthum, see Virginia Danielson, The
Voice of Egypt: Untm Kulthum, Arabic Song, and Egyptian Society in the
Twenticth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); and the
film Unim Kulthe: A Voice Like Egypt (Waltham, MA: Filmmakers Col-
laborative, 1996).

5. Because the Islamic catendar is based on the lunar calendar, each
[slamic year ts shorter than the solar year and calculating the correspon-
dence of Islamic calendars to the Common Era (¢.6.) calendar requires
a complex formula. When authors use both systems, they usually put
the Islamic year first. Thus the famous mystic [bn *Arabi is said to have
died in the year 638/1240. The letter H (for Hijri) is sometimes used to in-
dicate the Islamic year: 63811/1240 C.E.

6. The quote from Carlyle is cited in Norman O. Brown, “The Apoc-
alypse of Islam,” Social Text 3:8 (1983-84): 155-171, the same article in
which Brown gives his defense of the nonlinear character of Qur'anic dis-
course.

7. Alternative translations could be as simple as “and” as in “and the -
dawn,” or as complex as “I swear by the dawn” or “I summon the dawn,”
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or even, in agreement with usage in Arabic poetry, “how many a dawn.”
8. These issues are described in more detail, with extended quotations

from Islamic thinkers, in Michael Sells, Early Islamic Mpysticism (New

York: Paulist Press, Classics of Western Spirituality), 1996, pp. 304-320.

9. The word Allah is a proper noun in Arabic, thought to be based
upon the phrase “the god™ (al-ilah). It is as if the definite article “the” had
been partially squeezed into the word for deity. Considered as a proper
name, it cannot, of course, be translated. But to render it Allah, in the
context of a translation of the Qur’an, sets up a factor of alienation. For
Muslims, the Allah of the Qur’an is the same God as the God of Abraham,
Moses, and Jesus. Although in other contexts, it may be wise to keep the
term Allah, or to vary between Allah and God, in this context it is vital not
to set up a factor of alienation at the beginning.

10. In addition to its arrangement by Suras, the Qur’an also is
arranged by parts. Each part (juz’) is the amount that should be recited in
a day’s recitation. This arrangement is by volume of text. The last part of
the Qur’an, called the juz’ ‘amma after its first two words, consists of
Suras 78-114. I have presented here—in addition to The Opening and
the key vision verses of Sura 53—Suras 84-114 in full and in sequence. Of
them, Suras 98 and 110 (and 99, though this is more controversial) are
considered to be of a later period, but I have left them in to show the con-
trast with the later period and to give the full sequence of this section of
the Qur’an.

I present here what I think would make a good introduction to the
Qur’an, without attempting to introduce the entire juz’ ‘amma, the first
Suras of which bring up issues that go beyond the boundaries of this
volume. For an important interpretation and rendition of the entire juz’
‘amma, see The Awesome News, Tuterpetation of Juz’ ‘Amma —The Last
Part of the Qur'an, second edition, by Dr. Mahmoud M. Ayoub (n.p.:
World Islamic Call Society, second edition, 1997).

1. The importance and usefulness of fear of punishment and desire
for reward is a controversial issue in Islamic history. Some major the-
ologians, such as Hasan al-Basri and al-Ghazali, believed that contem-
plation of the terrors of punishment and the bliss of rewards were
essential to refining the human conscience. On the other hand, the fa-
mous mystic Rabi‘a denounced any activity done out of fear of divine
punishment or desire for divine rewards. She is known for a story in
which she was seen walking down the street with a vessel of water in one
hand and a fire in the other. When asked what she was going to do with
the water and fire, she stated that she would burn paradise with the fire
and douse the flames of hell with the water, so that never again would
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anyone act out of anything other than pure love of God. Both perspec-
tives, of course, are steeped in the Qur’an.

12. See Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism, pp. 103-110.

13. M. Sells, “Sound, Spirit, and Gender in Sirat al-Qadr,” ]oyrnal
of the American Oriental Society, 1.2 (September, 1990): 101-139; idem,
“Sound and Meaning in Sarat al-Qari‘a,” Arabica, 40 (1993): 403—439;
and idem, “A Literary Approach to the Hymnic Suras of the Qur’an,” in
Issa Boullata, ed., Literary Structures of Religious Meaning in the Qur'an
(London: Curzon Press), in press. This volume is devoted to under-
standing and appreciating the literary aspects of the Qur’an. A!:)proach-
ing the Qur’an makes no attempt to adduce a catechism or doctrine of the
Qur’an, nor does it claim any legal or religious authority or sponsor-
ship.

14. Fakhr ad-Din ar-Razi, at-Tafsir al-Kabir (The Great Commen-
tary), vol. 32 (Cairo: Itizam ‘Abd ar-Rahman Muhammad, n.d.), p. 71

15. Huzn is acknowledged by Qur’anic reciters as a major element in
the recit.ation, and classical writers refer to it anecdotally. At times it is re-
duced to a subservient category to threat. I view the quality of sadness not
as an aspect of threat but as an emotion evoked at the moment that threat
opens up onto more complex emotive possibilities through the transon-
mation of semantic and temporal categories —when the sense of loss is
experienced in the present rather than as a threat of future pgnishment.

16. The early Meccan Suras, such as the Sura of the Qari‘a may well
share apocalyptic elements, common themes, images, aI}d even vocabu-
fary with other literatures or traditions. But the literary e’rfe.ct is due to the
specific employment within the Sura of a complex set of mterperme‘at-
ing discursive modes. In calling this style distinctive, [ am not. suggesting
it is unique. Such a claim would demand detailed comparative analysis
with all the relevant apocalyptic material that has survived and all that
may have been lost.
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