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Abstract

The notion of Divine trial, ba/d | ibtild, occupies a significant position in the Islamic
revelation; however, its multi-dimensional meanings and the wholly positive nature that
the Qur'an seems to import has remained under-researched until now. Ba/d has
traditionally been discussed in two main sources: the exegetical literature, and Muslim
theodicean thought; both sources, however, deal with it in a narrow sense and fail to
engage with it in its all-inclusive manner. Furthermore, due to the fact that ba/a is
generally equated with adversity and human suffering, it is mainly discussed as an
undesirable  phenomenon  which encompasses negative connotations, a
misunderstanding that is far from the wholly positive and all-inclusive portrait of the

concept of bala represented in the Qur'an.

This study offers a critical analysis and re-examination of the ba/a / fitna narratives in
the Qur'an. This is done by first providing a comprehensive typology of the Qur'anic
verses which deal with this concept, followed by a historical review of the exegetical
literature, an overview of ba/d in the lives of the prophets, ba/a from the Muslim
mystical perspective, and finally ba/a in Muslim theodicy with special emphasis on al-

Ghazali's notion of "the best of all possible worlds".

The findings of this research demonstrate that ba/a is a multi-dimensional concept and
it is charged with a wholly positive connotation; that it is not equated with human
suffering, for its manifestation is both in adversity and prosperity; that it is not meant to
punish the sinful, as all human beings, including the prophets, experience ba/ad in good
and bad. It is further concluded that the mainstream Qur’anic exegetical literature do
not engage in an in-depth elucidation of this concept; rather, it is the Muslim mystical
literature that elucidates on the entirely positive nature of ba/d and explains its
importance within the creational structure of the universe, as well as its instrumentality
in man'’s spiritual development which accords with the overall picture of ba/a portrayed
by the Qur‘an.
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And We shall test you by Good and Evil by way of trial*
Introduction
Introduction

This study aims to provide a critical examination of one of the central themes of the
Islamic revelation: the notion of Divine trial, ba/a |/ ibtila, and throw light on its all-
inclusive, multidimensional, and wholly positive meaning. The significance of the notion
of balg, within the context of the Qur‘anic teachings, becomes evident through the
following narrative whereby ba/a is introduced as the raison denre of the creation itself:
“It is He who created the heavens and the earth in six days...so as to test you, which of
you does best”. However, traditionally, ba/d is discussed in the context of evil and
human suffering, and thus largely with negative connotations; hardly ever is it debated
as something which is positive, meaningful and ultimately benign. And even when it is
spoken as a benign phenomenon, there is no nuanced exposition of ba/ad which accords

with its all-inclusive meaning as established in the Qur'an.

Furthermore, bala is seen almost exclusively as being an issue of Muslim theodicy, in
which it appears fleetingly against the backdrop of discussion on the justice of God and
the apparent inconsistency between Divine justice and the existence of trials and
tribulations which mankind encounters as an inevitable corollary of being human.? What
has thus far been overlooked is the all-encompassing nature of ba/a as portrayed by the
Qur'an, which actually posits ba/a as being the reason for creation. If the very reason
for creation is bala, this naturally brings into question the ontological status of ba/a. If
the whole of the cosmos was brought into being in order for man to experience ba/g,

then it raises the question of whether humankind was created only to suffer adversity,

! The Qur'an, 21:35
2 The Quran, 11:7
3 See Morteza Mutahhari, 'Ad/-E Elahi (Tehran, IR: Sadra, 1385).
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for adversity and hardship are the things which ba/d commonly connotes.* A closer
reading of the Qur‘anic verses on bala, however, reveal that while it is indeed all-
encompassing, to see it as only the harbinger of negativity is to fail to understand the
multi-dimensional nature of ba/3, and the fact that it deals not only with adversity but
also with prosperity and well-being.> Moreover, in positing the all-reaching nature of
bala the Quran confirms that as a phenomenon, Divine trial, whether in adversity or
prosperity, is always positive and charged with good. Therefore, there appears to be a
serious mismatch between both the popular and, for the most part, the scholarly
perceptions of /btild and the notion of Divine trial that is portrayed in the Qur'an.® An
understanding of the Qur‘anic approach to ba/g is crucial if we are to understand
exactly how the process of human spiritual development is envisioned by the Islamic

revelation. It also adds dimensions to the Muslim understanding of theodicy.

The Qur‘an also affirms that the creation of the universe in general, and mankind’s
creation in particular, is purposeful, decisive, and not in vain: “It was not without
purpose that We created the heavens and the earth and everything in between!”
Furthermore, at the core of the Qur‘anic discourse, on the creation of the universe, also
appear the divine attributes and the affirmation that this world is the creative work of
an Omnipotent, Omniscience, Wise, and absolutely Compassionate and Merciful God.
The facts of adversity, misfortune, iliness, and suffering, all of which may be considered
as negative forms of bal/3, however, seem to question the very foundation of the
aforementioned belief. Is this world, with all of its apparent imperfections, the creative
work of an all-loving and powerful God? Therefore, the fact that mankind’s experience
of bala is interrelated with the purpose of the creation of the universe necessitates, in

the opinion of the writer, a critical analysis and an in-depth study of the notion of ba/a.

* For various connotations of ba/i see Hamed Naji, '7btild, in B. Khorramshahi (ed.), The Encyclopedia of
the Holy Quran (1; Tehran, IR: Dustan & Nahid, 1999), pp. 113-14.

> The Qur'an, 89:15-16

® See Abdol Ali Bazargan, 'Man's Tests and Trials', <http://bazargan.com/abdolali/>, accessed
12/10/2010

’ The Qur'an, 38:27



Moreover, the popular perception of bal/a, and to a large extent the scholarly work,
often tends to imply that God is testing mankind in order to establish a basis for either
reward or punishment.® However, a closer reading of the Qurianic text reveals that
while Divine trial maybe a measure for reward or punishment in the world to come, its
primary role seems to serve a more comprehensive purpose: to provide a context for
the actualization of man’s full potentials in this world. Therefore, ba/a is one of the key
concepts needed to understand better the purpose posited by the Quran for the
existence of beings in general, and mankind in particular. It is also one of the main
issues that need to be unpacked in order to facilitate a more rounded understanding of

Divine justice and the notion of evil.
Background

As already stated, the notion of Divine trial, bal/ad | ibti/a, and its various versions,
appears as a central theme in the Qur’an.’ Nonetheless, there is a noticeable paucity of
scholarly literature on the concept of ba/a. Most of what exists is found in the classical
works of Qur‘anic exegesis, and in the theological debates. The exegetical material on
bala, however, is scant, and there is a lack of serious intellectual engagement which
renders a literature review difficult to say the least. Therefore, while ba/ais a Qur'anic
concept, it is not dealt with, in its all-inclusive nature, in the literature which purports to
have as its main aim the exposition and clarification of the meanings of the Islamic

revelation.

As the literature review of the exegetical material — presented in Chapter Two of the
study - illustrates, the primary literature on the Qur‘anic teachings is largely silent on
the in-depth meaning and significance of ba/a. An example of the commentators’ lack of
engagement with this concept can be observed from their elucidations on the following

narrative: It /s He who created the heavens and the earth in six Days — and His throne

8 Naji, 'Ibtila'.
% The typology of the Quranic narratives is presented in Chapter One of the study.
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was on water- so as to test you, which of you does best..".° One of the most
comprehensive Quranic commentaries, Jami’ al-bayan ‘an Tawil ayy al-Quréan, by
Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310/923), fully elaborates on the first part of the
narrative and offers detail discussion on how and why the universe was created in six
days. Tabari, however, offers very little on the second part of the verse which posits
bala as the reason for the creation, and simply points out that God created the heavens
and the earth to test peoples’ commitment to their religious duties.!! A similar approach
is taken by another major exegetical work, a/-Kashshaf ‘an Hagal al-Tanzil wa 'Uyun al-
Agawil fi Wujuh al-Ta'wil by Abu al-Qasim Jar Allah Mahmud ibn ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari
(d. 538/1144). In Zamakhshari's opinion God created the universe, granted man
countless blessings, and commanded him to perform certain religious duties; He will
then reward the one who obeys Him and punishes whoever disobeys the commands.
According to Zamakhshari, similar to the goals set by any test giver, the purpose for
having mankind experience ba/a is for God to find out, or to know, whether or not
people act according to His commandments, and to establish the criteria for rewards
and punishments.!? As mentioned above, a comprehensive review and critical analysis
of the Qur‘anic exegesis is provided in Chapter Two, therefore, I have limited these

examples to the aforementioned commentaries.

Another source where material on ba/a is found seems to be the scholastic theological
works which discuss theodicy in general. Nonetheless, due to the fact that the
discussion of bala in the theological discourse is generally discussed under the category

of natural or moral evils and its relation to the overall ‘problem of evil’ and justice in the

1 The Quran, 11:7

1 Abu Jafar Muhammad B. Jarir Al-Tabari, Jami Al-Bayan an Tawil Ay Al-Quran (Beirut: Dar al-Marefa,
1412) Vol. 6, pp. 173.

12 Abul Qasim Mahmud Zamakhshari, Al-Kashaf an Haga 'Ig Ghawamid Al-Tanzil Wa-Uyun Al-Agawil Fi
Wujuh Al-Tawi, trans. Masud Ansari (Tehran, IR: Dar al-Kitab al- Arabi, Beirut / Qognoos, Tehran, 1389
Solar), Vol. 2, pp. 493-94.



world, it only treats the concept in a limited scope and does not offer the all-inclusive

meaning of bald as is emphasized in the Qur‘an.'?

Finally, the works of the mystic scholars and the poets, though scattered, seem to offer
more in-depth exposition of this concept.'* The notion of Divine trial from the
perspective of Muslim mystics and its significance in man’s spiritual development will be

discussed in Chapter four of the study.

The relative silence of the sources on this issue may have contributed to the popular
misconception of balad as something unpalatable and undesirable. As such, an in-depth

study of bala which figures only incidentally in the scholarly literature is long overdue.
Hypothesis and Research Questions

The hypothesis of the study is that ba/d is not equatable with suffering; it is not
intended to punish the sinful; and that its manifestation is both in adversity and
prosperity. Furthermore, the sole purpose of ba/d is not to put human beings into
difficulties in order for God to establish their status in the world to come, but is a means
whereby man’s inherent potentialities for spiritual growth are allowed to flourish and be
made manifest. This study aims to show that the Quranic notion of ba/a is seriously at
odds with both popular, and to a large extent, the scholarly perceptions of this concept.
The leading research questions for the study include the following: do classical and
modern works of exegesis, which is deemed to be the prime source of elucidation of the
Qur'an, throw light on the all-encompassing and entirely positive nature of the notion of
bala? 1Is bala represented as a negative or positive phenomenon in the Qur'an? Is bala
God’s way of punishing the sinful; how is that relate to the ba/d of the prophets

mentioned in the Quran? If ba/dis a ‘test’, what is the purpose of this test? If God is

13 For example see Nasir Al-Din Tisi, Kashf Al-Morad, Sharh Tajrid Al-I ' Tigad, ed. " Allameh Helli, trans.
Abol Hassan Sha’ Rani (Tehran, IR: Islami, 1370).

% For example see Jalal Al-Din Rumi, 7he Mathnavi of Jalaluddin Rumi, trans. Reynold A. Nicholson
(Cambridge, ENG: E.J.W. Gibb Memorial, 2001).



Omniscient, He can clearly have no need of a test which throws light on man’s abilities

and deficiencies. Similarly, if the test is for man, to what end?
Defining key terms

The concept of Divine trial is mostly connoted by two main terms in the Quran, ba/a
and fitna, both of which are subsumed under the general term /bti/a. Translation of
these terms into English is problematic, since any translation will inevitably fail to give a
full picture of the term as it is used in the Quran.” Although translation may serve as a
preliminary guide and the first step, more often than not, it misrepresents the original
term under study. For this reason, although the term 'Divine trial’ is used, it is used only
for the sake of the English—speaking reader, and then merely as a rough equivalent.
Therefore, the use of the original words ba/ad and /btila has been deemed more

appropriate than the term ‘Divine trial’.
Research Method

As mentioned above, the notion of Divine trial becomes visible in the Qur'an through
bala and fitna narratives. In an effort to provide a clear understanding of the meanings
of the two terms, I have employed the methodology of semantic analysis and
contextual interpretation discussed by Toshibiko Izutsu in his book Ethico Religious
Concepts in the Quran'® According to Izutsu, any Quranic term needs to be
understood within the whole semantic framework of the verses in which it appears and
which surround it. According to Izutsu, the best method in analyzing the Qur‘anic terms
is to bring together, compare and put in relation, all the narratives which the terms
under study appear, so that the semantic value and the context of the narratives are
examined. Utilizing the Izutsuian methodology, all ba/d and fitna narratives were
surveyed first, followed by a careful examination of the context of each narrative which

involved the occasion of the revelation, the targeted audience, and the historical

YFor full discussion on the linguistic aspects of ba/d and fitna see Chapter One.
16 Toshibiko Izutsu, Ethico - Religious Concepts in the Quran (Montreal, CA: McGill-Queen's University
Press, 2002), pp. 24-41.



context (revealed in Mecca or Medina). The context of these narratives were then
compared and studied against similar and opposing verses prior to grouping them in a
specific category. Taking this contextual analysis approach, the study allowed the
Quran to interpret itself and further guide the research to its full development.
Therefore, the result of this analysis which is based on the Izutsuian methodology,
serves as the backbone of the study; the result is the complete typology of ba/a and

fitna narratives which is presented in Chapter One.

In addition to Izutsuian methodology employed in Chapter one, textual and historical
analysis method has been utilized in Chapters two and three. These chapters also
include an intra-textual hermeneutics method whereby the narratives under study are
examined in light of their overall context, as well as their relationship, whether implicitly
or explicitly, to other closely related themes of the Qur‘an. The historical analysis
method becomes especially noticeable in discussing ba/a in lives of the Prophets and
other faith communities in light of their historical settings. It also needs to be noted
here that, the ‘critical’ analysis, included in the sub-title of the dissertation, refers to a
tool in the examination of the concept of ba/a through textual analysis in the form of
deconstructionist approach. Therefore, the methodology of deconstructionism is utilized
in Chapters four and five of the study. To this end, the term ba/gis first un-packed and
decomposed so that its in-depth meaning can better by studied in light of the mystical
and theological discussions. Accordingly, the utilization of the deconstructionist method
in the final two chapters of the dissertation enabled the study to shed light on the

wholly positive nature of ba/a which the Qur'an seems to import.
Scope of the Research

As stated above, the Muslim exegetical literature is regarded as the primary sources for
the study of the Quranic concepts. Consequently, in order to pursue with the
aforementioned research questions, the works of the mainstream Muslim exegesis, as it
pertains to the notion of ba/a, will be scrutinized and their level of engagement with the

all-inclusive meaning of this concept will be highlighted. However, it needs to be noted
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that, while the task of the Muslim exegetes has traditionally been defined as the
interpreters of divine revelation, their elucidation is not solely based on the Qur'anic
text itself — the semantics and linguistic aspects — but also it is influenced by external
factors which impacts their comprehension of the Quranic themes. The exegetical
literature, therefore, reflects the various school of thoughts and approaches in Muslim
history (Ash’arite/Mu ‘tazilite; Sunnite/Shi’ ite sectarian views; rationalistic, philosophic,
or theological orientations), as well as the cultural, theological, and political climate, and
the personal interests of their perspective authors. This research, however, is not
concerned with these external elements which inevitably influence the extent of the
exegetes’ understanding as it relates to the notion of ba/a. Consequently, the study
limits itself to the context of the Qur'an, and examines the Qur'anic commentaries,
without analyzing their particular social and anthropological setting, to find out if, in
fact, the exegetical literature deals with the all-encompassing meaning and the wholly
positive nature of ba/a emphasized in the Quran. Correspondingly, the examination of
various factors underpinning the development of mystical tradition of Islam (various
Sufi orders), and the establishment of different theological schools of thought
(Ash’arite/Mu ‘tazilite) are beyond the scope of this dissertation. Thus, the
interpretations of bald from mystical and theological perspectives, presented in
Chapters four and five, are not concerned with the socio-political and anthropological
contexts of the sources used in the study; rather, the aim is to throw light on their

overall exposition of the concept of ba/a.
Thesis Structure

This dissertation is comprised of five chapters that are chronologically organized and
also represent a logical order. The first Chapter is dedicated to the typology of the
Qur'anic narratives whereby the notion of Divine trial is revealed in its various contexts.
The chapter is organized according to the statistical survey of the fifty ba/ad and fitna
narratives, as well as the narratives’ historical context, the occasion of the revelation,

the objective, and the audience to whom they were addressed. Therefore, by taking a



textual hermeneutics approach, the narratives are grouped in four distinct categories
with certain overlap between them. This part of the study produced a framework which
demonstrates the overall Qur'anic approach to the notion of Divine trial and establishes
the importance of the concept of ba/a within the Qur'anic teachings. The impact of this

typology becomes visible in various parts of the dissertation.

In Chapter two, the concept of Divine trial will be examined in light of the two major
Muslim scholarly sources: the prophetic traditions (Aadith) and Qur‘anic exegesis
(tafsir). The chapter begins by highlighting the importance of Aadith and tafsir and the
instrumental role that they play in elucidation of the Islamic revelation, followed by
discussing the rationale for selecting certain scholars and their respected work. Since
the number of prophetic traditions that pertain to the concept of ba/d in its all-
encompassing meaning are not significant hadith literature is discussed first. The
following section which occupies the major portion of this chapter discusses the
Quranic exegetical materials and deals directly with one of the leading research
questions of the study: does the exegetical material deal with the all-inclusive meaning
of bala which accords with Qur'an? To this end, a total of twelve ba/gd and fitna
narratives — three verses from each of the four categories indicated in the typology
chapter — were selected and examined in light of six major tafsir works. The Qur'anic
exegeses were selected to best represent the viewpoints of the Sunnite and Shiite
schools of thought from classical and contemporary time. In its final analysis, this
chapter establishes the fact that the mainstream Muslim exegetes generally do not
engage in an in-depth discussion of the notion of Divine trial which the Qur'an seems to

emphasize.

Chapter three is tasked with the examination of Divine trial in the lives of the prophets,
nabi / rasdl, and pertains to the ba/d and fitna narratives grouped in the fourth category
indicated in the typology. The responsibility of the prophets, as well as the many
challenges they encountered in leading their addressee communities, occupy a major

portion of the Qur'an and require a careful examination. The chapter begins by a brief



overview of the Qur‘anic approach to the notion of prophethood (nabuwwa), and the
vital role of the prophets as the exemplars and the best role model to be followed by
their communities. Next, the stories of ten Qur‘anic prophets whose particular trials are
emphasized in the Quran are examined in the following subsequent sections of the
chapter. To this end, each section begins by a brief synopsis of the tale of a prophet as
it is reflected in the Qur‘an, followed by a discussion of the unique bal/a of each
prophet; the Qur'anic exegetical literature is reviewed to illustrate the commentator’s
understanding, or misunderstanding, of the significance of that particular ba/a. Further
responding to the leading research question — the exegetical materials on concept of
bala — this chapter illustrates that the mainstream Qur’anic commentaries, for the most
part, are generally concerned with the non-essential details of the stories of the

prophets, and seem not to engage with the notion of ba/gin its full potential.

Chapter four of the study is charged with the mystical dimensions of the notion of ba/a
and investigates the perspectives of the Muslim mystics relating to this concept. Due to
the fact that the typology chapter clearly demonstrates the significant position that the
notion of bal/a occupies in the Qur'an, and since the exegetical literature seem to have
opted not to engage with this concept in a comprehensive manner, the study will now
turn to the mystical and Sufi literature to examine their understanding of ba/a. To this
end, first, the chapter will provide the reader with the universal definition of the term
‘mysticism’ and its roots in the teachings of Perennial Philosophy, as well as a general
overview of the mystical tradition of Islam which historically has been represented by
Sufism. The chapter will then demonstrate the comprehensive engagement of the
Muslim mystical literature with the notion of ba/3, as reflected in the teachings of a
selected mystic and poet, and illustrates that it is through this mystical approach that
one engages in an in-depth understanding of the concept of ba/d which appears to
accord with the all-encompassing approach that the Qur'an seems to emphasize. The
material presented in this chapter supports the notion that ba/d — in adversity and

prosperity — is a necessary component of the creation of the universe in general, and
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man’s creation in particular; that ba/a is the means by which man’s potentials will be

actualized; and as such, it is a wholly positive phenomenon.

Chapter five, which is the concluding chapter of the study, is devoted to the
investigation of Divine trial as it relates to the notion of “the best of all possible worlds”.
Due to the fact that ba/d is seen traditionally as being synonymous with suffering and
hardship, the objective of this chapter is to examine /bti/a from the Muslim theological
perspective and the attendant concepts of “good” and “evil”. The chapter begins by an
overview of the “problem of evil” and the various theological and philosophical debates
surrounding it, followed by a summary of the theodicies which attempt to explain the
existence of ‘evil’ from theistic perspective. The chapter will culminate in an in-depth
scrutiny of al-Ghazal's famous dictum of “the best of all possible worlds” and
demonstrates that, from the Ghazalian perspective, this world, including all of its

apparent imperfections, is indeed the best possible world that it can be.

11



Chapter One
Divine Trial Narratives in the Qur'an: A Typology
1.1. Introduction

The Qur‘anic approach to the notion of Divine trial becomes visible mostly in the ba/a
and fitna narratives. These narratives reveal that ba/a is a fundamental pillar of the
creational structure of the Cosmos, functioning as an instrument, to actualize the
purposes of the Creator. The Quran clearly illustrates that humankind, regardless of
religious belief, individually and collectively as a community, will be put to the test as
part of their human experience: “He created death and life to test you, and reveal
which of you does best”(Q. 67:2). The depth and comprehensiveness of the concept of
bala in the Quran reveals that even the prophets are not exempted from this

meaningful encounter: "...And we tried you [Moses] with many tests”(Q. 20:40).

In this introduction, the notion of ba/a will be discussed in various themes as it can be
observed from the Qur'an. These include: the link between ba/d and the creational
structure of the universe both as a whole, and in relation to man’s creation, means by

which balais actualized in man’s life, and ba/a as punishment.
1.1.2. Divine Trial and Creation

The strength and universality of the concept of ba/a within the Qur‘anic context, posits
bala as one of the components of the formation of the Universe. "It /s He who created
the heavens and the earth in six Days — and His throne was on water- so as to test you,
which of you does best. Yet [Prophet] if say to them, 'You will be resurrected after
death, the disbelievers are sure to answer, this is clearly nothing but sorcery!(Q.
11:7). Furthermore, the notion of bal/a is intertwined with the Qur‘anic concept of
purposefulness of the Cosmic Creation. Repeatedly the Qur'an reminds us that the
Creation of the universe is purposeful, decisive, and not in vain. “It was not without

purpose that we created the heavens and the earth and everything in between!” (Q.
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38:27). It can further be noticed from the Qur‘an that the creation of man (insan)® is
distinguished from the rest of the Creation, for the reason that his inner-nature (fitra) is
composed of the Divine Spirit, hence, making him the highest creature in rank: "..7
have fashioned him, and breathed my spirit into him...”(Q. 15:29).

As Rahman points out, "While the purpose of man is to serve God, i.e., to develop his
higher potentialities in accordance with the “command” (amr) of God, through choice,
he must be provided with adequate means of sustenance and of finding the right way."”
To this end, the very first Qur'anic revelations point out that the essential knowledge,
which is imperative for man’s survival, is ingrained in his nature by the Merciful God:
"Your Lord is the Most Bountiful one who taught by the pen, who taught man what he
did not know” (Q. 96:3-5). Additionally, the endowment of knowledge is illustrated in
the Qur‘anic narrative of Adam’s creation, whereby the angles are commanded to bow
down before him (Q. 2:30-34). According to Yusuf Ali, “Allah teaches us new knowledge
at every given moment. Individuals learn more and more day by day; nations and
humanity at large learn fresh knowledge at every stage. This is even more noticeable
and important in the spiritual world”. To this fact, in an early Meccan* Sura, the Quran
exposes a colorful portrait of man’s soul, illustrating the extent of man’s capability in
making his spiritual destiny. It is worth mentioning here that, it is in accordance with
the concept of man'’s spiritual development emphasized in the Quran, that the study
will discuss the notion of ba/d from the Muslim mystical perspective in Chapter four to
shed light on the wholly positive nature of ba/a as it relates to man’s creation and his

spiritual journey.

! Insan*man’ occurs sixty-five times in the Quran. It applies to both men and women, as of course does
the generic ‘man’ in English. See M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, The Quran, English Translation (Oxford University
Press, US, 2004). P.594

2 Fazlur Rahman, Major Themes of the Qur'an (Second edn.; Minneapolis, USA: Bibliotheca Islamica,
1994), p. 8.

3 Abdullah Yusuf Ali, 7he Meaning of the Holy Qur'an (11 edn.: Amana).P.1673

* For a discussion on chronology of the Qur'an see W. Montgomery Watt and Richard Bell, Zntrouduction
to the Quran (Edinburgh, UK: Edinburgh University Press, 1970) p. 108.
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By creation of the soul (nafs), and granting it the power to distinguish between right
and wrong, God has positioned man in charge of his own life. His spiritual success is
depended on whether he makes the “choice” to purify his soul or corrupt it: “...And by
the soul and how He formed it and inspired it [to know] its own rebellion and piety! The
one who purifies his soul succeeds, and the one who corrupts it fails” (Q. 91:7-10).
Hence, having the necessary cognition to create knowledge, and the ability to
differentiate between wrong and right, man’s crucial test, Rahman informs us, is
“whether he can control history towards good ends or whether he will succumb to its

" Thus, it may be noted that the Quran approaches the notion of ba/3, as

vagaries.
means to constantly remind man of his mission on earth, and his final return. "Did you
think we had created you in vain, and that you would not be brought back to us?'(Q.

23:115).

The instrumentality of ba/a as it relates to serving the purposes of God, whereby the
Divine Plan is actualized, therefore, is the context in which the Qur'an approaches the
concept of bal/a. It can also be observed that the underlying principle of ba/d seems to
arise from the notion of “Divine Guidance” (hedaya) which is the ultimate goal of the
Quran, guidance for humanity “Audan /i7-nas”. The notion of Divine Guidance and its
direct relationship to bal/a /s discussed in more detail in other parts of this study.
Furthermore, it is in conforming to the instrumentality aspect of ba/d and its entirely
positive nature that this concept must further be discussed in light of the theological
debates. Consequently, to shed light on the all-inclusive meaning of ba/a, Chapter five
of the study is tasked with the interpretation of ba/a as it relates to the overall “problem
of evil” from the Muslim theodicean thought in general, and the Ghazalian perspective

formulated in his famous dictum of “the best of all possible worlds” in particular.
1.1.3. Means of Divine Trial

While the vast majority of the Qur'anic narratives in which the concept of balg is

elucidated points to manifestation of bal/a through adversity and hardship, nevertheless,

> Rahman, Major Themes of the Quran, p. 9.
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the Quran noticeably reveals that ba/a will, without a doubt, present itself in prosperity

and abundance as well. “ We will test you all through the bad and the good”(Q. 21:35).

The manifestation and objects of ba/a are clearly represented in the Quran, signifying
all that matters to man, i.e., wealth, power, health, offspring, etc., are means by which
man will be put to the ‘test’; how man perceives the specific circumstances of his life is
of tremendous importance in the Qur'an. As the commentator Tabarsi writes, “This
world is the realm of tests and afflictions. People of faith will face trials in order that
they may develop patience and know spiritual blessings.” To this fact, the Quran
points out that, in reality, ‘everything’ on this earth is meant for the purpose of the test:
"We have adorned the earth with attractive things so that We may test people to find
out which of them do best, but we shall reduce all this to barren dust.”(Q. 18:7).

1.1.4. Divine Trial as Punishment

The popular understanding of bala and fitna carries a negative connation and, for the
most part, represents an undesirable and unconstructive image. This perception may be
viewed from different perspectives. Whether an individual is experiencing a hardship,
i.e., an illness or financial difficulty, or an entire community is affected by a natural
tragedy, such as an earthquake, the popular tendency is to view the situation as a
punishment from God. This accepted perception goes further to justify the hardship as
a deserved punishment, which is a direct consequence of sinful conducts on behalf of
the recipient of the calamity. However, as it can be observed from the following verse,
the Quran indisputably clarifies this misperception: “No blame will be attached to the
blind, the lame, and the sick” (Q. 24:61). Therefore, as Bowker points out, “the Qur'an
warns the faithful not to make the mistake of Job’s friends and to assume that where
they see suffering there also they see sin”.” The overall Qur'anic view which noticeably
identifies the purpose of adversities in human lives as tests and not punishment can be

elucidated from the following narrative: “We shall certainly test you with fear and

® As cited in Kabir Helminski, 7he Vision of the Qur'an (California: The Book Foundation, 2004), p. 68.
7 John Bowker, Problems of Suffering in Religions of the World (Cambridge Univ. Press, 1970), p. 109.
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hunger, and loss of property, lives, and crops, but [Prophet], give good news to those
who steadfast”(Q. 2:155).

Nevertheless, the Quran includes a small number of narratives which support that
suffering may, in fact, be a punishment from God. Appealing to past history, these
“punishment narratives” illustrate that as a result of continuous persistence on disbelief
and rejection of the prophetic message, an entire community is eradicated. According
to the Qur'an, God'’s sending of a prophet may be accompanied by calamities afflicting
the community®. However, the purpose of the tragedies or misfortunes are to serve as
supporting evidence to the warnings of the prophet, thereby providing the opportunity
to embrace the prophetic message. However, as a result of peoples’ choice of ignoring
the prophet’s warnings, and their endless tenacity on the disbelief path, God eradicates
the hardship, bestows prosperity, and whilst people are ignorant of the Divine, wills the

total destruction of the community through a natural disaster.

“Whenever we sent a prophet to a town, we affiicted its [disbelieving] people
with suffering and hardships, so that they might humble themselves [before
God], and then we changed their hardship to prosperity, until they multiplied.
But then they said, ‘hardship and affluence also befell our forefathers, and so we

took them suddenly, unawares.”(Q. 7:94-95).

Although annihilation of a particular community is perceived to be a punishment from
God, nevertheless, this paradigm serves a decisive role on a broader scope, i.e., a test
and a learning opportunity for other addressee communities. The Qur'an repeatedly
illuminates that the underlying principle of the hardships was meant for the community
to become humble in the way of God, transform their attitude, and willingly accept the
monotheistic message. Time and again, the Qur'an reflects on human understanding
with regards to signs (ayat) from God; in this case, asking people to think about the

adversity and the prosperity visited on them, and recognize the Divine purpose. Had

8 Margaretha T. Heemskerk, 'Suffering', in Jane Dammen Mcauliffe (ed.), Encyclopedia of the Qurian
(Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2006) Vol. 5, pp. 132-36.
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they not ignored the signs which resulted in their insistence on the wrong path, they
would have been guided to salvation. Instead, their heedlessness leads them to
destruction.’ It needs to be emphasized that the term ba/d /s not utilized in the
“punishment narratives”; nonetheless, the popular understanding equates these

calamities with ba/a.
1.1.5. Man’s Response to Divine Trial

In the case of the individual who is going through a hardship, by and large, the
circumstance is perceived as an undesirable condition, with no benefit or purpose. The
person views himself as the victim of an objectionable occasion, someone with a terrible
chance who is being humiliated by God: "And man, when his Lord tries him through the
restriction of his provision, he says, 'my Lord has humiliated me” (Q. 89:16).
Identifying a particular situation as misfortune, which has happened due to bad luck,
the person refrains to reflect on the circumstance, and perhaps, fails to discover a
meaningful purpose with an opportunity to grow. In the language of the Qur‘an,
whether the individual is experiencing a hardship, or enjoying life in prosperity (Q. 89:
15-16), he is going through a ba/a. What is expected of man is to act in accordance
with the Will of God, i.e., patience during hardship, humility and kindness in welfare.
However, man, more often than not, gets “puffed up in prosperity and depressed in

adversity, putting false values on this world’s goods”.°

This analogy, of course, lends itself not only to the individual who, in any given
situation, might be experiencing the bal/a (Divine test), but equally to those who are
observing a particular circumstance. In other words, man is always going through some
sort of a test, either himself is the direct subject of the trial, or his response towards
the ordeal and / or prosperity of other fellow human beings indirectly becomes his own
bala. To illustrate the latter, the Qur'an speaks of people who are not willing to spend

part of their wealth in charity, thus not realizing that their ba/ais with their wealth, i.e.,

° The test of nations and prophets will be discussed further in Chapter Three.
19 yusuf Ali, The Meaning of the Holy Quran, p. 1646.
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they are being tested and their refusal of helping the needy is a testimony to their
failure in the test. “And when they are told, 'give to others out of what God has
provided for you,’ the disbelievers say to the believers, ‘'why should we feed those that
God could feed if He wanted? You must be deeply misguided” (Q. 36:47).

Contrary to the popular perception of bald and fitna, the Qur'an paints a very different
portrait of these terms, to the extent that it regards ba/a as part of the structure of the
Divine Creation, and a very purposeful encounter for human beings. The Qur‘anic view
on bala as a fundamental pillar of the creation of the Cosmos is exposed through many
narratives whereby not only adversity is viewed as trial; prosperity is also a condition in
which man is put to the test. This aspect of ba/a , i.e., as part of the "Divine Plan”, and
the fact that a/ human beings, including the prophets, encounter diverse purposeful

trials in both adversity and prosperity, will be an essential part of this study.

Preceding the linguistic overview of the terms bald and fitna, it should be noted, that
the Qur‘anic view on the general notion of trial is presented in more than one hundred
narratives by utilizing four verbs and / or verbal nouns. However, by in large, the notion
of Divine trial becomes known in bala and fitna narratives; therefore, this typology is
concerned only with these two major terms. The two fewer used terms, each appearing
only in two Qur‘anic accounts, are: mahhasa (Q. 3:141; 3:154) and imtahana (Q. 49:3;
60:10). Nonetheless, based on the context and the level of their relevancy, these two

terms will be highlighted during the discussion of various categories and types of ba/a.
1.2. A Linguistic Overview of bal/a and fitna

Edward William Lane describes the term bal/a as. “God tried, proved, or tested him, [by,
or with, good], or [by, or with, evil]; for God tries his servant by, or with, a benefit, to
test his thankfulness; and by, or with, a calamity, to test his patience”!. According to

Abdolnabi Ghayyem, ba/a simply means “to put to test”.}? Although the term bal/d or

11 Edward William Lane, 'Arabic - English Lexicon', (London: Williams and Norgate 1968) Vol. 1, p. 255.
12 Abbolnabi Ghayyem, 'Farhang-Moaser Arabic - Persian', (Tehran, Iran: Farhang Moaser, 1381 H.S.).
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/btila is not referenced in the Encyclopedia of the Quran, the notion of trial is cross-

referenced to bald and the definition of “challenge to be endured” is given.

Prior to providing the reader with the various meanings of 7itna, it has to be noted that,
historically, the Muslim culture portrays a symbolic meaning of fitna to refer to “the

14 Therefore, more

great rift in the community shortly after the death of the prophet
often than not, the use of the word 7#itna carries a negative connotation. This study is
not, however, concerned with the cultural aspects of fitna as it applies within the
historical context, but rather will focus on the Qur‘anic aspect of the term as it relates

to Divine trials and tests.

An overall review of the meaning of Arabic word fitna reveals multiple definitions.

According to Lane, its most general meaning seems to be:

Melting of gold and of silver in order to separate, or distinguish, the bad from the
good, it signifies a trial, or probation; and affliction, distress, or hardship; and

[particularly] an affliction whereby one is tried, proved, or tested. !
The Arabic lexicon of Ibn- Manzur defines a similar meaning:

It denotes a process of extracting and purging the impure from the pure in the
metal. This basic idea of purification was then extended to the moral condition of
humanity where a demanding situation acted as a watershed, a moral test or

trial”, 1

13 John Nawas, 'Trial', in Jane Dammen Mcauliffe (ed.), Encyclopedia of the Qur'an (Leiden-Boston: Brill,
2006) Vol. 5, p. 362.

4 Abdulkader Tayob, 'An Analytical Survey of Al-Tabari's Exegesis of the Cultural Symbolic Contstruct of
Fitna', in G.R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (eds.), Approaches to the Quran (New York:
Routledge, 2002).

15 Lane, 'Arabic - English Lexicon', Vol. 6, p. 2335

16 As cited in Tayob, 'An Analytical Survey of Al-Tabari's Exegesis of the Cultural Symbolic Contstruct of
Fitna', p. 158.
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According to Abdolnabi Ghayyem, the following definitions may be applied to fitna:
“disparity between people, riot, trial, learning experience, affliction, and disbelief.”*’
Similarly, the Encyclopedia of Islam defines the primary definition of term fitna as

“putting to the proof, discriminatory test.”®

In an effort to inductively bring clarity on the meanings of terms bala and fitna, taking a
hermeneutical approach, I have applied the methodology of Toshihiko Izutsu outlined in
his book Ethico Religious Concepts in the Quran.*® In his book, Izutsu explains the
importance of “contextual interpretation”, whereby the terms are analyzed according to
the framework of the Qur'an, hence, allowing the Qur‘an to interpret itself. According to
Izutsu, “for any passage to acquire a peculiar semantic significance, it must work as a
specific context revealing in a full light some aspect or aspects of the semantic category
of a given word"?. Izutsu’s methodology is constructed on seven distinct principles by
which the Qur‘anic terms must carefully be examined before the interpreter is able to

provide the intended meaning.

Applying the Izutsuian methodology, namely the employment of “contextual
interpretation”, the bald and fitna narratives in the Quran underwent a careful
examination, both individually and collectively. I have located all the verses of the
Qur‘an in which the word ba/a and / or fitna have been utilized; examined each verse
by studying its occasion of revelation, the historical context, and its thematic concept by
employing intra-textual hermeneutic approach. Furthermore, the purpose of the
narratives and the addresses were also examined. With this method, my goal is to shed
light on the notion of balg, as expressed in the Qur'anic context, by grouping the
narratives in specific categories, keeping in mind potential overlaps between them.
Through this process, the context and themes of each individual verse were cautiously

studied and compared with other similar verses in which the words were utilized. Based

Ghayyem, 'Farhang-Moaser Arabic - Persian', p. 776.

18 | . Gardet, 'Fitna', in P. Bearman, Bianquis (ed.), Encyclopedia of Islam (Second edn., II: Brill), p. 930.
9 Tzutsu, Ethico - Religious Concepts in the Quran.

20 1bid., pp. 37-41.
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on this analysis, the fitna and bala narratives reveal a deeply rooted principle indicating

why and how people are put to the “test”.
1.3. A General Overview of bala and fitna Narratives

The bald and fitna narratives appear in both Meccan and Medinan chapters of the
Qur'an. Although much research has been done on the chronology of the Qur'anic
scripture, there is still no consensus as to the exact sequence of the Suras. However,
categorization of the Quran based on whether the Suras were revealed during the first
phase of the prophetic message in Mecca, or after the prophet and his followers

migrated to Medina, is generally accepted.”

The numerical analyses of the terms bald and fitna shows a total of eighty-nine
accounts. However, this typology is concerned only with fifty of these narratives,
whereby the contextual format directly alludes to Divine trial. Of the twenty nine
occasions of ba/a, fifteen are revealed in Mecca and fourteen in Medina; where with the
twenty-one fitna accounts, Mecca has a share of fourteen narratives, with Medina
chapters containing only seven. The fact that the twenty-nine ba/d verses are almost
equally divided between the Meccan and Medinan chapters seems to suggest that the
notion of Divine trials and tests was part of the Qur‘anic teachings from the early stage
of the prophetic message, and continued to be the case throughout the Medinan phase.
Furthermore, the fact that the vast majority of /itna verses are revealed during the

Meccan phase also points to the importance of the notion of Divine Trial from early on.
1.4. Classifications of bal/a and fitna Narratives

The overall representation of the bal/a and fitna narratives in the Qur'an appears to
suggest four distinct types or categories, with certain amount of overlap between them.

The individual narratives have been grouped in each category according to their theme

21 Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qurian: A Contemporary Approach to a Veiled Text (Washington D.C:
Georgetown University Press, 2003b), p. 71. Also, see Watt and Bell, Introuduction to the Quran, p. 180.
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and the overall context in which they are revealed. What follows is the explanation for

each of the four categories and their corresponding narratives.
1.4.1. Divine Trial as the Central Pillar of the Creational Structure of the Cosmos

Prior to providing the reader with the explanation of the narratives in this category, an
important distinction between the terms ba/d and fitna needs to be made. While both
terms are utilized to mean ‘trial” in the Qur'anic context, bald seems to be used in a
broader spectrum presenting itself in all four categories. Fitna, on the other hand, is
mostly used in the Qur'anic accounts in which specific subjects of trial are mentioned,
offering more detailed elucidation of the means by which man will be tested.
Consequently, since fitna does not seem to appear in any of the verses where ‘trial’ is
presented as part of the creational structure; this category will only include the ba/ad

narratives.

The verses classified in this category are mainly those in which the concept of ba/ag is
introduced as an integral part of cosmic plan. Therefore, this category provides us with
an overall umbrella of the Quranic view on bala as part of the structure of the Cosmos.
The fact that out of the six narratives in this category, four are from the Meccan period
(11:7, 18:7; 67:2; 86:9), and two appear in Medinan suras (5:48; 76:2), points to the

importance of concept of ba/a from the early phase of the Qur'anic teachings.
1.4.1.1. Meccan bal/a Narratives
The first verse in this category appears in Sdra Hud:

"It is He who created the heavens and the earth in six Days — and His throne
was on water- so as to test you, which of you does best. Yet [Prophet] if say to
them, *You will be resurrected after death’, the disbelievers are sure to answer,

this is clearly nothing but sorcery!”(Q. 11:7).

In this verse the concept of ba/a is not only directly linked to the story of the

Creation, it is highlighted as its foundation, i.e., without ba/a the Creation would
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be aimless. It can be further observed that this narrative is the focal point which
acts as the bridge for verses 6-11, whereby key Qur‘anic concepts are linked
through the concept of ba/a. We are told in verse six that there is no creature
on this earth but its provision rests with God; He knows where it lives and its
final resting place. Therefore, verse six emphasizes that everything in this
universe happens with the knowledge of God and according to the Divine Law.
Subsequently, verse seven, which is the narrative in discussion, exposes that
“God created the heavens and the earth so as to ‘test’ you (/iyabluwakum, from
the root bal/a), which of you does best in conduct”, hence emphasizing that ba/a
is part of the structure of the universe. The narrative then goes further to
introduce the concept of Resurrection while pointing to the fact that
disbelievers’ response will be “this is clearly nothing but sorcery”. In summary,
this narrative exposes that the creation of the universe is purposeful, that man’s
conduct is tested through ba/g, i.e., balais the medium in which his spiritual life

will be flourished; and that ultimately man’s return is to God.

Following along the same path, verses nine through ten illustrate man’s behavior at the

time he is going through ba/g, whether he is being tested in adversity or prosperity.

How desperate and ungrateful man becomes when We let him taste Our mercy
and then withhold it. And if We let him taste mercy after some harm has touched
him, he is sure to say, ‘misfortune has gone away from me’, he becomes
exultant and boastful” (Q. 11:9-10).

These narratives illustrate that human beings, for the most part, do not act in
accordance with God’s Plan during ba/g, i.e., they get disappointed while experiencing
hardship and proud during blessed times. However, the next verse in this sequence
portrays the picture of those who have developed the sense of steadiness in life, and

who neither get depressed whenever a calamity befalls them nor overjoyed with proud

23



during prosperity?%. “Not so those who are steadfast and do good deeds: they will have
forgiveness and a great reward” (Q. 11:11). The Quran, therefore, demonstrates what
is expected of man by guiding him to the correct path and the right course of actions

during the time of ba/a.

The second narrative in this category is revealed in Sura al-kahf. * We have adorned the
earth with attractive things so that We may test people to find out which of them do
best’ (Q. 18:7). This narrative demonstrates the Qur’anic view on the materialist aspect
of this life, i.e., power, fame, wealth, social status, and all that man thrives for, to be
nothing but a magnificent show and means of trial to test man (/yabluwakum, from the
root balg). It can be observed from this verse that beautification of all things on this
earth, i.e., ‘everything’ that man desires, is part of the Divine Plan in order to test man
in his conduct, hence positioning ba/d in the center of God’s Creation and an

instrument by which His plan is actualized.

The next narrative in this group presents itself in Sara al-Mulk: “ He who created death
and life to test you and reveal which of you does best — he is the Mighty, the Forgiving’
(Q. 67:2). The creation of death and life for the purpose of trial (/eyablowakdm, from
the root bald), is once again a clear indication that ba/ais an essential part of the Divine
Plan. This narrative also confirms the point made previously that the Creation of the
Universe is not in vain or without a purpose. “The state before our present Life, or the
state after, we can scarcely understand. But our present Life is clearly given to enable

" 23 Tt can be further observed that

us to strive by good deeds to reach a nobler state.
balg is the medium by which man’s conducts and deeds will be evaluated, and
therefore, based on his attitude towards Divine Trial, he will be able to reach the higher

state in life.

22 Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, Tarjuman Al- Qur'an, trans. Syed Abdul Latif (3; New Delhi: Kitab Bhavan,
1978), p. 148.
2 Yusuf Ali, The Meaning of the Holy Qurian, p. 1497.
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The final narrative revealed in Mecca appears in Sura al-Tarig, “On the Day when
secrets are laid bare”(Q. 86:9). This verse points to Judgment Day when the secrets of
the hearts are put on trial, i.e., all that man attempted to hide will become apparent.
The term used in this verse is tubla from the root ba/a, signifying the fact that the result

of the trial will be bluntly clear on this day.
1.4.1.2. Medinan ba/a Narratives

From the Medinan period we have two narratives which can be classified in this

category. First of these appears in Sura al-Ma’idah:

We sent to you [Muhammad] the Scripture with the truth, confirming the
Scriptures that came before it and with final authority over them: so judge
between them according to what God has sent down. Do not follow their whims,
which deviate from the truth that has come to you. We have assigned a law and
a path to each of you. If God had so willed, He would have made you one
community but He wanted to test you through that which He has given you, so
race to do good: you will all return to God and he will make clear to you the
matters you differed about (Q. 5:48).

While this narrative discloses the relationship between the Qur'an and the previous
scriptures, it provides clarification on the underlying principle which validates the variety
of rules of practical conduct (Law/sharia). The verse also explains that a diverse code of
law which, in fact, is the consequence of diversity of the people, is part of the Divine
Plan. It can further be observed from this narrative that, while God could have made
people into one single community, He has constructed the universe to accommodate
different people and variety of rules in order to ‘test’ people (/iyabluwakum, from the
root bal/g). While this verse sheds light on the fact that scriptures and laws are the
means by which each community will be put to the ‘test’, it commands people to race in
virtues and strive in the right path. The concluding part of the narrative reminds us that
everyone’s return is to God, and the truth on the disputed matters will be known to all

communities on the Day of Judgment. It has to be noted that this verse may also be
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classified in Category two of this typology (The manifestation of ba/d), however, it is
included in this category due to the fact that the subject of ba/gis directly related to the

creational structure of the universe.

The second narrative of the Medinan phase appears in Sura Insan: “ We created man
from a drop of mingled fluid to put him to the test; We gave him hearing and sight”(Q.
76:2). This narrative which is one of the key Qur‘anic verses on the creation of man
consists of three sections: first, it discloses the origins of man by showing the
animalistic dimension of his creation; second, it points to the notion of Divine Trial
(bald) and the fact that man will go through tests and trials; finally, it concludes by
shedding light on man’s potentials and abilities which will enable him to strive in his life.
Therefore, “man as an animal has this humble origin, but he has been given the gift of
certain faculties of receiving instruction (typified by Hearing) and of intellectual and
spiritual insight (typified by Sight)"**.

1.4.2. Manifestation of Divine Trial

The narratives identified in this category are mainly those in which the manifestation of
bala, i.e., how bala is materialized in the lives of human beings, is the central theme
and appears at the core of the discussion. By providing clear examples of tangible
means through which ba/g is realized, these Qur‘anic accounts shed light on the overall
view of the Divine Plan as it relates to man’s trials. Furthermore, the narratives equally
emphasize man’s response in dealing with different situations, i.e., the variety of ba/a.
This collection also illustrates what is expected of man during the time of ba/d and
provides guidelines to reflect upon as man experiences ba/a. An overall observation on
narratives presented in this group also reveals that, while ba/d is manifested mostly
through adversity and hardship, prosperity and abundance, nevertheless, are also
viewed as a type of ba/a. This observation further leads to suggest that the purification
of man’s personality to create a more authentic and truthful exposition is the focal point

of the verses in this category. The following is a brief explanation on four ba/a verses

4 1bid., p. 1571.
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(6:165, 21:35, 89:15 -16), as well as four fitna narratives (6:53, 21:35, 21:111, 39:49),

whereby the manifestation of ba/ais discussed.
1.4.2.1. The Meccan ba/a Narratives®
The first narrative of this category appears in Sura al-Anam:

It is He who made you successors on the earth and raises some of you above
others in rank, to test you through what He gives you. [Prophet], your Lord is

swift in punishment, yet He is most forgiving and merciful.” (Q. 6: 165).

This verse is the concluding narrative of the Sura; therefore, it summarizes the
previously discussed contents. While pointing to the Divine Plan in creating generations
after generations who are the inheritors of earth, the narrative emphasizes that God
positions people in different ranks and provides them with diverse opportunities in order
to test them. Hence, the goal is to test you in what He has bestowed upon you

(liyabluwakum, from the root ba/a).

The second verse of this collection is a key narrative which appears in the late Meccan
Sura al Anbiya* “ Every soul is certain to taste death: We test you all through the bad
and the good, and to Us you will all return”(Q. 21:35). The structure of this narrative is
unique mainly for two reasons: firstly, both ba/d and fitna terms are used; secondly,
the manifestation of ba/d both in adversity and prosperity is elucidated. While the
narrative begins by confirming mortality, i.e., everyone’s time on this earth is limited
and that death will visit us all, it quickly reminds man that his entire life is a test. The
narrative further provides a detailed explanation of the means by which the Divine test
will be conducted: through the bad (sharr, i.e. sickness, lack of wealth, etc.) and the
good (khayr, i.e., abundance, health, etc.). The concluding section of the verse
expounds upon the fact that everyone’s return is to God; once again reminding man to
be attentive of the diverse circumstances of his life and not lose sight of the fact that,

at any given time, he might be experiencing a test.

% This category does not include any ba/d narrative from Medinan period.
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The following two narratives present themselves in Sura al Fajr:

The nature of man is that, when his Lord tries him through honors and blessings,
he says, ‘My Lord has honoured me’, but when He tries him through the

restriction of his provision, he says, ‘My Lord has humiliated me’ (Q. 89:15-16).

These narratives substantiate the point already made by the previous verse in this
category, emphasizing that God will try man in both prosperity and adversity.
Furthermore, the verses illustrate the likelihood of man’s response at the time of ba/a:
when he is the recipient of God’s blessings, he gets puffed up and thinks he is special in
the eyes of God; on the other hand, when his provision is restricted by God, man gets
depressed and thinks that God has humiliated him. Had man recognized God’s plan in
both of these circumstances, he would have responded differently: show kindness to

others during prosperity and patience during hardship.
1.4.2.2. The Meccan fitna Narratives®®

The first narrative in which fitna is used to mean ‘trial’ appears in Sura Al — An ‘am:* We
have made some of them a ‘test’ for others, to make the disbelievers say, 'is it these
men that God has favoured among us?’ Does God not know best, who are the grateful
ones? (Q. 6:53). In conjunction with the surrounding verses, this narrative
demonstrates that the social and financial status of a group of people may in fact
happen to be a test for others, i.e., the wealthy of the society is tested through the
disadvantaged within the same society. The historical evidence indicates that the people
of Mecca did not respond positively to the prophetic message, and a small number who
did follow the prophet were the poor and the disadvantaged of the society?’. The more
wealthy people of Mecca, who viewed themselves superior to others, felt it degrading to
listen to Muhammad'’s preaching in the company of the poor. Therefore, by failing to

realize that the financial status of the followers of the Prophet is how they are being

% This category does not include any fitna narrative in Medinan period.
27 Mahmoud Ayoub, Islam, Faith and History (Oxford: Oneworld, 2004), p. 22.
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tested, the materially well-off polytheists rejected the monotheistic message of the

Prophet.

The third narrative®® of this category is revealed in a late Meccan Sidra a/ Anbiva’"I do
not know: this [time] may well be a test for you, and enjoyment for a while” (Q.
21:111). Appearing at the end of the Sura, this verse represents the Prophet’s final
remarks in reminding his audience that what he has been asked to warn them about

may be a test.
The final verse in this group appears in Sdra Al Zumar:

When man suffers some affliction, he cries out to Us, but when We favor him
with Our blessings, he says, ‘All this has been given to me because of my

knowledge’ — it is only a test, though most of them do not know it (Q. 39:49).

While this narrative noticeably illustrates the manifestation of ba/d (test / trial) through
prosperity, it also sheds light on man’s response at the time of hardship or abundance.
It can be understood from this verse that when man is faced with distress or adversity,
he realizes his powerlessness and turns to God as the source of all good. However,
when God bestows on him a favor, a gift, or mercy, man attributes it to his own doing,
and fails to remember that God is the source of the received mercy. The narrative
promptly reminds us that while man remains ignorant of the true source of the
happiness or mercy he has just been blessed with, more importantly, he fails to realize
that ultimately the goal was to test him. Time and again, the Qur'an reminds the reader
that God is the sole source of all things; to turn to Him in the time of distress yet
remain headless during abundance and happiness will result in ungratefulness. It can
further be observed from this narrative and other similar verses in the Qur'an that

afflictions and hardships, as well as happiness and abundance, are both means in which

280ne of the verses in this category (21:35) was discussed in the bala section as it utilizes both the terms
bald and fitna; see page 17.
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man will be put to the test; in both circumstances man should be mindful of God and

act according to what is expected of him.
1.4.3. Objects of Divine Trial

The narratives included in this category are largely those in which various objects of
bala are identified and presented as the focal point of the narratives. Additionally, the
Qur’anic accounts which refer to the Muslim community’s trials and tests at the time of
battles or conflicts are grouped in this cluster as well. This collection includes eleven
bala verses, two of which appear in Mecca (16:92 & 68:17) and nine of which belong to
the Medinan phase (2:155, 3:152, 3:154, 3:186, 5:94, 8:17, 33:11, 47:4, 47:31). The
nine fitna narratives are almost equally divided between Meccan (17:60, 29:2, 29:3,
72:17, 75:31) and Medinan periods (8:28, 9:126, 22:11, 64:15). That the frequency of
the bala verses, with references to tangible objects, appears mostly in Medina seems to
correlate with the historical context of Medina. Historians have written much about the
cultural-social context of Medina, where this newly formed faith-community must thrive,
as well as the challenges that the followers of the prophet had to face. Therefore, this
group of narratives symbolizes the Qur‘anic view as it relates to unforeseen situations,
whereby concrete objects of ba/a are entailed. Furthermore, man’s perception of, and
his emotional attachment to these precious and worldly goods, are questioned and

warned about by these narratives.
1.4.3.1. The Meccan bala Narratives
The first narrative of this group appears in Sara, Al Naht:

Do not use your oaths to deceive each other — like a woman who unravels the
thread she has firmly spun — just because one party may be more numerous
than another. God tests you with this and on the Day of the Resurrection He will

make clear to you those things you differed about (Q. 16:92).

29 See Ayoub, Islam, Faith and History, pp. 30-50.
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It can be observed from the previous verse, which leads to the verse in discussion, that
sometimes oaths and promises were used as a tool in deceiving other members of the
community. By instructing people to keep their oaths and remain faithful to their
promises, the narrative runs a comparative analysis between the actions of a female
character that untwists the strands of the yarn after she has spun the yarn. The
concluding section of the narrative reminds us that, while making an oath may bring
security and strong sense of community to man, in actuality, the oath is one of the

means by which God will test people by.

The second Meccan narrative of this category presents itself in Sura A/ Qalam: * We
have tried them as We tried the owners of a certain garden, who swore that they would
harvest its fruits in the morning’ (Q. 68:17). In the preceding verses, mention is made
of those people who have rejected the Prophetic message, basing their rejection on
their false belief that the Quran is “nothing but ancient fables.” The narrative in
discussion, then, reminds the reader that the rejecters are, in actuality, being tested,
i.e., experiencing a bala, the same way the owners of the Garden were put to the

test>.
1.4.3.2. The Medinan ba/a Narratives

The first verse of the Medinan period in which tangible items are referenced as bala
appears in the longest Sura of the Qur'an, A/- Bagarah: * We shall certainly test you with
fear and hunger, and loss of property, lives, and crops. But [Prophet], give good news
to those who are steadfast.’(Q. 2:155). In this narrative the most precious items within
man’s life are considered as objects of ba/a or Divine tests. While these objects may
present themselves at various times and according to specific situations, i.e., lack of
security and fear during conflicts, loss of property throughout harsh economic crisis,

etc., they are, however, in the Quranic context, viewed as means by which man is

39 The “Parable of the People of the Garden” is elucidated in verses 17-32 of the same Sura.
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tested. The concluding section of the narrative noticeably demonstrates that what is
expected of man during these difficult times is to have patience and act according to
the will of God. Furthermore, by instructing the Prophet to give glad tidings to those
who patiently persevere, grants the believers the ultimate assurance to endure the

situation and remain faithful to God.

Continuing with our discussion of concrete objects of ba/a, the following narrative

appears in Sara Al =Imran:

You are sure to be tested through your possessions and persons; you are sure to
hear much that is harmful from those who were given the Scripture before your
and from those who associate others with God. If you are steadfast and mindful
of God, that is the best course (Q. 3:186).

This narrative emphasizes three distinct subjects of ba/d by means of which the
believers are put to the test: their belongings (wealth, social status, and children);
themselves (their own life); and the insults or harm imposed by the non-believers. The
concluding section of the narrative briefly demonstrates the Quranic view on the
expectations on the part of the believers, i.e., proper response while they are
experiencing any of the mentioned ba/a - endurance with patience and mindfulness of
God.

The concluding narrative of this section makes itself known in Sdra al-Ma'ida:

You who believe, God is sure to test you with game within reach of your
hands and spears, to find out who fears Him even though they cannot see

Him: from now on, anyone who transgresses will have a painful punishment

(Q. 5:94).

By informing the believers that gaming is an object of ba/a in which they will be put to
the test, this narrative sets the stage for the following verse: “ You who believe, do not

kill game while you are in the state of consecration [for pilgrimage]..." (Q. 5:95).
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Therefore, it can be understood from the two narratives that, since gaming is prohibited
during the pilgrimage, they should refrain from killing any kind of animal during that
time. Consequently, observing the rule as it relates to this object of ba/a is the sign of

obedience to the command of God.
1.4.3.3. Bal/a on the Battle filed

As mentioned previously, a number of Qur'anic narratives signify ba/a during warfare.
By and large, these verses pertain to some of the major battles that took place between
the newly formed Muslim community in Medina and the Meccans. While they may
deserve their own category, they have been included in this collection to show the
relevancy of objects of bald to specific circumstances. This collection includes the
following narratives in chronological order as they appear in the Qur'an: 3:152, 3:154,
8:17, 33:11, 47:4, and 47:31.

The first two narratives with an analogous theme appear in Sura A/ Imran:

God fulfilled His promise to you: you were routing them, with His permission, but
then you faltered, disputed the order, and disobeyed, once He had brought you
within sight of your goal — some of you desire the gains of this world and others
desire the world to come — and then He prevented you from [defeating] them as
a punishment™!

(Q. 3:152).

. He has now forgiven you: God is most gracious to the believers

Continuing with more details of the same story, verse 154 reads:

After sorrow, He caused calm to descend upon you, a sleep that overtook some
of you. Another group, caring only for themselves, entertained false thoughts
about God, thoughts more appropriate to pagan ignorance and said, ‘Do we get
a say in any of this?’ [Prophet], tell them, ‘Everything to do with this affair is in
God’s hands’. They conceal in their hearts things they will not reveal to you.

They say. 'If we had had our say in this, none of us would have been killed here.’

31 Yusuf Ali's translation: “to test you”.
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Tell them. ‘Even if you had resolved to stay at home, those who were destined to
be killed would still have gone out to meet their deaths.” God did this in order to
test everything within you and in order to prove what is in your heats. God

knows your innermost thoughts very well (Q. 3:154).

The above two narratives refer to one of the major battles in which the Muslims were
engaged, namely the battle of Uhud, whereby the followers of the Prophet experienced
an enormous bal&?. The story has it that while the Meccans, who were the enemy of
the Muslims, outnumbered the supporters of the Prophet, the battle turned out in favor
of the Muslims in victory. However, as the enemy was withdrawing from the battle field,
a group of Muslim soldiers who were instructed to remain on the top of the hill,
disobeyed the order and left their post to join the rest of the army in capturing
valuables left by the Meccans. Taking advantage of the opening left by the archers, the
Meccan army attacked again and killed many of the prophet’s companions, including his
uncle, Hamza. Although the Prophet was hurt, he was able to regroup the remaining
members of the army, and return to the battle filed the next day to force the enemy
out.®® It can be observed from the context of 3:152 that going against the direct orders
of the Prophet, which resulted, leaving the post and aiming after the booty, is referred
to as the bala. Moreover, the entire story of the battle of Uhud, with its gains and

losses, disappointments and excitements, is referred to as ba/ain 3:154.
The next narrative in discussion appears in Sdra Al Anfal:

It was not you who Kkilled them but God, and when you [Prophet] threw [sand at
them] it was not your throw [that defeated them] but God’s, to do the believers

a favor**: God is all seeing and all knowing (Q. 8:17).

This narrative is related to another major battle, namely the battle of Badr which was a

“turning point in the history of Islam as a political and military, as well as, expanding

32 Yusuf Ali, The Meaning of the Holy Qurian, p. 166.

33 Ayoub, Islam, Faith and History, p. 25.

3% Balgis translated by Haleem to mean Divine favor, however, according to Yusuf Ali it means “to test
the believers by a gracious trial”, see Yusuf Ali, The Meaning of the Holy Quran, p. 418.
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religious movement”.> The story has it that “before the battle, the Prophet prayed and

threw a handful of sand at the enemy as symbol of their being defeated.”®

The psychological hardship of war as a test for the Muslims also appears in a short
narrative of Sura Al Ahzab: * There the believers were sorely tested and deeply shaken”
(Q. 33:11). Drawing on the previous narrative whereby the enemy attack during the
battle of Ahzab is discussed, this verse reminds the believers that all of what they felt

was in fact a ba/a.

The final two narratives of this category where bala is discussed in the context of the
battlefield appear in Sura Muhammad: “ When you meet the disbelievers in battle, strike
them...., God could have defeated them Himself if He had willed, but His purpose is to
test some of you by means of others...” (Q. 47:4). In this narrative the followers of the
Prophet are reminded that, while God is definitely able to wipe off the enemy and grant
victory to the believers, the extent of their commitment to support the Prophet and
defend their faith is, in fact, their ba/a , i.e., means by which they are being tested.
Furthermore, in another verse of the same Sura, the believers are, once again, made
aware of the fact that ba/d does in fact serves a purpose within the larger part of the
Divine plan: “We shall test you to see which of you strive your hardest and are

steadfast; We shall test the sincerity of your assertions” (Q. 47:31).
1.4.3.4. The Meccan fitna Narratives
The fist fitna narrative of this category appears in Sara Al Isr&:

[Prophet], We have told you that your Lord knows all about human beings. The
vision We showed you was only a test for people, as was the cursed tree
[mentioned] in the Qur'an. We warn them, but this only increases their insolence
(Q. 17:60).

35 Frederick Mathewson Denny, An Introudution to Islam (USA: Prentice Hall, 2011), p. 66.
3 Abdel Haleem, The Quran, English Translation, p. 180.
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At the beginning of this Sura, the Qur'an speaks of an extraordinary incident, namely
the Night Journey,® performed by Prophet Muhammad. However, in the narrative in
discussion, this miraculous experience is referred to as prophet’s vision®®, which was

intended as a fitna (test) for the people.

The next two narratives up for discussion belong to another Meccan revelation, Sdra A/
‘Ankabdt:

Do people think they will be left alone after saying ‘We believe’ without being put
to the test? We tested those who went before them; God will certainly mark out
which ones are truthful and which are lying. (Q. 29:2 & 29:3).

While the notion of faith remains at the heart of the Qur‘anic context®®, the first
narrative in discussion clarifies that a simple profession of faith is necessary but not
sufficient. The verse goes on to inform the believers that, without a doubt, the sincerity
of their assertion as it relates to their faith will be put to the test by God. Having
established the foundation for this understanding, the following narrative promptly
reinforces the idea by informing the Muslims that the genuineness of faith in other faith
communities prior to Islam was also tested, hence ruling out any exemption from this

type of Divine test.

The next narrative of this collection appears in Sura Al Jinn: “A test for them, but
anyone who turns away from his Lord’s Revelation will be sent by Him to spiraling
torment” (Q. 72:17). While the term fitna is used in this narrative, the preceding verse
contains the context of the test: “/f they had stayed on the right way, We would have
given them abundant water to drink’ (Q. 72:16). It can be observed from this Qur‘anic

account that, while God in His Mercy grants “abundance” to people who are firm in their

37 The Night Journey, which gives the Suraits title, is mentioned in verse 1 and 60. Towards the end of
the Meccan period, God caused Muhammad, in the space of a single night, to journey from Mecca to
Jerusalem and from there to heaven and back again. See ibid., p. 283.

38 Ibid., p. 289.

39 For a discussion on doctrines of faith see Denny, An Introudution to Islam, p. 99.
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belief, the bestowed blessing is, in fact, a 7itna, i.e., means by which God will test the

recipients of His blessings.

The concluding narrative of the Meccan revelations in this group, present itself in Sdra
Al Muddaththir.

We have appointed only angels to guard Hellfire — and We have made their
number a test for the disbelievers and so that those who have been given the
Scripture will be certain and those who believe will have their faith increased and
neither those who have been given the Scripture nor the believers will have any
doubts, but the sick at heart and the disbelieves will say, ‘What could God mean
by this description? In this way God leaves whoever He will to stray and guides
whoever He will — no one knows your Lord’s forces except Him, It is only a
reminder to mortals (Q. 74:31).

This narrative seems to act both as a clarification and an extension to the previous
verse, whereby the number of the guardians of the fire is set to nineteen. The verse
begins by providing the rationalization to point out that #itna or trial is, in fact, the
reasoning for setting the number on the angles. The different groups of people and
their response to this trial is elucidated in the concluding section of the narrative, while
reminding the reader of God’s ultimate power in providing guidance or leaving people

to stray.
1.4.3.5. The Medinan fitna Narratives

We now turn to 7itna narratives revealed in the Medinan phase of the prophetic
message. The first of this group appears in Sdra Al Anfal “Be aware that your
possessions and your children are only a test and that there is a tremendous reward
with God’ (Q. 8:28). This narrative elucidates on two of the dearest objects in man'’s
life, namely possessions and offspring, and reminds the reader that both of these

subjects are means by which people will be tested. Additionally, the verse affirms that
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with God remains a wonderful compensation for the trial they face and the hardship

they encounter in the way of God.

Next in the chronological order is the following verse which presents itself in Sdra A/
Tawbah: “Can they not see that they are afflicted once or twice a year? Yet, they
neither repent nor take heed’ (Q. 9:126). The preceding narratives (9:123-125)
expound upon the conflict between the believers and the unbelievers, while they shed
light on the unbelievers’ response to the Truth which lies before them. The verse in
discussion, then, corresponds to the opportunity that is given to the unbelievers so they
may repent and join the believing community. The concluding section of the narrative
confirms the unbelievers’ failure to recognize the #itna and take advantage of the once
or twice a year opportunity granted to them, hence, missing their chance to join the
faith community. By denying themselves the chance to repent, the unbelievers remain

in the wrong path.
The next narrative dealing with the objects of trial appears in Sdra Al Hajj:

There are also some who serve God with unsteady faith: if something good
comes their way, they are satisfied, but if they are tested, they revert to their old

ways, losing both this world and the next — that is the clearest loss (Q. 22:11).

It may be observed from this narrative that the depth and firmness of people’s faith,
and their dedications and commitment towards God, become evident while they are
experiencing a test. Some people’s faith is only firm while all is well with their lives;
once tried, however, their faith in God is weakened and their path is deviated from Him,

resulting in an ultimate loss in this life and the hereafter.

The final narrative of this category presents itself in Sdra Al Taghabun: * Your wealth
and your children are only a test for you. There is great reward with God” (Q. 64:15).
In this narrative, two of the most important attachments in man’s life, mainly wealth
and children, are elucidated to be among the objects of ba/a. This short narrative

concludes by reminding man that the ultimate reward is with God.
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1.4.4. Divine Trial Visited on Prophets and Their Communities

The narratives classified in this category are primarily those in which the concept of
bala in the life of Prophet Muhammad, as well as in the life of other prophets and
messengers prior to the birth of Islam, is introduced™. Included in this group are eight
bala narratives, from which four are revealed in Mecca (7:141, 7:136, 14:6, 37:106,
44:33), and three belong to the Medinan chapters (2:49, 2:124, 2:249). Additionally,
from the six 7itna narratives grouped in this cluster, five belong to the Meccan period
(7:155, 20:40, 25:20, 44:17, 54:27), and one appears in a Medinan chapter (60:5).

By illuminating on the central role of the Prophets, in which they act as the exemplars
for their communities, this group of verses provides us with a Qur‘anic view on the
manifestation of ba/a as it relates to the Prophets. While, by in large, these verses
elucidate on how a certain Prophet or messenger deals with, or reflects on, the specific
form of balg, there are, nevertheless, those narratives in which the life of a prophet
becomes the object of ba/a for the addressee community. Furthermore, the Qur‘anic
accounts demonstrating the various forms of ba/d as it relates to other faith

communities are also grouped in this category.
1.4.4.1, Life of the Prophets as Divine Trial
The first Meccan narrative in this section appears in Sara Al Furgan:

No messenger have We sent before you [Muhammad] who did not eat food and
walk about in the marketplaces. But We have made some of you a means of

testing others — will you stand fast? Your Lord is all seeing (Q. 25:20).

This narrative seems to expand upon another verse of the same Sdra (Q. 25:7),
whereby, the Meccans objected to the fact that Muhammad is an ordinary man with no
extraordinary or magical ability, questioning why an angel is not accompanying him in

bringing God’s message. The narrative in discussion, therefore, sheds light on an

“0 For a full discussion on ba/d in the lives of the prophets see Chapter Three.
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important historical fact, namely that no other messenger was sent before Muhammad
unless he, too, would eat food and walk through the street as any normal human being.
In the context of this Qur'anic narrative, therefore, the fact that Muhammad is an
ordinary member of the society, who lives in much the same way as others, is in fact a
fitna (test) from God. Moreover, this narrative concludes by confirming a previously
made point that, a group of people may become the means by which a different group

within the same society is being tested by God.
1.4.4.2. Divine Trial in the Lives of the Prophets

The two narratives of this section signify ba/a in the life of Prophet Abraham. The first
appears in a Mecca Sdra Al Saffat. “ It was a test to prove [their true characters] “(Q.
37:106). This narrative sheds light on the story of Abraham and his son which is
disclosed in previous verses (Q. 37:102-107), whereby Abraham’s dream regarding the
sacrifice of this son is discussed in full details. The above Quranic accounts reveal an
intimate dialog between Abraham and his son, in which God’s command to Abraham to
sacrifice his son emerged. Additionally, the narratives illuminate on the act of
submission to the will of God; father and son both realize God'’s command and submit
to His will. Therefore, the narrative in discussion (37:106) reminds the reader that
God’s command to Abraham was, in fact, a ba/a; i.e., a Divine test for both Abraham

and his son.

A wide-ranging bal/a manifestation in relation to Abraham is also discussed in a Medinan

Sura Al Bagarah:

When Abraham'’s Lord tested him with certain commandments, which he fulfilled,
He said, ‘I will make you a leader of people’. Abraham asked, ‘And will You make
leaders from my descendants too?’ God answered, ‘My pledge does not hold for
those who do evil’ (Q. 2:124).

This narrative clearly illustrates Abraham’s fulfillment of God’s commands in everything

that he was asked to do.
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The next Quranic account in this group relates to the story of Prophet Moses and is

revealed in a Meccan Sura, Al A 'raf;

Moses chose from his people seventy men for Our appointment, and when they
were seized by trembling, he prayed, ‘My Lord, if You had chosen to do so, You
could have destroyed them long before this, and me too, so will You now destroy
us for what the foolish among us have done? This is only a tria/ from You —
through it, you cause whoever You will to stray and guide whoever You will —
and You are our Protector, so forgive us and have mercy on us. You are the best
of those who forgive (Q. 7:155).

It can be observed from this narrative that Prophet Moses and a number of his
companions faced a Divine bal/a; the companions failed the test while Moses prayed for
their forgiveness.”* Furthermore, the manifestation of ba/d in the life of Moses is also

discussed in the following narrative revealed in another Meccan Sura 7a Ha:

Your sister went out, saying, “Shall I show you someone who will nurse him?”
then We returned you to your mother so that she could rejoice and not grieve.
Later you killed a man, but We saved you from distress and tried your with other
tests. You stayed among the people of Midian for years, then you came here as I
ordained (Q. 20:40).

This narrative elucidates on the story of Moses from his infancy to adulthood,
recounting all the events in his life while referring to a variety of ba/a visited on him

from God.
1.4.4.3. Divine Trial Relating to Other Faith Communities

The Qur’anic narratives grouped in this cluster are mainly those in which other faith
communities and their respective balad is discussed. It needs to be noted that,
thematically, five out of the eight narratives of this subsection (2:49, 7:141, 7:163,
14:6, and 44:33) demonstrate ba/a and fitna as it relates to the Children of Israel. Each

“1 For a full discussion on the story of Moses and ba/d see Q. 7:148 — 155.
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of the remaining three narratives discusses bald as it pertains to various other
communities: people of Talut (Q. 2:249); people of Pharaoh (Q. 44:17), and people of
Thamad (Q. 54:27).

The first Meccan narrative disclosing the ba/a of Children of Israel appears in Sdra A/
A raf.

“Remember how We saved you from Pharaoh’s people, who were subjecting you
to the worst of sufferings, killing your male children, sparing only your females —
that was a mighty ordeal from your Lord” (Q. 7:141).

The same message is conveyed through a similar passage which makes itself present in

another Meccan Sara, Abraham:

And so Moses said to his people, ‘Remember God’s blessings on you when He
saved you from Pharaoh’s people, who were inflicting terrible suffering on you,
slaughtering your sons and sparing only your women — that was a severe test
from your Lord (Q. 14:6).

Furthermore, this particular ba/a visited on the Children of Israel, i.e., the hardships
imposed by Pharaoh, is also highlighted in the Medinan Sdra, Al-Bagarah: "Remember
when We saved you from Pharaoh’s people, who subjected you to terrible torment,
slaughtering your sons and sparing only your women — this was a great trial from your
Lord” (Q. 2:49). It can be observed from the above three narratives and their
surrounding verses that, while all three accounts signify ba/a visited on the Children of

Israel, they are, nevertheless, discussed within different historical context.*?

Following the same path of demonstrating the ba/a of Children of Israel, another
Qur’anic narrative in a Meccan Sura, Al Dukhan reads: “We gave them revelations in
which there was a clear test’ (Q. 44:33). The story of the Children of Israel, their

afflictions and ba/g, and their freedom is also discussed in this Sura (Q. 44:30 -33);

*2 See Yusuf Ali, The Meaning of the Holy Quran, p. 604, note 1878.
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hence, the narrative in discussion concludes the section by referring to an overall

indication of their pa/a.*

The final narrative relating to the Children of Israel makes itself present in a Meccan
Sara, Al A 'raf.

[Prophet], ask them about the town by the sea; how its people broke the
Sabbath when their fish surfaced for them only on that day, never on weekdays

— We tested them in this way: because of their disobedience (Q. 7:163).

As it can be observed from this narrative, the Children of Israel were put to the test on
Sabbath day when fishing was prohibited. As it turned out, there were many fishes that
came up to the water ready to be caught on the Sabbath day but not on the other days
of the week. While some were obedient to the law, there were others who could not

resist the temptation, disobeyed the law, and followed their desire to fish.

As mentioned above, there are three Quranic narratives whereby bal/a on other faith
communities are discussed. First of these relate to the people of Pharaoh and is
revealed in a Meccan Sura, Al Dukhan:. * We tested the people of Pharaoh before them.
a noble messenger was sent to them’’ (Q. 44:17). This narrative refers to the people of
Pharaoh when Prophet Moses was sent to them; by refusing to accept his message,
they failed the test.

The second narrative representing another faith community, namely people of 7hamdad,
appears in Sura Al Qamar: * For we shall send them a she-camel to test them: so watch
them [Salih] and be patient’ (Q. 54:27). While the story of the people of 7hAamid and
their messenger Salih is presented in several Quranic narratives™, the verse in

discussion sheds light on their trial through a she-camel.

3 Ibid., p. 1288, note 4713.
*“ Ibid., pp, 36 - 365, notes 1043 & 44.
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The third narrative in this group corresponds to the people of 7a/it and makes itself

present in the Median Sura Al-Bagarah:

When Talut set out with his forces, he said to them, ‘God will test you with a
river. Anyone who drinks from it will not belong with me, but anyone who
refrains from tasting it will belong with me; if he scoops up just one handful [he
will be excused]. But they all drank [deep] from it, except for a few. When he
crossed it with those who had kept faith, they said, ‘We have no strength today
against Goliath and his warriors.” But those who knew that they were going to
meet their Lord said, ‘How often a small force has defeated a large army with

God'’s permission! God is with those who are steadfast’ (Q. 2:249).

This narrative discloses the story of the army of Talut and sheds light on their ba/a to
be a river; those who consume from the water will fail the test, while abstaining from
drinking the water will be a sign of obedient. Moreover, the narrative in discussion
emphasizes the importance of believing on the day all will meet God, hence remaining
faithful and ready to fight in the path of God.*

1.5. Conclusion

The notion of Divine trial in the Quran is presented mostly through the Qur‘anic
accounts in which one of the two major terms of bal/ad or fitna are utilized. These
narratives illustrate that ba/d is a fundamental component of the structure of the
universe and plays a purposeful function in the Divine Plan. Consequently, all individuals
and communities, including the prophets, will be put to the test according to God’s Will.
Although the manifestation of ba/a is mostly through hardships and adversity, the

Qur’an, nevertheless, elucidates on prosperity and abundance as a type of bala.

The statistical survey of the Qur‘anic narratives confirms that the notion of ba/a is
revealed during the Meccan phase of the prophetic message, as well as the Medinan

period which is the time that the Muslim community is established. Therefore, the

* Ibid., p. 103, note 284.
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concept of bala remained at the heart of the Qur'anic teachings throughout the interval

when the Scripture was revealed.

Taking an intra-textual hermeneutics approach, whereby the themes and the context of
the narratives are examined, the fifty narratives included in this typology were grouped
in four major categories, with certain amount of overlap between them. In discussing
the categories, I followed a logical order whereby the most comprehensive category,
namely “Divine trial as the central pillar of the creational structure of the Cosmos” was
presented first, followed by “manifestation of Divine trial”, “objects of Divine trial”, and

“Divine trial visited on prophets and their communities”.

The next chapter of this study will examine ba/ain the hadith traditions as presented in
both Sunnite and Shi‘ite collections. Also in this chapter, a number of key ba/ad and fitna
narratives will be examined in the light of major exegetical works from the classical

period to contemporary time.
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Chapter Two
Divine Trial in Prophetic Traditions and Qur‘anic Exegesis
2.1. Introduction

The Qur‘an is viewed by the Muslims as the literal word of God sent down to Prophet
Muhammad over a period of twenty three years. As the Scripture of the Religion of
Islam, the Quran not only has served as the solid rock of the great Muslim venture of
the past, but continues to be the source of guidance for more than one billion followers
around the world today. The revelation stands at the center of Muslim life, influencing
thought, shaping behavior, offering comfort at the time of hardship, and above all,
providing the best guidance for the one who submits to the will of God. As Smith notes,
“The Qur'an represents the eternal breaking through into time; the unknowable
disclosed; the transcendent entering history and remaining here, available to mortals to

handle and appropriate.”

As the alleged miracle of Islam, the Quran plays a dynamic role in the lives of the
Muslims regardless of their cultural, historical, political, or intellectual background. While

the Qur'an was reveled in the seventh century Arabia, its authority and influence

continues as vibrant and significant today. As Ayoub notes:

Although the Qur'an has taken on the form of and character of human speech, it
remains “in its essence a celestial archetype free from the limitations of human
sounds and letters.” Because the Qur‘an intersects the human plane of existence
and the transcendent word of God, it is imbued with this quasi-human
personality, imbued with feelings and emotions, ready even to contend on the
Day of Resurrection with those who abandoned it in this life and to intercede for

those who have lived by its teachings.2

! Wilfred Cantwell Smith, What Is Scripture? (Minneapolis, USA: Fortress Press 1993), p. 70.
2 Mahmoud Ayoub, 'Qur'an: Its Role in Muslim Practice and Life', in Lindsay Jones (ed.), Encyclopedia of
Religion (Detroit: McMillian Reference USA, 2005) Vol.11, pp. 7570-74.
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While the Qur‘an is viewed as the highest authority in Islam, the Aadith or Prophetic
tradition, “constitute a kind of secondary scripture for Muslims, with an authority

"3 The root of a remarkable connection between the two

exceeded only by the Qur‘an.
sources of Islam, namely, the Qur'an and the Aadith, is articulated in the shahaaa,
which is the obligatory profession of faith: there is no god but God, and Muhammad is
the Messenger of God. Moreover, the Qur'an, time and again, illustrates the exemplary
role of the Prophet and reminds the community to follow in his footstep: "7he
Messenger of God is an excellent model for those of you who put your hope in God and
the Last Day and remember Him ofter’’ (Q. 33:21); and: “Whoever obeys the
Messenger obeys God” (Q. 4:80). As Denny observes: “The two — prophet and book —
are inextricably bound up in each other in a manner perhaps unduplicated by any other

scripture.”

The Qur‘anic emphasis on the exemplary role of the Prophet, along with Prophet’s
extraordinary qualities: "7ruly you have a strong character”(Q. 68:4), is the underlying
principle for preservation of the Prophet's Sunna or mode of life. While the Prophet’s
Sunna - all that he left in the way of example and teachings - was remembered and
handed down through personal teachings, the literary form of transmitting the Sunna

emerged as a vital undertaking.

The companions of the Prophet made a conscious effort to record the actions and
deeds of the Prophet, which led to the development of Aadith literature. Although many
prophetic traditions were transmitted by diverse groups of people and in variety of
contexts, eventually the scholars adapted a methodology to distinguish between the
authentic and forged traditions. After the completion of this process, which took over
two centuries, the major collections of hadith were introduced as authentic and solid

sources of Prophetic traditions.”

3 Carl W. Ernst, Folowing Muhammad, Rethinking Islam in the Contemporary World (North Carolina, USA:
The University of North Carolina Press, 2003).P.80

* Denny, An Introudution to Islam, p. 151.

> Ibid.
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While there are six major hadith collections within the Sunni school of thought, the two
that are widely used throughout the Muslim world are Sahih Bukhar (d. 256/870) and
Sahih Muslim (d. 261/875). As Brown observes, “al- Bukhari and Muslim were thus the
first to produce hadith collections devoted only to hadiths whose isnads they felt met

the requirements of authenticity.”

In addition to exploring the major Sunni Aadith sources, I will draw on a well-known
hadith collection from the Shi‘ite school of thought, namely, K&f of al/-Kulaini, as well

as, Nahjol — Balagha of Imam Ali.

In this Chapter, by taking an intra-textual and historical interpretation approach, the
notion of ba/a will be examined in the light of the two major textual sources, namely,
the prophetic traditions (Aadith) and Qur'anic exegesis (tafsir). Due to the fact that the
number of Aadith traditions in which the subject of ba/a is discussed is not significant,
the prophetic traditions will be discussed first. Furthermore, the characteristics of the
selected exegetical sources, as well as, justification for the particular Qur'anic narratives

chosen to be examined in this part of the study will be provided.
2.2. Divine Trial in the Prophetic Traditions (hadith)

The statistical survey of prophetic traditions relating to the notion of Divine trial reveals
a greater number of traditions than what is contained in this section. This is mainly due
to the fact that, while one report may appear in various hadith collections, others
convey the same message with minor alteration; therefore, a conscious attempt has

been made to avoid repetitious traditions.

The hadith collection of Sahih Bukhari has the following report which indicates Prophet

Muhammad’s positive attitude towards afflictions: “If Allah wants to do good to

® Jonathan A.C. Brown, Hadith, Muhammad's Legacy in the Medieval and Modern World (One World, UK,
2009), p. 31.
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somebody, He afflicts him with trials.”” In another report, Bukhari references the
following tradition which sheds light on the reward aspect of hardships: "No fatigue, nor
disease, nor sorrow, nor sadness, nor hurt, nor distress befalls a Muslim, even if it were

the prick he receives from a thorn, but that Allah expiates some of his sins for that.”

Sahih Muslim transmits an important tradition from the Prophet, which draws a

comparison between a believer and a non-believer with regards to calamities of life:

Allah's Apostle said, "The example of a believer is that of a fresh tender plant;
from whatever direction the wind comes, it bends it, but when the wind becomes
quiet, it becomes straight again. Similarly, a believer is afflicted with calamities
(but he remains patient till Allah removes his difficulties.) And an impious wicked
person is like a pine tree which keeps hard and straight till Allah cuts (breaks) it

down when He wishes. °

Additionally, the following hadith sited in the Swnan of Abu-Dawud highlights an
important aspect of ba/a, namely, the positive rewards: “When man’s deeds are
inadequate Allah tests him by means of his health, wealth, or children; as he deals with
these calamities with endurance, Allah grants him the high status that He had intended

for him.”°

Al-Tirmidhi’'s Sunan transmits the following hadith which provides a guideline for a
person who is experiencing bal/a: “A believer should not humiliate himself by declaring
that he cannot tolerate a bal/d that has afflicted upon him”.}*Tirmidhi also reports a

hadith which stresses on the importance of man’s acceptance of the ba/a: “Certainly,

” Muhammad Isma" Il Al-Bukhari, 'Hadith Collections of Al-Bukhari',
<http://www.hadithcollection.com/sahihbukhari.html>, accessed May 25, 2010

8 Thid.

° Muslim Al-Hajjaj, 'Sahih Muslim', <http://www.hadithcollection.com/sahihmuslim.html>, accessed May
30, 2010

10 Abu-Dawiid, 'Sunan Abu- Dawud', <http://www.searchtruth.com/>, accessed May 30, 2010

1 Tirmidhi, 'Sunan Tirmidhi', <http://www.hadithcollection.com/shama-iltirmidhi.html>, accessed May
30, 2010
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the highest reward is grated for the hardest ba/d; a community who is favored by Allah

will receive bala, whoever can tolerate it, Allah will be pleased with him.”?

The final Aadith transmitted by Tirmidhi implies that a person who is experiencing a
bala is not favored by Allah; therefore, the observer of such a circumstance must thank
Allah for not engaging him in the same trial: “Whoever becomes aware of a ba/a that
someone else is going through and offers gratitude to Allah for not being tested with
the same condition, he will never, as long as he lives, be tested by Allah through the

same mean.”

We will now examine the hadith works of Shi‘ite school of thought. The major work of
al-Kafi cites the following tradition from the Prophet: “The greatest reward comes from
greatest trials and suffering. There have never been a people whom Allah loved but
were not put to trial.”** Another Aadith which highlights the link between the greatness
of trial and the level of belief is mentioned in K&f which reads: “The believers are like
the two sides of a balance, as his belief increases in strength; his trial also increases in
intensity.”*

The book of Nahjol-Balagha, which includes the sermons and letters of the first Shi‘ite
Imam, Ali bn Abi-Talib, has several passages about the notion of ba/a. In sermon 191,
considered to be one of his longest sermons, Imam Ali discusses various aspects of ba/a

and sheds light on its impact on human lives.

What follows is the summary of his treatment of trials and tests as it appears in the
context of sermon 191. After praising Allah through two of His divine attributes, Imam
Ali discusses the creation of Adam, angels’ obedience of Allah’s command in prostrating
before him, and Satan’s lack of submission due to his feeling of supremacy, i.e., his

creation from fire makes him superior to Adam who is created out of clay, hence

12 Tbid.

1 Ibid.

% Abu Jafar Kulini, Usul Al-Kafj, English Translation by Muhammad Sarwar, trans. Muhammad Sarwar
(Islamic Seminary, New York, 2005), Vol. 2, p. 210.

> 1bid.2:211
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refusing to prostrate before him. Imam Ali points to this event as means by which the
sincerity of the angels was put to the ‘test’, therefore, causing Satan to be expelled

from his position which further provides the context for mans’ trials and tests.®

If Allah had wanted to create Adam from a light whose glare would have dazzled
the eyes, whose handsomeness would have amazed the wits and whose smell
would have caught the breath, He could have done so; and if He had done so,
people would have bowed to him in humility and the trial of the angels though
him would have become easier. But Allah, the glorified, tries His creatures by
means of those things whose real nature they do not know in order to
distinguish (good and bad) for them through the trial, and to remove vanity from

them and keep them aloof from pride and self-admiration.’

As it can be seen from the above quote, according to Imam Ali, man’s self-admiration,
egotism, and lack of consideration for others, all of which are characterized as satanic
qualities, can be altered through trials and tests. To further ground his point and to
illustrate this concept in @ more authentic and tangible format, Imam Ali reminds his

audience of the Prophetic trials.

Certainly, if Allah were to allow anyone to indulge in pride He would have allowed
it to his selected prophets and vicegerents. But Allah, the Sublime, disliked vanity
for them and lied humbleness for them. Therefore, they laid their cheeks on he
ground, smeared their faces with dust, bent themselves down for the believers and
remained humble people. Allah tried them with hunger, afflicted them with

difficulty, tested them with fear, and upset them wiht troubles. 8

In another part of this sermon, Imam Ali makes an example of the Ka ba to illustrate
that, the location of Allah’s house of worship is one of the ways by which the believers’

sincerity will be put to a test.

16 Ali Bn Abi-Taalib Imam Amir Al-Muminin, Nahjol-Balagha: Peak of Eloquence, English Translation by
Sayyid Ali Reza (Ansariyan, Qum-Iran, 1999) pp. 408-25.

1 Tbid.

18 Ibid., pp. 411-12.
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If Allah, the Glorified, had placed His sacred House and His great signs among
plantations, streams, soft and level plains ..., the amount of recompense would
have decreased because of the lightness of the trial. If the foundation on which
the House is borne and the stones with which it has been raised had been of
green emerald and red rubies...., then this would have lessened the action of
doubts in the breasts, would have dismissed the effect of Satan’s activity from
the hearts. But Allah tries His creatures by means of different troubles, wants
them to render worship through hardships and involves them in distresses, all in
order to extract out vanity from their hearts, to settle down humbleness in their
spirits and to make all this an open door for His favour and an easy means for

His forgiveness (for their sins).19

On another occasion, while delivering a sermon to an audience about the creation of

man, Imam Ali speaks of some of the means by which human beings will be tested.

Allah ordained livelihoods with plenty and with paucity. He distributed them
narrowly as well as profusely. He did it with justice to test whoever He desired,
with prosperity or with destitution, and to test through it the gratefulness or
endurance of the rich and the poor. Then He coupled plenty with misfortunes of
destitution, safely with the distress of calamities and pleasures of enjoyment with

pangs of grief.20

The “Letters” section of MNahjol-Balagha — Imam Ali's correspondence to various
governmental authorities under his rule — includes a number of references to
manifestation of ba/a. In the letter to the governor of Damascus, Mu‘awiyya ibn Abr
Sufyan, Ali reminds his disobedient governor and opponent that while the material
world will come to an end, our deeds and actions of this life will make up the essence of

our life in the hereafter.

Allah, the Glorified, has made this world for what is to come hereafter, and put

its inhabitants to trial as to which of you does good deeds. We have not been

19 1bid., pp. 413-14.
20 1bid., p. 252.
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created for this world, nor ordered to strive for it, but we have been made to
stay in it and stand trial therein. So, Allah has tried me with you and tried you

with me. He has therefore made either of us a plea for the other.?!

In his sermon of “Praying for Rain”, Imam Ali speaks of the positive value of Divine
trials, and points out that through despair lays the opportunity to return to the path of
Allah, repent, and ask for forgiveness. Below is the summary of his speech on this

occasion.

Certainly, Allah tries his creatures in respect of their evil deeds by decreasing
fruits, holding back blessings and closing the treasures of good, so that he who
wishes to repent may repent, he who wishes to turn away (from evil) may turn
away, he who wishes to recall (forgotten good) may recall, and he who wishes to

abstain (from evil) may abstain.??

Our concluding reference from Nahjol-Balagha is Imam Ali's speech on the deputation
of Prophets, where he illustrates the link between the mission of the prophets and the

community’s’ trials.

Allah deputed prophets and distinguished them with His revelations. He made
them as pleas for Him among His creation, so that there should not remain any
excuse for people. He invited people to the right path through a truthful tongue.
You should know that Allah fully knows His creation. Not that He was not aware
of what they concealed from among their hidden secrets and inner feelings, but
in order to try them as to whom from among them performs good acts, so that

there is reward in respect of good acts and chastisement in respect of evil acts.”
2.3. Qur'anic Exegesis (tafsir)

For more than fourteen hundred years, the teaching of the Qur‘an and its meanings has

occupied the minds of the ordinary as well as the intellectuals within the Muslim

21 1bid., p. 587.
22 1bid., p. 321.
2 1bid., p. 323.
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community. This has led to the development of the science of the {afsir, or the
systematic scholarship on Qur‘anic commentary. As Ayoub notes, “The science of tafsir
is primarily concerned with the interpretation and elucidation of the text of the Quran

as a given entity.”**

A historical review of the Qur'anic commentaries reveals diverse types of exegesis which
have been composed throughout the years. While the early tafsir began mostly as
hadith transmissions, gradually, however, commentators started to compile Qur‘anic
commentaries through the lens of their sectarian views, school of thought, their
particular approach and personal interest. For the purpose of this study, six tafsir works
have been selected to best represent the chronological order, classical and modern

periods, as well as sectarian views of both Sunnite and Shi‘ite commentators.
2.3.1. Sunnite Commentaries (tafsir)

The first selected tafsir amongst the Sunnite commentaries is Jami’ al-bayan ‘an Ta'wil
ayy al-Quran, by Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310/923). Jamial-Bayan is the first
major work in the development of Qur‘anic exegesis, known for its comprehensiveness
and clarity, and it is widely used by other commentators after him.>> As Mcauliffe
observes, while Tabari's commentary is heavily based on hadith, it nevertheless
contains his own analysis and critical view of the different Aadith incorporated in his

work.?® The following is Tabari’s description of his own work:

We shall relate in it arguments wherein agreement was achieved and where

disagreement persisted. We shall present the reasons for every school of thought

24 Mahmoud Ayoub, The Qurian and Its Interpreters (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1984),
p. 1.

>Ibid

% Jane Dammen Mcauliffe, Qur'anic Christians, an Analysis of Classical and Modern Exegesis (New York,
USA: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 38-43.
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or opinion and elucidate what we consider to be the right view with utmost

brevity.?’

The second selected commentary of the Sunnite exegetical work is a/-Kashshaf ‘an
Hagal al-Tanzil wa 'Uyun al-Agawil fi Wujuh al-Ta'wil by Abu al-Qasim Jar Allah
Mahmud ibn ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari (d. 538/1144). A/-Kashshaf is highly valued as an
important tafsir work which offers indispensable linguistic explanations for the Qur‘anic
verses. As a great scholar both in religious and linguistic sciences, Zamakhshari is
regarded as the great authority of Arabic language who has contributed to the study of

the Qur'an through his tafsir.

While Zamakhshari is known for his Mutazilite ideas, his theological thoughts are
presented so delicately that “a number of commentaries have been written to
determine where and how his theological bias has influenced his work.”® Zamakhshari
completed this major work only in two years while he was living in Mecca, for which he

was given the nick name of Jar Allah (God’s neighbor).

In his introduction to the tafsir he notes that he had expected to spend more
than thirty years on the task. The swiftness of its consummation he credits to the
miraculous power of the Ka'bah and the blessed influence (barakah) that

emanates from it.%

In a poem ascribed to Zamakhshari, he reveals how proud he was of his work: “Truly
tafisirs in the world are uncounted, but surely none among them is like my Kashshaf; if
you would seek guidance then constantly read it; for, ignorance is like disease and the

Kashshaflike the cure.”®

The third selected Sunnite Qur'anic exegesis is 7arhim al-Quran by Sayyid Abul A'la

Mawdudi (d. 1979), which is a representative of the fafsir literature in the modern

7 Ayoub, The Quran and Its Interpreters, Vol. 1, p. 4.

2 1bid., p. 5.

2 Mcauliffe, Quranic Christians, an Analysis of Classical and Modern Exegesis, p. 51.
30 Al-Dawiidi, 7abagat, 2:136, as quoted by McAuliffe in Quranic Christians, P. 52
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period. As the founder of the Islamic movement of the Jamaat-i-Islami in India,
Mawdidi’s commentary is heavily grounded on his revivalists and revolutionary ideas.>!
Although his tafsir is primarily written for an educated audience, Mawdudi “skillfully
provides simple and clear explanations on the complex topics which are of assistance to

the general reader as well.”?

While the literary aspects of the Qur‘an are illustrated in
Tafhim, the main goal of Mawdudi, however, is to emphasis the ideological message of
the Quran. In his own words: “"The key that can open every locked door is called a
master-key. So to me, the Qur'an constitutes the master-key which resolves every

problem of human life.”

2.3.2. Shi'ite Commentaries (tafsir)

This group of Qur‘anic exegesis includes the commentaries composed by Shi‘ite
interpreters, whereby the views of the Imames, i.e., descendents of Prophet Muhammad
are highlighted.?* According to Ayoub: “The sacred text of the Qur‘an, or what is
contained between the two covers, is what Muhammad taught the generality of the
faithful. Its exegesis, however, he reserved for the Imams, the elect of his household
(ahl al-bayt)."

The first selected fafsir of this genre is Rawh al-Jinan wa-rdh al-Janan by Abu al-Futth
Razi (d. 525/1131). I have selected this commentary as it is one of “the earliest Shi‘ite
commentaries composed in Persian, and is ranked as one of the most comprehensive
and useful tafsir work.”*® Although not much is known about Razi, he is positioned

among the leading literary figures of his era that holds a special position in Shi‘ite

31 zafar Ishag Ansari, Towards Understanding the Quran: English Version of Tafhim Al-Quran (London,
UK: The Islamic Foundation, 1988), p. xiii.

32 Aboulghasem Radfard, 'Tafhim Al-Qur'an’, in B. Khorramshahi (ed.), The Encyclopedia of the Holy
Quran (Tehran, Iran: Dustan & Nahid Publishers, 1999).

33 Ansari, Towards Understanding the Qur'an: English Version of Tafhim Al-Quran, p. Xii.

3* See Meir M. Bar-Asher, Scripture and Exegesis in Early Imami Shiism (London, UK: Brill, 1999).

%5 Mahmoud Ayoub, 'The Speaking Qur'an and the Silent Qur'an: A Study of the Principles and
Development of Imami Shi'i 7afsir', in Andrew Rippin (ed.), Approaches to the History of the
Interpretation of the Quran (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1988).

% Jouya Jahanbaksh, ' 7afsir Abul Futuh Razi', in B. Khorramshahi (ed.), 7he Encyclopedia of the Holy
Quran (Tehran, IRan: Doustan & Nahid Publishers, 1991b), pp. 661-62.
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intellectual history.?” “He brings out particularities of morphology, syntax, and stylistic
matters; issues concerning the occasion of revelation and differences about the reading

of words, and also Aadith applicable to the subject.”®

The second Shi‘ite commentary is Minhaj al-sadigin fi ilzam al-mukhalifin composed by
Mulla Fath Allah Kashani (d. 988/1580). While Kashani composed three exegetical
works on the Qur‘an, two in Persian and one in Arabic, the most significant is Minhaj al-
sadigin. As McAuliffe notes, “This is among the most comprehensive and renowned of
Persian tafsirs, dealing at length with points of Qur‘anic lexicography and grammar.”®
Kashani comments on the literary aspects of the verses, as well as occasions of
revelation which, for the most part, are in the form of hadith. Although theological
discussions are included in Minhaj al-sadigin, however, Kashani's writing style offers

coherent and understandable explanations for the general audience as well.*

The third of the Shi‘ite commentaries selected for this study is a/-Mizan fi tafsir al-
Quran by Allameh Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Tabataba’i (d. 1982). This commentary
represents the modern period of the Qur'anic exegetical works, and “reflects the wide
and profound learning of one of the most respected recent religious scholars of the

"1 Composing for the intellectuals of the Shiite community,

Shi‘ite  community.
Tabataba'i approaches the Qur'an from a rational and philosophical view point, while
dedicating a section to the prophetic traditions from Sunnite and Shiite sources. As Nasr

observes:

This monumental commentary is written based on the principle of having one
part of the Qur'an interpret other parts (a/-Quran yufassiru ba'dahu ba‘dan), is a

summa of Islamic religious thought, in which the sciences of the Quran,

37 See Abu Al-Hassan Sh'rani, Muhaddimah, Abu Al-Futuh Razi's Rawh Al-Jinan Wa Ruh Al-Janan (Terhan,
Iran: Ketabfurushi-yi Islamiyah, 1962).

38 Shafi'l, M., Mufassiran, as quoted by McAuliffe in Quranic Christians, P.55

39 McAuliffe, Quranic Christians, P.76

40 Jouya Jahanbaksh, 'Tafisr Mulla Fath Allah Kashani', in B. Khorramshahi (ed.), The Encyclopedia of the
Holy Quran (Tehran, Iran: Dustan & Nahid Publishers, 1991a), p. 766.

1 Ayoub, The Qurian and Its Interpreters, p. 7.
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theology, philosophy, gnosis, sacred history and the social teachings of Islam are

all brought together.*?
2.4. Divine Trial from an Exegetical Perspective

As discussed in the previous chapter, the Qur‘anic view on the notion of ba/g is
illustrated through fifty narratives, which, depending on their theme and the contextual
framework, may be grouped in four distinct categories, namely: ba/ad as the central
pillar of the creational Structure of the Cosmos; manifestation of ba/a; objects of bala;
and bala visited on prophets and their communities. While each narrative plays an
important role in painting this overall portrait, clearly, given their number, an
examination of all of the narratives is beyond the scope of this chapter. Therefore, the
exegetical section of the study will concentrate on twelve selected verses, three
narratives from each of the four categories. The decisive criterion was to select verses
which best represent their group in a broader scope, and offer a more in-depth

understanding about the concept of ba/a in the Quran.

In this section I will examine the selected Qur'anic exegetical works and discuss their
perspectives on the notion of ba/a. A total of twelve Quranic narratives, three
narratives from each of the four categories of ba/a classified in Chapter 1, will be the

focus of this part of the study.

From the first category in which the concept of ba/ais introduced as the central pillar of
the creational structure of the cosmos, we will study 11:7, 67:2, and 18:7. The second
category, in which the manifestation of ba/a is revealed, the discussion will focus on
89:15, 89:16, and 39:49 (fitna). The third category on the objects of ba/d will include
2:155, 8:17, and 64:15 (fitna). The fourth category representing bal/a visited on
prophets and their communities will include 37:106, 2:49, and 25:20 (fitna).

2 Nasr, S. Hussein , Foreword, English translation of Muhammad Hussain Tabatabai, 7he Qurian in Islam,
trans. Seyyed Hossein Nasr (London, UK: Zahra, 1987).
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In an effort to shed light on the sectarian viewpoints of the Qur‘anic commentaries, if
any, as well as drawing attention to their individual contributions, the opinions of our

Sunnite scholars appears first, followed by the commentaries of the Shi‘ite exegesis.

2.4.1. Verses on Divine Trial as a Fundamental Pillar of the Creational Structure of

the Cosmos

The significance of notion of ba/d and its central function within the creation of the

cosmos will be studied through the following three narratives:

It is He who created the heavens and the earth in six Days — and His throne was
on water- so as to test you, which of you does best...” (Q. 11:7); “We have
adorned the earth with attractive things so that We may test people to find out
which of them do best’ (Q. 18:7); and He who created death and life to test you
and reveal which of you does best...(Q. 67:2).

Tabari’s discussion on 11:7 is centered on the first section of the verse - the creation of
the universe in six days - and therefore he writes very little on the part of the verse in
which bala is referred to as the ultimate reason for the creation of the cosmos. To this
end, Tabari writes: “God created the heavens and the earth to test people on the level
of their obedience towards God’s commands, i.e., who performs the religious duties in
the best way?"* Tabari goes further to quote a tradition from Prophet Muhammad: “To
test you is to see which one of you performs the best deeds, stays away from the

prohibited acts, and is the one who constantly remains in the path of God.”**

With reference to 18:7, Tabari follows the same pattern in that he first provides a brief
description of the narrative first, and further supports his points with hadith reports. His

commentary of this narrative is summarized below.*

*3 Al-Tabari, Jami Al-Bayan an Tawil Ay Al-Quran, \ol. 6, pp. 173-76.
* Ibid.
* Ibid., Vol. 3, p. 10.
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As Tabari observes, God is telling us that He has made all that is on this earth attractive
so that He may test the people to find out which one of them less attaches to these
adornments, and concentrates more on obeying His commands. It can be observed
from Tabari’s comment that his interpretation of ba/a points to the level of attachment
and dependency on the material aspects of life. He further goes on to quote a tradition
from Prophet Muhammad: “Life is full of sweet and green things, and God has left you
in full control of all its beauty; He observes how each of you acts”. He continues with
citing another hadiith: “To test you means to see if you avoid committing sins”. Tabari’s
concluding remarks references the third tradition: “This is a test for the people to see

which ones are more obedient and strive to stay in God’s path”.

Tabari’s interpretation of 67:2 emphasizes the meaning of the creation of death rather
than the concept of ba/a. However, he does provide us with a brief explanation of ba/a:
“To test you means to find out which one of you is more obedient to Allah and strives

to act in accordance to what pleases Allah.”*

Zamakhshari's commentary on 11:7 begins by an explanation on the part of the verse
which refers to the creation of water and God'’s throne. According to Zamakhshari,
before the creation of the heavens and the earth, the only created entity was water;

hence, water and God’s throne were created before anything else. He goes on to say:

To test you is in conjunction with the act of ‘creation’. This means that, His
creation is based on His wisdom, He brought all sorts of blessings to the human
beings, and He commanded them to perform certain duties and stay away from
sins. He will then reward whoever expresses his gratitude and obeys Him, and
punishes whoever ignores the blessings and disobeys Him. Therefore, since this
is similar to what a test giver does, the purpose is to find out, or to know how

you act.”

* Ibid., Vol. 29, p. 2.
4 Zamakhshari, Al-Kashaf an Haga 'Ig Ghawamid Al-Tanzil Wa-Uyun Al-Agawil Fi Wujuh Al-Tawi, Vol. 2,
pp. 493-94.
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He continues his discussion by asking a hypothetical question:

And if you ask me how come it says ‘which one of you does best’, when we know
that deeds of the believers are classified into good and great, but when
compared to the deeds of the un-believers, the deeds are divided to good and
bad; in which case it is not possible to say which one is better. I will tell you that
the best deeds belong to the believers; hence, the verse only refers to the acts

of the believers and does not include the others.*®

Zamakhshari ends his explanation by pointing out a Aadith from the Prophet: “To test
you means to find out which one of you has the best wisdom, does not go near the

prohibited acts, and is eager in obeying God.”*

Commenting on 18:7, Zamakhshari offers a short explanation: “all that is on this earth
can potentially be of interest and means of attraction for the human race.”° He further
observes that “to excel in conduct means detaching oneself from the attractions of this

life and not being misled by it; then refraining from getting close to it.”*

Zamakhshari reflects on 67:2 by first providing a brief note on the concept of ba/g, and
quickly focusing his attention to the meaning of ‘good deed’. To this end he writes:
“Allah puts people to the test to examine them in their deeds. Good deeds mean a deed

that is appropriate and is done purely for the sake of Allah.”?

Our third Sunni commentator, Mawdudi, offers a more in-depth interpretation on the
bala aspect of 11:7, and sheds light on man’s responsibilities. He argues that the
purpose of the Creation is to set the stage for man to exercise his vicegerency
potentials on earth. He further observes that while man is free to utilize such a power in

any direction, he will, however, face the consequences of his actions.

“8 Tbid.

* Ibid.

>0 Ibid., Vol. 3, pp. 10-11.
>! Ibid.

>2 Ibid., Vol. 4, pp. 704 -05.
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This enunciates the purpose of the Creation: Allah created the heavens and the
earth for the sake of the creation of mankind and He created mankind to rest
human beings by delegating to them the powers of vicegerency and making
them morally responsible for using or abusing them, just as they liked. Thus it
has been emphasized that the sole purpose of the Creation is the moral trial of
man and his consequent accountability to the Creator for the use or abuse of the
delegated powers, and the award of rewards and punishments. For without this
basic purpose, the whole work of Creation would have become meaningless and

useless.>

Mawdudi’s reflection on 18:7 emphasizes the fact that man’s entire life is a trial, which

further grounds the previously made point from the above commentary.

Things that you see in the world and which allure you, are a transitory
adornment which has been arranged merely to test you, but it is a pity that you
have been involved in the misunderstanding that all these things have been
created to cater for your pleasure and enjoyment. You must understand it well
that these things have not been provided for pleasure but are actually a means
of testing you. You have been placed among them to see which of you is allured
by these from the real aim of life and which of you keeps steadfast in the
worship of Allah, for which you have been sent to the world. All these things and
means of pleasure shall come to an end on the Day your examination is over and

nothing will remain on the earth because it will be turned into a bare plain.**

With reference to the final narrative of this category, 67:2, Mawdudi makes an effort to

define the characteristics of good deeds.

That man has been given the power to do both good and evil, is not purposeless; the Creator
has created him in the world for the test: life is for him the period of the test and death means

that the time allotted for the test has come to an end; that for the sake of this very test the

>3 Sayyid Abul a*La Mawdudi, 'Tafhim Al-Qur'an’,
<http://www.searchtruth.com/tafsir/tafsir.php?chapter=37>, accessed August 15,
2011.http://www.searchtruth.com/tafsir/tafsir.php?chapter=11

>* Ibid.http://www.searchtruth.com/tafsir/tafsir.php?chapter=18
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Creator has given every man an opportunity for action, so that he may do good or evil in the
world and practically show what kind of a man he is; that the Creator alone will decide who has
done good or evil; it is not for us to propose a criterion for the good and the evil deeds but for
Almighty Allah; therefore, whoever desires to get through the test, will have to find out what is
the criterion of a good deed in His sight; the fifth point is contained in the meaning of the test
itself, that is, every person will be recompensed according to his deeds, for if there was no

reward or punishment the test would be meaningless.>

We will now turn to the Shi‘ite exegesis and shed light on their opinion regarding the

above mentioned three narratives.

Razi's explication on 11:7 is heavily centered on the creation of the cosmos in six days,
and his rationalization as why water was created before anything else. His brief note on
the bala aspect of the narrative is as follows: “To put you to the test means to test you
with your deeds and know who from you has the best conduct.”® He goes further to
say: “the means of this test is whether or not people will perform what has been
mandatory for them, i.e., the duties (fak/if).”’ Furthermore, Razi quotes a tradition
from Prophet Muhammad in this matter: “the person with the best deed is whoever is
more cautious to obey Allah and refrain from committing sins; or more steadfast, or

with stronger will to detach from the worldly matters.”®

Razi provides a similar clarification on 18:7 and the aspect of ba/a. To this end he

writes: “the test is on performing the mandatory obligations.”*

Reviewing Razi's explanatory notes on 67:2 reveals no more than what he has written
on the previous two narratives. On this verse, he notes: “best deed is to perform the

obligatory duties.”® Furthermore, he quotes another tradition from Prophet Muhammad

>> Ibid.http://www.searchtruth.com/tafsir/tafsir.php?chapter=67

%6 Abu Al-Futuh Razi, Rawh Al-Jinan Wa-Ruh Al-Janan (Tehran: Kitabfurush-yi Islamiyah 1384/1964) Vol.
6, pp. 245 - 46.

> Tbid.

> Thid.

> Ibid., Vol. 7, p. 300.

¢ Ibid., Vol. 11, pp. 210-11.
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who said: "The wisest from you is the one who is afraid from Allah, performs the

mandated prayers, and does his best not to engage in the prohibited acts.”*

Kashani's commentary on 11:7 begins by a discussion regarding the significance of
creation of the universe in six days. The following is a summary of his viewpoints.®
According to Kashani, Allah was certainly able to bring the cosmos into existence in a
moment of time; however, He made the universe in six days, to illustrate gradual
process in completing a task. This process educates man to take great care in planning
his actions and refrain from rushing through a task, which may result in compromising
quality. He continues by expounding upon the bal/a aspect of the narrative and points
out that, the creation of the cosmos was completed so that man can be put to the test
in an environment which allows him to grow and actualize his full potentials. Kashani
concludes by illustrating that, people with the best conducts are the ones who, through
knowledge and wisdom, increase their faith in Allah, worship Him only, and strive to do

good deeds.

With reference to 67:2, Kashani provides his readers with an in-depth discussion about
creation of death and life as it is revealed in this narrative. He then continues with an
elucidation on the notion of ba/d which is summarized below.%®* As Kashani observes,
while man must make every effort to do good deeds during his life on this earth,
nevertheless, the level of his sincerity (/kh/as) in performing the deeds is of high
importance. Moreover, he quotes a tradition from the Prophet who said: “The best of
you in conduct is the one who acts according to his intellect and ponders upon the

effect of his deeds in this world and the hereafter.”

Kashani’s brief commentary on 18:7 is as follows. He starts off by reminding the reader
that the Meccans’ persistence on opposing the prophetic message had caused Prophet

Mohammad much distress and concern. Through this narrative, Allah eradicates the

®1 Ibid.

62 Mulla Fath Allah Kashani, Minhaj Al-Sadigin Fi Tizam Al-Mukhalifin (Tehran, IR: Kitabfurushi-yi
Islamiyah, 1347 {solar} / 1969). 4:402

83 Ibid. 9:350
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Prophet’s concerns and points out that We have created and beautified everything on
this earth, i.e., all that man strives for, to provide an appropriate environment so that
man may be put to the test. He then elucidates on “fo find out which of them do best’,
to mean ‘which one is most grateful who utilizes Allah’s blessings in His path’? Kashani
further observes that, one of the adornments on this earth is the existence of prophets
and imams; to have respect for them and follow in their footstep will position man

amongst those who have performed good deeds.*

Tabataba’i, our contemporary commentator from the Sh/7te school of thought, offers an
in-depth explanation of 11:7 and sheds light on aspects of the narrative not discussed
by the other scholars. What follows is the summary of his discussion. According to
Tabataba’i, the universe is created in the most systematic and organized fashion for the
purpose of ba/a or Divine Trial. The Creator, therefore, with His outmost creativity and
wisdom, has provided the best environment whereby human beings are put to the test
through their conduct. Starting with a linguistic explanation for the word /eyablowakum
(to put you to the test), Tabataba'i builds his discussion by emphasizing on the first
letter (L/ /@m), which conveys the meaning of ‘consequence or outcome’. He goes
further to explain, that ba/d becomes the means by which the pious people are
distinguished from the non-pious, providing the context for reward or punishment.
Tabataba'i's commentary adds a whole new dimension to the meaning of this verse by
illuminating on the fact that, not only ba/gis part of the creation, but more importantly,
it is considered as the objective of the creation. Being the highest ranked creature of
the cosmos, man’s guidance and salvation must, therefore, be of high importance
within the creational structure of the universe. To further ground his argument,
Tabataba'i refers to 18:7, which is the second narrative in this cluster and up for

discussion next. He references this verse as the supplementary material by pointing out

% Ibid., Vol. 5, p. 328.
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that, everything on this earth acts as agents for Divine trial and ways by which people’s

level of devotion to virtuous life can be measured.®

Tabataba'i's elucidation on the link between ba/ad and the creational structure of the
cosmos is extended in his commentary on 18:7. The summarized version of his
interpretation is as follows. According to Tabataba’i, this narrative reveals a profound
truth about the nature of human life on this earth. The essence of man’s true nature
(fitra) is created in such an elevated level that he is not interested in attaching his heart
to worldly matters, i.e., his fitra guides him to search for more meaningful and spiritual
way of being. However, God in his wisdom has willed for man to reach his full potential
by exercising his free will, and through conscious choice, find belief and perform good
deeds during his life time. Therefore, the beautification of all that is on this earth is for
the sole purpose of putting man to the test. In this fashion, the self-centered ego of
man continually feels attracted to the worldly manners, and as he goes through the
journey of life he will find himself interested in pleasures of life and seeks comfort in
them. However, the test is for man to perform good deeds, and not lose sight of the
fact that actualization of his potentials can only happen by making the right choices and

not falling for the adornments of life.%®

Tabataba'i's commentary on the final narrative of this cluster, namely 67:2, expands on
his ideas about the connection of ba/d and the notion of death. While he starts off by a
brief explanation on the meaning of death — transfer from one state to another — his
focus remains on the notion of ba/a. According to Tabataba’i, man will go through the
stages of life and death in order to be tested; the main purpose is to distinguish the
virtuous from the non-virtuous ones. The final stage of this process will be the reward

which man receives as the result of his conducts.®’

65 Muhammad Hussain Tabatabai, A/-Mizan, trans. Seyed M. Bagher Musavi-Hamedani (Qum, Iran: Daftar
Intisharat Islami, 1367 Solar) Vol. 10, pp. 225-29.

% Ibid., Vol. 13, p. 232.

%7 1bid., Vol. 19, p. 585.
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2.4.2. Verses on Manifestation of Divine Trial in Man'’s Life

In this section we will review the exegetical sources and discuss the commentators’
viewpoints with regards to the manifestation of ba/a. The selected narratives which
represent the Qur‘anic approach on means through which ba/a is realized in man’s life

are.

The nature of man is that, when his Lord tries him through honours and
blessings, he says, 'My Lord has honoured me;, but when He tries him through
the restriction of his provision, he says, 'My Lord has humiliated me’(Q. 89:15-
16).

When man suffers some affiiction, he cries out to Us, but when We favour him
with Our blessings, he says, 'All this has been given to me because of my

knowledge’ — it is only a test, though most of them do not know it (Q. 39:49).

Tabari’s brief note on 89:15-16 can be considered more of an extended translation than
a commentary. His explanation emphasizes how man reacts in the two situations,
namely, time of wealth and when his provision is restricted. To this end he writes:
“when man is privileged through God'’s grace, he feels honored, and when his provision

is restricted, he feels humiliated; he is not grateful for his health and livelihood.”

Similarly, with reference to 39:49, Tabari's exegesis underscores man’s responses in

dealing with various circumstances.

Man turns to God during calamity and hardship but when he receives God’s
mercy, and his hardship or sickness is replaced by goodness and health, he says,
‘the reason I have been given the blessings is because God is happy with me and

that He knows I deserve His mercy due to my knowledge’.*®

88 Al-Tabari, Jami Al-Bayan an Tawil Ay Al-Quran. Vol. 30, p. 116
% Ibid., Vol. 21, pp. 303-04.
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Tabari then quotes a tradition in support of his comment and continues with his
elucidation on the last part of the narrative. To this end he writes: “but God’s mercy
after hardship is, in fact, a trial so that they can be tested, however, most people don't

realize this due to their lack of knowledge and ignorance.””®

Zamakhshari offers a more in-depth explanation on 89:15-16. Below is the summary of

his comments.

And if they ask: how can abundance and inadequacy of wealth, both be means
of bala? We will answer: because in both of these situations man will be put to
the test; whenever God opens the doors of abundance and gives man much
wealth, He is testing him and reveals him either as being grateful or as an un-
grateful man. And if He restricts man’s provision, again He is putting him on to
the test to show if he is patient, or if he will complain about his situation.

Anyway, the underlying wisdom (Aikmat) in both conditions is the same. 71

As for his commentary on 39:49, Zamakhshari provides more details on the linguistics
of the several terms of this narrative, but offers very little on its ba/a aspect. According
to Zamakhshari, God is telling man that the reason he was given the blessings and
mercy was not for the reasons he has in mind, but rather for a test to find out whether

or not he will be grateful.”?

Mawdudi's commentary of 89:15-16 begins by an explanation regarding man’s
perception of life on this earth. Furthermore, he sheds light on the contributing factors

which misleads man to certain responses in various conditions of his life.

Man regards wealth, position, and power of this world alone as everything. When
he has it, he is filled with pride and says God has honored me; and when he fails
to obtain it, he says: God has humiliated me. Thus, the criterion of honor and

7 Thid.
Y Zamakhshari, Al-Kashaf an Haga 'Ig Ghawamid Al-Tanzil Wa-Uyun Al-Agawil Fi Wujuh Al-Tawi Nol. 4,
p. 934.
72 Thid.
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humiliation in his sight is the possession of wealth and position and power, or
the absence of it, whereas the actual truth which he does not understand is that
whatever Allah has given anybody in the world has been given for the sake of a
trial. If he has given him wealth and power, it has been given for a trial to see
whether he becomes grateful for it, or commits ingratitude. If He has made him
poor, in this too there is a trial for him to see whether he remains content and
patient in the will of God and faces his hardships bravely within permissible
bounds, or becomes ready to transgress every limit of morality and honesty and

starts cursing his God.”?

Mawdudi follows a similar path in his analysis of 39:49, where he elaborates on why
human beings reach out to God in time of distress, but remain ignorant of Him when
there is blessings and peace in their lives. According to Mawdudi, what contributes to
man’s failure in recognizing the Divine plan during both circumstances is his ignorance

and wrong sense of pride.

People ignorantly think that whoever is being blessed by Allah in some way is
being so blessed necessarily on account of his worth and ability and that the
same is a sign or proof of his being a favorite in His sight; whereas the fact is
that whoever is being given something here, is being given it for the sake of a
trial by Allah. This is a means of the test, and not any reward for ability,
otherwise many able and worthy people would not be living in poverty and many
unworthy people would not be rolling in prosperity. Likewise, these worldly
blessings arc not a sign of one's being a favorite with Allah either. Everyone can
see that many good people whose goodness is unquestionable arc living in
hardships in the world, and many wicked people whose evil-doing is well known
are enjoying the pleasures of life, Now, can a sensible man take the affliction of
the one and the life of ease and comfort of the other as an argument to say that

Allah hates the good man and prefers the bad man?”*

3 Mawdudi, 'Tafhim Al-Qur'an', Chapter 89
74 Ibid.Chapter 39
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While the exegesis of our first Shiite commentator, Razi, provides a brief explanatory
note on 89:15-16, nevertheless he sheds light on an important aspect of the narratives
not commented by the first group of exegesis. According to Razi, man mistakenly
makes an assumption that Allah has an obligation to grant him health and wealth,

therefore, does not realize that he is put to the test.

And when Allah bestows a favor on man by way of granting him health or
wealth, he takes it for granted and believes it to be his right to receive the
blessings. Another words, he thinks it is Allah’s responsibility to send provide
him with the favor, hence, it is a mandatory act on part of Allah. But when he is
tested by way of restriction on his provision, he complains, and interprets the
situation as Allah’s way of humiliating him. Therefore, through these verses,
Allah is describing man’s ingratitude during prosperity and lack of patience

during hardship.”®

Razi's observation of 39:49 emphasizes on a similar aspect as he points out that man’s
self-centered character limits his ability to recognize the root of hardships and blessings

of life.

Allah shows the true nature of man in this verse; he calls on us in time of
distress and hardship, but when we grant him prosperity he attributes it to his
own abilities or efforts, and claims * they have given me this favour because they

knew I am worthy of receiving it due to my knowledge.” Man does not realize

that the favour is in fact a test.”

Kashani's commentary on 89:15-16 begins by an explanation regarding man'’s
perception of life on this earth.”” According to Kashani, man'’s inability to recognize his
life’s mission is indeed the fundamental reason in not recognizing the source and value
of Divine trials. The purposes of man’s creation is for him to make the best use of his

limited time, serve in the cause of Allah, and prepare himself for the next life. However,

75 Razi, Rawh Al-Jinan Wa-Ruh Al-Janan. Vol. 12, p. 83-84.
76 Ibid., Vol. 9, p. 411.
7 Kashani, Minhaj Al-Sadigin Fi Ilzam Al-Mukhalifin. Vol. 10, p. 240.
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man engages in worldly activities, invests his precious time in following unlimited
materialistic ambitions, and forgets his responsibilities towards Allah. Kashani further
observes that, man mistakenly views the financial means and social status as a sign of
a favored life; therefore, he complains as soon as Allah tests him by limiting his
provisions. Kashani concludes by reminding his readers of a Qur'anic narrative whereby
the only criteria of attaining an elevated status is to live in accordance to Allah’s path:
"In God’s eyes, the most honoured of you are the ones most mindful of Him” (Q.
49:13).

In reference to 39:49, Kashani begins by shedding light on man’s response when he is
faced with various circumstances of his life, namely, distress and prosperity. What
follows is the synopsis of his commentary. According to Kashani, while unbelievers did
not express any sign of happiness when Allah’s name was mentioned to them, they
responded favorably and joyfully when engaged in conversations about their gods and
goddesses. However, during a time of affliction they prayed to Allah in hopes of
obtaining relief from the hardship; once adversity was replaced with goodness and
health, they attributed the received blessings to themselves, i.e., their knowledge or
being worthy of the blessings. Kashani concludes by highlighting that, the bestowed
blessing was in fact a test; hence, man must recognize Allah as the source of blessing,

offer his utmost gratitude to Him, and plan his actions to best serve His cause.”®

We will now turn to Tabataba'i to find out what this contemporary commentator of the
Shi‘ite school of thought has to offer. What follows is the summary of his view points on
89:15-16.

According to Tabataba'i, this narrative acts as the concluding remarks of the previous
verses and expounds upon man’s response in two different conditions, namely,
prosperity and adversity. While Allah puts man through a test in both of the above
circumstances, man, on the other hand, is totally ignorant of this plan. Consequently, at

the time of prosperity, he is proud of the fact that he has been selected to receive the

78 1bid., Vol. 8, p. 105.
71



wealth, feels worthy to have been granted the blessings, hence, can spend it according
to his desires with no limit or consideration. However, if the divine plan is to test him by
restricting his livelihood, he feels Allah is against him and has humiliated him, hence,
starts to complain and express his anguish. He further observes that the test was to
place man in a situation to express gratitude in prosperity and spend his wealth in the
path of Allah. However, ignorant of this reality, man’s wrong attitude towards Allah’s
blessing transformed what was intended for man’s spiritual growth and the key to his
salvation, to means of pain and sorrow in the life to come. Moreover, Tabataba'i asserts
that as the result of man’s failure in realizing the Divine plan, he wrongly attributes an
elevated status to himself in comparison to others, assumes his prosperous condition is

guaranteed and will last forever; therefore, he is entitled to act as he desires.”

Tabataba’i concludes by drawing attention to three points. First, the significance of
repeating the word /bti/a in both verses confirms that ba/d may in fact be manifested in
both prosperity and adversity. Second, that granting man with wealth is considered an
honor and mercy from Allah, is due to the fact that this well-off condition is the key to
man’s salvation; and will remain a blessing only if man makes use of it in Allah’s path
and according to His guidelines. Thirdly, these two narratives maintain that, man
incorrectly assumes that possession of wealth and power is a sign of being honored by
Allah, and lack of it is an indication of not being favoured by Allah; however, only good

deeds are the criteria of being close and dear to Allah.

With reference to 39:49, Tabataba'i's elucidation starts off by a general statement
which shows the link between this and the previous narratives, and then provides a
brief note on the bal/a aspect of the verse. According to Tabataba'i, the fact that this
narrative begins by the letter f//G, implies the connection to the previous verses —
evildoers’ lack of belief about the Hereafter — which results in their hearts shrivel with
aversion when they hear the name of Allah, but they enjoy when other gods are

mentioned. However, this turning away from Allah is not only the acts of the evildoers’

7 Tabatabai, A/-Mizan. Vol. 30, p. 472.
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of the era of the Prophet, but it can be applied to any man whose heart is after the

worldly causes and the pleasures of life.®°

Tabataba'’i continues with his discussion and explains how this same man turns to Allah
in time of distress and asks for the relief of hardship or adversity. However, due to lack
of true belief in Allah, he is totally ignorant of Allah when he is bestowed a mercy from
Him. His failure to recognize that the true and only source of all goodness is Allah
misleads man to trust that his own doing or knowledge is the source of this favor.
Tabataba’i concludes his commentary of the narrative by emphasizing the ba/a aspect
of the verse, and illustrates that the best