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ABSTRACT 

Author 

Depar tmen t 

: Communication Models in the Holy Qur'an: 

God-Human Interaction 

: Mohammed Zakyi Ibrahim 

: Institute of Islamic Studies. 

McGill University 

Degree : Master of Arts 

This thesis presents an indepth examination of the 

exegetical treatment of Qurf ânic themes and concepts. 1 t 

explains the process of communication between God and hurnan 

beings by using communication models. The invisibility of God 

to human beings, coupled with His di£ ference in nature. make 

their interaction difficult to conceive but not impossible. 

This thesis will thus seek to show how that interaction is 

feasible, making it as comprehensible as possible. 

Muslim theologians s tudied exhaus tively the sub j ec t of 

God's speech and its nature without actually revealing its 

process in any detail or in systematic fashion. This thesis 

concludes that the theologicaldifferences have little bearing 

on God as a communicator. Finally, it demonstrates that the 

process of God-human interaction is entirely different from 

that of ordinary interpersonal communication. 
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Cette thèse examinera à fond le traitement exégétique des 

thèmes et des concepts du Qur'ân. Elle expliquera le processus de 

la communication entre Dieu et les êtres humains en utilisant des 

modèles de communication, l'invisibilité de Dieu pour les êtres 

humains, ainsi que sa nature différente, rendent la conception de 

cette interaction très difficile mais non impossible. Cette thèse 

cherchera à montrer que l'interaction est faisable et à la rendre 

le plus compréhensible possible. 

Les théologiens musulmans ont étudié exhaustivement la 

question de la Parole de Dieu et de sa vraie nature sans vraiment 

pouvoir en devoiler le processus, ni dans ses détails ni d'une 

manière systématique. Cette thèse conclut que les différends 

théologiques ont peu de pertinence quant au rôle de Dieu comme 

communicateur. Finalement, elle démontre que le processus 

d'interaction entre Dieu et l'homme se distingue entièrement de la 

communication interpersonnelle commune. 
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TRANSLITERATION TABLE 

The transliteration scheme used throughout this thesis is 

that of The Institute of Islamic Studies . The Arabic words and 

names are transliterated according to the following table. 

Long vowels: 

hamza in the middle or at the end: 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Qur ' an is perceived by Muslims as revelation f rom God 

to His messenger Mubarrunad via the Angel Gabriel. Thus, it is 

a communication f rom God, Although certain heated arguments 

erupted among Muslirn theologians regarding the nature of the 

Qurtan,' none of them ever implied that it was not a 

communication from God. For communication is, 

the transmission or exchange of information, signal 
messages or data by any means, such as talk (verbal 
communication), writing (written communication), 
telephone, telegraph, radio or other channels 
within a group or directed to specific individuals 
or groups . 

Therefore, whether the Qurfan has been created by God, as the 

Mu'tazila believe13 or uncreated, as the Ash'arites believe,' 

it still rernains a aessage, with God as its source? 

However, despite the fact that the Qurfan is a 

'J. Bouman, The Doctrine of 'Abd al-Djabbar on the Qur'an 
as the Created Word of Allah (Overdurk uit Verbum: University 
of Utrecht, 1964) 67-68. 

'~ichard Webster, Webster's New Dictionary of 
Communications (New York: Webster's New World, 1990) 104. 

'~uhdi Hasan Jar Allah, al-Mu 'tazila (Cairo: Matba'at 
Misr, 1947) 77-78.  

" ~ l ï  Ibn Isma' il al-Ash'arï, al -1bana 'an mül al -Diyana 
(Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al- 'Arabi, 1990) 47. 

'source is "any person or thing that creates messages. A 
source may be an individual speaking, writing, or gesturing or 
a group of persons formulating an advertising policy, or a 
cornputer solving a problem." Joseph A. Devito, The 
Communication Handbook (New York: Harper and ROW, 1986) 302. 



communication f rom God, how the communication process takes 

place between God and human beings has attracted little 

attention. 

The Qur'an outlines three possible ways by which  GO^ 

comrnunicates with human beings: a. inspirational; b. from 

behind a veil; and c. sending of a messenger (Q. 42 : 5 1 )  . Typical 

examples are found in the Qur' an indicating the possibility of 

such interactions. 

The mother of Prophet Moses received an inspiration £rom 

God regarding her unborn son (Q.20:38-39). Prophet Abraham's 

dream urging him to sacrifice his son (Q.37:102), was believed 

to be an inspirational mode of God's communication. So is the 

revelation of the Psalms ( Z a b ü r )  to Prophe t  D a ~ i d . ~  

Inspiration seerns to be the only way God continues to 

communicate with hurnan being~.~ 

A typical example of "behind a veil" mode is God's 

conversation wi th Prophet Moses. The Mutazila believe that 

God created the speech in the bush which spoke to   os es.' On 

the other hand, Ash'arites maintain that Moses heard God's 

6 ~ a m d  al-AlÜsI, Rüh al-Ma 'ànï, vol 2 5 .  (Beirut: Dar 
Ihya' al-Turâth al-'Arabi, 1980) 53-55. 

'Ahmad Ibn Hajar al-'Asqalanî, Fath aî-Barï bi Sha. 
Sahïh al-BukharZ, vol 12 (Beirut: Dar al-~a'rifa, 1980) 352. 

'~akhr al-Din al-Râzi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, vol. 27  
(Beirut: Dar Ihyat al-Turath al-'Arabi. 1980) 188-189. 

9 ~ a r  Allah, al-Mu ' tazila 77-78.  



eternal speech (al-kalm al-qadïm) . '" 
Examples of the third mode are God's sending of Angel 

Gabriel to the prophets, and particularly to Mary. mother of 

Prophet Jesus (Q.19:17). 

ït appears from these examples that God is always the 

source of the messages, and that human beings are the 

receivers." But the channels12 through which the 

communication takes place Vary significantly. 

The channel in the inspirational mode is either a dream 

or direct suffusion to the heart, making the message 

intangible except where it is supported by other evidence. As 

the receiver in the second mode does not see the source. it is 

characterised as taking place from behind a veil. But the 

element of hearing makes the message very tangible. Meanwhile, 

the message could not be more reliable in the messenger mode 

as the source is certain. 

This apparent difference in the processes of God-human 

communication is difficult but not impossible to understand. 

Our study will investigate this aspect very thoroughly in 

order to make it as and comprehensible as possible by using 

communication models. 

' O ~ h m a d  Ibn Taymiyya. Majmü ' Fatawd Shaykh al -Islam, 
vol. 12 (Rabat: Maktabat al-Matarif, 1961) 509, Al-AlÜsZ, Rüh 
vol.16, 169. 

"A receiver is defined as "any person or thing that takes 
in messages. " Devito, The Communication 255 .  

1 2 " ~  vehicle or medium through which signals [messages] 
are sent. " Devito, The Communication 52.  



In order to corne up with the rnodels, this study will 

depend on the Qurfan as the principal reference source, 

identify communication related verses, analyze the semantic 

components of the words, and reveal the rtietorical 

implications of the expressions. We will focus on Q.42~51, in 

which are outlined the only possible ways of God-human 

interaction. 

The etymological roots of specific words such as wahy 

will be traced through Arabic lexicons and philological 

sources, before their translations are sought in English. 

Specific meanings of the words as well as verses will be 

traced through both classical and modern works of exegesis , 

such as that of al-TabarF, al-Razl, al-Alüsl and al- 

Tabatabw I. This will facilitate Our understanding before any 

models are suggested. Some secondary and related sources on 

communication and exegesis, of course, will be consulted for 

the sake of clarification and guidance. 

The first chapter will generally investigate how modern 

interpretation relates to the Qur'an. More specifically, it 

will examine the need for interpretation, firstly by the 

Prophet and later by others . Modern interpretation, its 

necessity and salient approaches will also be discussed, since 

identifying communication models in the Qurfan has a lot to do 

with interpreting the Qur'an in modern fashion. The chapter 

will conclude with a look into the use of models as tools for 

interpreting the Qur'an. 



The second chapter will be devoted to God's speech, its 

nature, and its implication to God as a comunicator. It will 

touch upon the theological arguments concerned with Godrs 

speech, and relating to the createdness and uncreatedness of 

the Qur'an. This will pave way  for the process of God-human 

communication. 

The more substantial, third chapter will concentrate on 

identifying the God-human communication models in the Qur'an. 

A general communication model will be constructed in 

accordance with Q-42:51- Later, specific models will be drawn 

according to the segments of the verse -- namely, 

inspirational mode1 , behind a veil model , and messenger model . 

Each model will be elaborated using examples taken £rom the 

Qur'an and the Tradition. In each model, we will try to 

sirnplify the process of God-hurnan interaction by identifying 

the key elements and relationships, such as the source 

(sender) , message, receiver, channel , f eedback, " responcei4 
(effect), and whether or not noise'' is present. 

""~nformation that is fed back to its source. " Devito, 
The Communication 117. 

14"Any bit of overt or covert behaviour in reaction to 
some stimuhs." Devito, The Communication 267. 

15~oise is "anything that distorts the message intended 
by the source, anything that interferes with the receiver's 
receiving the message as the source intended [it] to be 
received. " Devito, The Communication 209. 



CHAPTER 1 

THE Q U R ' ~  AND MODERN INTERPRETATION 

The Qur ' an and the Tradition clearly indicate that 

Qur'anic interpretation emerged during the era of Prophet 

Muhammad. Thus , the Prophet himself elucidated some parts of 

the Qur'an as part of his prophetic duties . As God declares in 
the Qurlanf "and We have sent dom unto thee (also) the 

message [The Qur'an]; that thou mayest explain clearly to 

[people] what is sent for them, and that they may give 

thought. "' Just as this verse commands the Prophet or at least 
shows his duty, reflected in li-tubayyina, to mean "that you 

may elucidate" in terms of the purpose of the remembrance and 

the duty of the Prophet, a few Traditions substantiate his 

discharge of this dutyf2 making him the first interpreter of 

the Qu'an. This, however, is argued by some Western scholars 

to be "a piece of historical nonsense", as stated by 

~ c ~ u l i f f e . ~  

When the Prophet was asked by his wife ' A '  isha, about 

'al-Qurfan,16:44; This study will be using, The Holy 
Qur ' an : English Translation of the meanings and Commentary . By 
The Presidency of Islamic Researches, Iftâ', Cal1 and 
Guidance. (Medina: King Fahd Holy Qur'an Printing Complex, 
1411). 

' ~ a n e  McAulif f e, Qur'Snic Christians: an Analysis of 
C l a s s i c a l  and iYodern Exegesis (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1991) 26. 



hisaban yasïran (easy reckoning) in Q. 84 : 8 ,  his answer was, 

" that is exposure" al - 'ard . '  Also, zulm (wrong-doing or 

injustice) in Q. 6 : 82, was explained by the Prcphet as shirk 

(~01ytheisrn)in Q.31:13.' Based on these and similar examples, 

Gatje observed that, Qur'anic interpretation took place with 

the occurrence of revelation itself, and was the exclusive 

resexve of the Prophet while he lived. 

THE NEED FOR INTERPRETATION. 

In order to prove the necessity of Qur'ânic 

interpretation first by the Prophet and subsequently by 

others, al-Suytitï provides three instances where textual 

explanation in general is needed: 

Whenever a text contains brie£ expressions with deeper 

meanings ; 

Whenever an author for one reason omits some points vital 

to the question under discussion; and 

whenever words or expressions contain more than one 

possible rneaning.' 

4 m a d  'Abd ablatif al-ZabidI, Mukhtasar $ah- al- 
Bukhari  al -MusammS al -Ta j r ï d  al -SarZh 1 i - w S d ï t h  al -Jâmi ' al - 
Sahïh, vol. 1-2, (Beirut: Dar al-Nafa'is, 1986) 4 3 .  

'al - ~abidi, Mukh tasar 3 1. 

'%elmut Gatje, The purt& and its Exegesis: Selected 
Texts wi th C l a s s i c a l  and Modern Muslim Interpretations, trans . 
Alfred T. Welch (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1976) 33. 

'al-~uyüti, al-Itqan, vol. 2, 1 7 4 .  



Al1 these are indeed typical of the Qurfan and cal1 for its 

interpretation. Beyond this, there is the legitimate desire 

and the relentless search for a proper understanding of the 

Qurfan on the part of ~uslims. ainspired by their confidence 

in acquiring its guidance. Al-SZbUnï f eels this understanding 

will result in the proper worship of Gad." the very same 

"worship" that prompted the creation of human beings and jinn 

alike. l1 
. - 

Taught by God the explanation of the Qurfan.-' the 

Prophet assumed the responsibility of interpreting i t , '' so 
much so that no ~ompanion would explain the Qur'an as long as 

the Prophet was alive? 

A matter of great importance at this juncture. 

nevertheless. is whether or not the Prophet did in fact 

 adma mas 'Lanre Yusuf, "Evohtion and Development of 
Tafsir, " The Islamic Quarterly 38:l (1994) : 43; Ilse 
Lichtenstadter. "Qurfan and Qurtan Exegesis." Humaniora 
Islamica 2 (1974) 7 .  

g~ahmüd Shaltut. "al-Qur'an wa al-Muslimün." al-Risala 
407 (194i) : 553 .  

lc~uhammad ' A l i  al-Sabüni, al -Tibyan fi 'Ul &II al -Qurtan 
(Beirut: Mu'assasat Manahil al-'Irfan, 1981) 61. 

13~ahmüd Ayoub, The Qur'Zn and i t s  Interpreters, vol. 1. 
(Albany: State University of New York Press.1984) 25. 

"~uhammad 'Ali al -Ushayqir . Lamahat min Tarïkh al -pur  'an 
(Beirut : Mulassasat al-A'lami. 1988) 245; McAulif fe. Qur'ânic 
17. 



elucidate the entire Qurlan. According to al-Dhahabl, ' 5  Ibn 

Taymiyyah for instance argues aff irmatively, "while al-Sumtl. 

is content that the Prophet did not and was not obliged to 

explain the entire Qur'an." As outlined by al-Dhahabl,18 it 

appears that, both sides of the controversy have strong 

arguments. But although he refutes most of them. the reality 

is that the traceable Traditions regarding prophetic exegesis 

are limited in number,19particularly the authentic ones. This 

clearly means a partial interpretation of the Qur'an by the 

Prophet. Al-SuyUtï cites what he considers authentic 

~raditions on ~rophetic exegesis at the end of his al-Itqan fi 

'Ul Um al -Qur 'Sn. 20 Al-Dhahabi further observed that the 

di£ f erences among the Companions ( Sahaba) regarding some 

verses are a strong indication that the Prophet did not 

explain the entire Qur ' an. 21 

15~uhammad Husayn al-Dhahabï , al -Tafsïr wa al -Mufassirün, 

161bn ~aymiyyah, Muqaddima fi- e Ü 1  a l  - T a f s i r  
Matba'at al-TaraqqF, 1936) 5. 

lBal-Dhahabl, al-Tafsïr, vol. 1, 49-53. 

l g ~ r e d  Leemhuis, "Origins and Eariy Development of the 
T a f s i r  Tradition," Approaches to the Interpretation of the 
Qur'an, ed. Andrew Rippin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988) 1 4 ;  
Khalid 'Abd al-Rahman al- ' Akk. &El a l - T a f s ï r  wa Qawar iduh 
(Beirut: Dar al-Nafa'is, 1986) 32; ai-Sumtl,  al-Itqan, vol. 2. 
179. 

20al-SufltX, al-It-n. vol. 2, l9lf f. 

"al-~hahabï, al-Tafsïr, vol. 1, 54. 



Why a huge portion of the Qur'an was left unexplained by 

the Prophet is yet another intriguing question. Al-Suyli tI  

maintains that since the Qur'an was sent d o m  to be 

investigated and pondered (wa la'allahum yatafakkarün), the 

injunction about the interpretation was not meant to cover 

each and every verse.22 Again, as God reserves knowledge of 

some parts of the  Qur ' an to ~imself , 23 the Prophet is spared 

the task of explaining the whole Qur'an. 

This point is reflected in Ibn 'Abbas' typology of 

interpretation, a) a category known by the Arabs in their 

speech; b) a category no one could be excused for not knowing 

it; C) a category which only scholars know; and d) a category 

which only God knows . 2 4  

Furthermore, Muslims q u i t e  often use of Q.4:83 -- which 

says "the proper investigators among them would have known 

it"-- to establish how it is permissible for some people to 

investigate and deduce meanings and principles £rom the 

Qur'an." Al-Mawardl even goes as far as considering it 

22al-~ufltï, al-Itqan, vol. 2, 174-175. 

2 3 a l - ~ u r '  an ,  3 : 7 ,  This notion is only valid when one stops 
at illa Allah. 

24~uhammad ibn 'Abd Allah al-Zarkashf . al -Burhan f i  ' U l ü m  
al-Qur'an, vo1.2, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyya, 1988) 
181. 

25al-~arkashl, al -Burhan, vol. 2, 179 ; Mahmüd Basyiini: 
Fawda, Nash 'a t al - T a f s Z r  wa Manahi juh  fZ Daw' al -Madhâhib al - 
I s l a i y y a  (Cairo: Matba'at al-Amana, 1986) 167.  



~bligatory.~~ If some meanings were left for the people to 

discover, then. it is obvious that the Prophet did not give a 

cornplete interpretation of the Qur'an, 

Of course. it rnight also be argued that the permission or 

the obligation to interpret the Qur'an Q. 4: 83 only referred to 

meanings and principles that would be required as a result of 

later contingencies. and which were actually carried out by 

some prominent scholars. such as the four jurists. namely, Abü 

HanXfah al-Nu'man, Muhammad ibn Idris al-Shafi'i, Malik ibn 

Anas and -ad ibn Hanbal. 

In any case, it is hard to determine why the Prophet lef t 

some parts of the Qurfan unexplained, since the absence of a 

cornplete interpretation remains a glaring fact in the few 

relevant ~radi tions . 2 ï  

A critical look at the Qurlanic interpretation undertaken 

by persons other than the Prophet seems important. The verse 

"and We have sent down unto thee (also) the message [The 

Qurlan] ; that thou mayest explain clearly to [people] what is 

sent for them, and that they may give thought. " 2 g  indicates 

that interpretation was a duty of the Prophet. But although he 

interpreted the Qur'an. he for some reasons covered only a 

small portion of it. It is interesting how this particular 

26al-~arkashï, al -Burhan, vol. 2, 179. 

27al-~uyÜtl, a l - I t q m ,  vol.2. 174. For more, see "Kitab 
al-Taf sir" in -hïh al -Bukhan'. 



verse is used to support opposing views . Ibn Taymiyya, for 

instance, uses this verse to back up his argument that the 

Prophet explained the entire Qurlan, while al-Sumtï uses it 

to support the exact opposite. Ibn Taymiyya's position, as al- 

Dhahabï points outI2' seems extreme and cannot in practice be 

considered in the absence of a complete interpretation of the 

Qur'an by the Prophet. This is why we take al-Dhahbï's own 

comments-- although he was not necessarily in support of this 

argument-- with scepticism. Ibn Taymiyya's account in his 

Muqaddima rernains unclear as far as the question of a complete 

interpretation of the Qur'an by the Prophet is ~oncerned.~' 

We, on the other hand, construe the same verse more 

moderately, in the sense that it merely establishes the 

necessity of interpretation, or the need to help people 

understand and to ponder the Qurlan through interpretation. 

This justifies the interpretation of the Qur'an at least by 

certain people after the Prophet. If the elucidation of the 

Qur'an by the Prophet was incomplete, it has to be assumed by 

some people so that the meanings and wisdoms behind many 

verses may be understood properly. Again, the continuation of 

this task by some people is inevitable "because the Qurlan was 

sent d o m  as a proof [ h u j j a h ]  against humankind. If t a f s î r  is 

not allowed [for some people], then the proof would not be 

- - 

2gal-~hahabl. al-TafsZr, vol.1, 49. 

I01bn ~aymiyya, Muqaddima, 5. 

12 



decisive. Hence the immediate take-over of the 

interpretation by some Cornpanions . 32who not only answered 

questions regarding the Qur'ân, but also invited them in a way 

of challenge. 3 3  

As realistic as it may have been, interpretation was 

resented and rejected by many. 3c The basis of this resentment 

was the Tradition on the authority of the Prophet that "He who 

says [sornething] about the Qur'an according to his persona1 

opinion, even if he is correct, has made a mis take . " According 

to other narrations, " . . .  he should prepare to take his seat 

in hell-fire. This clearly means exegesis based on 

persona1 opinion (al - T a f s ï r  bi al +a 'y) was unacceptable, 

whereas exegesis on the authority of the Prophet (al-Tafsïr bi 

al-Ma ' thor)  was accepted. 

However, the Prophet had once approved the use of 

personal opinion in judgement and leadership on condition that 

the question at stake had first to be sought in both the 

Qur'Zn and the Tradition. This was when he was sending Mu'adh 

''~youb, The Qur'an, vol.1, 24, citing al-Zarkashi. 

"M. O .A. Abdul, "The Historical Developrnent of Taf sir, " 
Islamlc Culture 50 :3 (1976) : 1 4 2 .  

33~youb, The Qur'an, vol. 1, 22-23. 

34Gatje, The Qurfan 32. 

35~uhamnad ibn ' Ï s à  al-Tirnidhi, Sunan al - T i r m i d h i ,  vol. 4, 
(Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1983) 368-369. 



ibn Jabal t o  Yaman.'6 Since judgement and leadership were to 

be based on the Qur'an," they were inseparable. So, to 

approve personal opinion in judgement is equally to approve it 

in the Qur'an, especially. since Mu'adh passed not only as a 

judge but, most importantly. as a religious leader. Teaching 

the Qurtan would certainly be part of his duty; but, as 

mentioned earlier, he and the o t h e r  Companions never heard the 

Prophet explain the entire Qur ' an. Therefore, there rnight have 

been situations where Mu'adh had to use h i s  opinion regarding 

the Qur'an. 

Later,  scholars took tafsr'r bi al-ma'thür to include 

exegesis on the authority of the Prophet, the Companions and 

their Followers. This type of exegesis was not without 

persona1 opinion.'' On the authority of Ibn AbI Mallka, "1 

have seen Mujahid asking Ibn 'Abbas for interpretation of the 

Qur'an with his slates ( A l w â h ) .  and Ibn 'Abbas telling hirn 

"write, " until he asked him for the whole interpretation. "'' 
This Tradition suggests that not only did some of the 

Companions or those who followed them explain the entire 

Qur'an, but also it was fully committed to writing. However, 

what it certainly did not suggest is whether 

'"ad ibn Muhammad ibn Hanbal. Musnad 
vo1.5, (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr. 1980) 2 3 0 h .  

"al-~hahabl, al -Tafsïr, vol. 1, 99. 

or not al1 that 

al-Imam Ahmad, 

3g~uhammad ibn JarXr al-Tabarï, J a i  ' al-Bayân f i  T a f s ï r  
al-Qur'an, vol. 1, (Beirut: Dar abMaYifa, 1986) 31. 
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Ibn '.Abbas dictated to Mujahid was on the authority of the 

Prophet. Furthermore, a complete exegesis ascribed to Ibn 

'Abbas but actually compiled by Muhammad ibn Ya'qüb al- 

Flrüzâbadi is Tanwïr  al -Miqbas min T a f s i r  ibn 'Abbas. This, 

and other works of some Tabi 'Un inFollowers ) were categorised 

as T a f s l X  bi al-Ma'thür even though they consisted of the 

persona1 opinions of the authors in addition to Tradition on 

the authority of the Prophet All these suggest the 

inevitability of including additional material in t a f s î r  bi 

al-ma'thür in Qur'anic interpretation. 

Our discussion above is intended to establish the thesis 

that Qur'ânic interpretation is necessary for the Prophet and. 

after him, for 'some people", particularly with every 

succeeding generation. 

Inasmuch as the interpretation of the Qurr an was met with 

grsat reservation, who should be permitted to do it was also 

not without disagreement. According to al-Zarkashï, some 

scholars hold the view that with proper knowledge in Islam and 

good conduct, one is allowed to interpret the Qur ' an. Probably 

to subs tantiate this view, al-ZarkashI quotes Ibn 'Abbas ' s 

categorization of interpretation into four. 41 That Tradition 

makes it clear that the Qur'an, by nature, is knowable to 

people at different levels; and so the scholars, better 

'%ee above, page 10, note 24; al-Zarkashl, al-Burhan, 
vo1.2. 181. 



equiped to know it more than the rest, are qualified to 

interpret it. 

Significant indeed is the observation made by Bint al- 

shati' that a demarcation line ought to be drawn between 

understanding or trying to understand the Qurf an and 

interpreting it. If the former is permitted to everyone-- 

scholars and illiterates, Muslims and non-Muslims-- the latter 

is a prerogative and responsibility of expert scholars . ' 2  

This was following Mustafa Mahmiïd's intention to escape her 

criticism by changing the title of his book compiled, £rom his 

previouly published articles, to al -pur 'Sn: Muhawala li Fahm 

'AsrZ (The Qur' an: an attempt at a modern understanding) . " 

However, being a scholar is too general a term to be 

accepted without qualification. Muslim scholars have 

identified specific disciplines to be demanded of an 

interpreter, without which his interpretation will be 

unsatisfactory. While Mustafa Mahmüd considered himself a 

scholar, Bint al-Shati' may have felt that he lacked some of 

the disciplines. 

Some of the important disciplines al-Suyüti off ered as 

prerequisites to interpretation include the Arabic language: 

knowledge of synonyms, Arabic grammar, morphology, and the 

sciences of Arabic rhetorics. Deep --not superficiab- 

4 2  ' A '  isha 'Abd al-Rahman (Bint al-Shati' ) , al-Qur'an wa 
a l - T a f s i r  al- 'Asri (Cairo: Dar al-ma tarif, 1970) 48. 

" ~ i n t  al-Sh3tif , al -Qurfan, 45. 
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knowledge of these disciplines is essential if scholarly 

justice is to be done to the Qur'anic text . Equally important, 

too, are principles of jurisprudence, Sciences of Tradition 

and circums tances of revelation (asbab al - n u z ü l )  . 4 4  

Furthemore, an interpreter should possess the divine gif t of 

knowledge ( ' I l m  al -Mawhiba) , acquired through piety and 

practical application of one's knowledge. It may be observed 

that this was devised as a mechanism to control the 

interpretation of the Qur'an, at least in principle, because, 

"He who interprets [The Qur'an] without these disciplines 

becomes an interpreter with a forbidden opinion. " So declares 

al-Suyfiti. C 5  

From the above, t would appear that early Muslim 

scholars perceived Qur'anic interpretation to be purely 

"rdigious" , particularly when a principle such as sound faith 

( s i h h a t  a l  -i ' tiqâd) was cited as the foremost requirement of 

an interpreter . 4 6  This presumes the re j ection of 

interpretations given by members of certain Muslirn sects, such 

as Mu'tazila and Shï'a, not to mention non-~uslims, in view of 

the cri tical and analytical 

"al-~uyUti, al-Itqân, vol. 2 ,  180-181. 

4 6 ~ a w d a ,  Nash ' a l  al - T a f s ï r  44. 

approach the  

47~ndrew Rippin, "The Qur'àn as Literature: Perils, 
Pitfalls and Prospects," British Society for Middle Eastern 
Studies Bulletin 10:l (1983) : 41; McAuiiffe, Qur'ànic 30-31. 
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Justifiable as it may appear to Muslims. this attitude is 

likely to end in the suppression of the academic aspect of the 

Qur'anic interpretation, even though the religious aspect 

remains basic. Therefore, if the interpretation of the Qur' an 

is to be approached both religiously and academically, some 

conditions --such as sound £aith-- ought to be relaxed. 

MODERN INTERPRETATION 

In his al-Tibyan, al-Sâbilni lists a few modern Muslim 

works on e~egesis.~' According to Yusuf. they were cited 

either because the approaches used by the authors were modern, 

or merely because the exegetical spirit with which these works 

were undertaken is contemporary.49 This section is basically 

devoted to explore the former, because it is not without 

controversies yet to be resolved. This is not to imply that 

the approaches adopted by the classical exegetes, by contrast, 

have al1 been approved by every-body. Despite his phenomenal 

contribution, al-Razl, for example, was criticized for his 

approach by some scholars. " Fïhi kullu shay' illa al - t a f s ï r "  

(It contains everything except exegesis); that was a remark 

aimed at derogating al-Râzi's T a f s ï r  al-Kabir by some 

scholars. Quite clearly, al-Zamakhsharil s al -Kashshâf was 

48al-Sabüni. al-Tibyàn 198. 

4 9 ~ ~ s ~ f ,  Evolution 4 3 .  

''al-~hahabi, al-Tafsir, vol. 1, 294. 
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also not well received by al1 

Al-Dhahabi provides four approaches to modern Muslim 

exegesis, namely. 1) the secterian approach; 2 ) the scientif ic 

approach; 3) the heretical approach; and 4 )  the social and 

li terary approach. " 

THE SECTARIAN APPROACH 

I t  should be succinctly mentioned that . although 

considered modern, the exegetes heavily depended on their 

classical counterparts, 53 and some of the modern approaches 

are deeply linked with the classical ones.''~n fact, seeds of 

sectarianisrn in Qurlanic exegesis can be traced to the time of 

the Tabi 'ün (The Followers of the Companions) . such as Qatada 
ibn Da'àma and Hasan al-Basri who were both seriously involved 

in discussions about free-will and predestination." However, 

this tendency entered exegesis during the period of collection 

and its af termath. Al-Razi, Ibn Taymiyyah. al-Rummani, al- 

Jubba'I, al-Zamakhsharl, Ibn 'Arabi and al-Tabarsi were some 

of the representatives of such secterianism before the modern 

S'al-~hahabl, al-Tafsïr, vol. 1, 436-439. 

52al-~hahabl, al-Tafsïr, vol. 3. 162. 

"J.J.G. Jansen. The Interpretation of the Koran in Modern 
E g y p t  (Leiden: E. J. Briil, 1974) 17 ; al-Dhahabï, al-Tafsïr, 
vo1.3, 162. 

"1gnaz Goldziher, Madhahib al - T a f s f r  al - I s l Z i m Z ,  trans . 
'Abd al-Halim al-Najjar. ( B e i r u t :  Dar Iqra', 1983) 3. 

55al-~hahabï, al - T a f s f r ,  vol. 1, 131. 



period, and in fact, the majority of whom -if not all- were 

rejected in one way or the other? 

The modern period has also witnessed this sectarianism in 

exegesis, probably as a continuation of the previous 

centuries. The exegetical contribution of ' Abduh' s school , 

despite its other approaches, represents modern Sunni 

exegesis . Modern Shl ' i exegeses include Sultan Muhammad al- 

KhurasanI1s Bayan al-Sa'dda f i  Maqmât  al-'Ibâda, Muhammad 

Jawâd al-Najafi's Â1af al-Rahman fi T a f s ï r  aalQur'an, and the 

mos t recent and important, al -Mïzân by al-Tabatabar ï. Hamayan 

al-Zad ila Dar al-Ma'ad is said to have been written by the 

Khârijite Yüsuf Itfayyish." Some even believe in the 

existence of neo-Mu'tazilisrn in 'Abduh and Shl'i ImSmi 

schools 

Like the classical ones, the modern exegeses based on 

this kind of approach were condemned by some orthodox 

sch~lars.~~ The rejection of this approach and of these 

exegeses was basically religious. It seems understandable 

given the fact that, the Qurlan is principally a religious 

Book. Even on these very grounds, the intentions of the 

authors could hardly be proven negative as far as service to 

. - 

56al-~hahab~, al -Tafsïr, vol. 1, 146-148. 

' '~aha' al-Dln Khurrarnshahi, al-Tafsïr wa al-Tafaslr al- 
.ditha (Beirut: Dar al-Rawda, 1991) 17. 

5 9 ~ a m ü d  Shal tat , T a f s ï r  a l  - p u r f  an al -Kariml 2nd 
ed. , (Cairo: Dar al-Qalam, n , d .  ) 17-18. 



the Holy Book is concerned. This is not to justify their 

position and certainly. however, not to deny any scholarly 

value the exegeses might contain. 

Not inspired by modern elements, the origins of sectarian 

exegesis were deeply rooted in the earlier centuries of 

Islamic civilization. 6 0 ~  t is theref ore envisaged that the 

sectarian approach will continue as long as the Islamic sects 

exist, 

THE SOCIAL AND LITERARY APPROACH 

Another approach considerd modern, that may trace its 

roots to the classical exegesis is the social and literary 

approach. There seems to exist no categorically identified 

exegesis as social among the classical ones, but social 

aspects of the purfan were discussed by the classical 

exegetes, particularly those verses with direct social 

implications, such as Q.4:35 and Q.5:8. This approach in the 

modern era was clearly fuelled by modern elements. The 

exposure of Muslims to Western culture, which was accused of 

corruption and lack of morality, very much bothered some of 

the modern Muslim reforrnist~.~~~he situation of Muslims after 

colonization was thought of as having deteriorated 

politically, religiously, intellectually and of course, 

socially . Consequently, the exegetes were among the ref omis ts 



calling for a sincere return to the proper understanding of 

the Qur ' an. 6 2  

Those verses that had direct social implications were 

dealt with at length, and much attention was paid to 

elucidating the Qurtan to correct social di lem ma^.^^ 

Freedom of women, for instance. was a subject of 

interest. the interpretation of the verse of polygamy was 

revisited, and the process of divorce was seriously 

investigated. al1 taking on new interpretations. In view of 

the modern context, polygamy was not only discouraged by the 

exegetes of Egypt, s u c h  as 'Abduh and his students, but it was 

a lso  seen as Islamically unlawful by their Indian 

counterparts , under the patronage of Sayyie Amlr ' Ali. '' 
On the other hand. Qasim Amin had championed the issue of 

freedom of women in Egypt. He argued forcefully to liberate 

Muslim wornen £rom their situation. but Lutfl al-Sayyid led the 

battle to a successful conclusion with the help of some 

women? Muhammad 'Abduh. with his disciple Rashid Rida. was 

again an advocate for the equality and freedom of women. 

claiming -- apologetically -- that even Europe cornes next to 

62~oldziher, Madhàhib 3 53 . 
63 ' If fat Muhammad al-SharqàwP. al - F i k r  al - D i n i  f i  

Muwajahat al- 'Asr (Beirut: Dar al-'Awda, 1979) 228.  



Islam in its respect for women? 

In addition, the modern exegetes were worried about the 

moral decay in Muslim societies. They f e l t  that ~uslims had 

turned away £rom Qurlanic guidance, which resulted in their 

current conditions. 67 Al-Afghani1 s articles in al - ' Urwa al - 

W u t h @  were widely influential in their social implications 

related to the Qu'an, and were constantly urging return to 

the Qur'ân for spiritual and moral purification? H i s  friend 

and disciple, Muhammad 'Abduh, treated the moral issues in the 

Qurlan to a far greater extent .69 Other Modern exegetes who 

addressed social issues include Mustafa al-~araghl, 'O~anfawï 
-a - 

JawharF, Muhammad H i j â z E  and Mahmüd Sha1tüt.'- 

The literary approach may also have existed earlier, but 

not until the time of Muhammad 'Abduh did it take a new shape, 

only to reach its height through the  contribution of scholars 

such as Sayyid Qutb and Bint al-Shatil. In fact their 

contribution revealed new secrets of the Qurtanic literary 

treasure which, in turn, enhanced the understanding of the 

6gal-~harqawl. al - F i k r  272. 

70al-~hahab~, a l  - T a f s Z r .  vol. 3, 264. 

71al-~harqâw~, al -Fikr 273. 
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inimitability (I'jàz) of the Qur'an, 7 2  an idea they may not 

have intended. Certainly. however, they both intended literary 

treatment of the ~ u r ' a n . ~ ~  

At f irst, in his al-Taswïr al-Fannf fi- al-Qur'an. Sayyid 

Qutb consciously tried to discuss the artistic and rhetorical 

implications of the QurfBn. This was an idea to be employed 

later in his exegesis Fi Sila1 al-Qur'an. He began his study 

in the former book. about which he said "1 have begun this 

research with the Qur'an as the basic reference, in order t o  

gather the artistic and rhetorical forms £rom the Qur' anw . 7 '  

It could be noted that Muhammab 'Abduh and his student 

Rashid Rida have also approached the Qur'àn literarily. but 

the like of Sayyid Qutb's style is yet to be produced. Not 

only did he try to point out  the literary features, but also, 

he used literary language and expressions to convey them. His 

book of exegesis could indeed be used as an Arabic literature 

text book. However, this li terary mas ter-piece did not lose 

i t s  significance as far as exegesis is concerned. 

Conspicuous among other modern exegetes by her 

phiological method is 'A'isha 'Abd al-Rahman (Bint al-Shati' ) . 

Her incredibly innovative method in the Qurlanic exegesis has 

73~ayyid Qutb, al -Taswir al -Fanni  fi al -Qur 'an (Beirut : 
Dar al-ShurUq, 1984) 9; Issa J. Boullata, "Modern Qurlan 
Exegesis: A Study of Bint al-Shatif ' s  Method." The Musiim 
World 64.2 (1974) : 111. 

"~utb, al -TaswXr 9. 



won her many adherents."'although founded on a classical 

precept" as stated by ~oullata.'~~he principles of her method 

are summarised in the following four: 

1) Objective treatment of what is to be understood 
of the Qur'an; 

2) To understand the Qur'ànic notion, circumstances 
of time and places may be known; 

3) The original linguistic meanings of the words 
must be sought in Arabic before the Qurlàn is 
properly understood; and 

4) The text in its Qur'anic settings should be 
studied, both the letter and the spirit of the 
text must be considered. 77 

Unlike the earlier exegetes. Bint al-Shati' has systematically 

put this method into practice and successfully demonstrated it 

in her al -Tafslr al - B a y a i  li al-Qur 'an al-Karim, in which she 

only treated a few short suras 

Among the findings of her method that won her rnany 

adherents is that there are no synonyms in the Qur'àn, for 

each word is used in a particular context. and conveys a 

meaning that no other word can do better. Words that are 

mostly cited as synonymous by some linguists. such as aqsama 

and h a l a f a  to mean "to take an oath" have been differentiated 

by Bint al-Shati' . Ni 'ma and na'in to mean "blessing" and, 

na'y and bu'd to mean "distance" have al1 been proven by her 

75~ouilata. Modern 104. 

76~ouilata. Modern 107. 

77~oullata, Modern 1 0 4 - 1 0 5 .  

78~oullata, Modern 104. 



to be not synonymous . 
Unlike the sectarian approach, the social and li terary 

approach did not generally encounter rejection, except on a 

few of its outcomes, çuch as p ~ l y g a m y . ~ ~  

THE SCIENTIFIC APPROACH 

Furiously re j ected by scholars is the scientif ic approach 

to the Qurlanic interpretation. The rapid development and 

scientific advancement that took place in the West, following 

the industrial, social and political revolutions attracted 

some Muslims in most of the Muslim countries. Witnessing 

the advancement of the West first-hand, some of the Muslim 

intelligentsia admitted to the backwardness of their own 

societies due to the lack of scientific progress. Some 

exegetes f elt the same w a y ,  and tried to encourage the Muslims 

and stimulate them by approaching the Qurlan through 

scientific exegesis." Shaltüt argues that, 

79~oullata, Modern 109-110. 

82~u~ammad ' A t a  ' al-Sld, "The Hermeneuticai Problem of the 
Qur'an in Islamic History, ' (Unpublished Ph. D Dissertation. 
Temple University, 1975) 334, 



They explained the Qur'an on the basis of modern 
scientific theories and applied its verses to 
whatever they found in the principles of natural 
sciences, thinking that it is a respect for the 
Qur'an or a promotion of Islam through noble 
calls . 8 3  

The Qurran, as argued by the  proponents of the  scientific 

approach, does not only contain al1 kinds of scientific 

theories with the verse in Q. 6138  "Nothing have We omitted 

from the Book" ,but also, that science can make the Qur'an 

transparent." Shaltüt feels this verse is being twisted only 

to suit their purpose of new interpretation.'' They also 

found grounds for this approach through the  verse Q.41:53 

"Soon will We show them Our signs in the ( furthest) regions of 

the earth and in their souls" . 6 6  Consequently, they felt that 

"The scientist with al1 his discoveries is only writing 

footnotes to the Holy Book. " '' 

The first book geared to the scientific trend is said to 

be Muhammad Ahmad al -SamarqandI ' s K a s h f  al -ilsrSr al -Nüraniyya 

al-Hayawanat wa al-Nabatàt wa al-JawShir al-Matdiniyya. This 

was followed by pba'i' al-Istibdad wa Masari' al-Isti'bad, by 

8 3 ~ a h m ü d  Shal tüt , "al-Qur ' an wa al-Mu~iirnün'~ al - R i s a l a  408 
(1941) : 580. 

8 4 ~ . ~ . ~ . ~ a l j o n ,  Modern Muslim Koran Interpretation (1880- 
1960) (Leiden: E. J.Bril1, 1968) 89. 

%hmad al-Çharbasi, Q i s s a t  al - T a f s ï r  (Cairo : Dar al- 
Qalam, i962) 124. 

87al-~îd, The Hermeneutical 332. 



'Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi. Other books are Mustafa Sàdiq al- 

Rafi'i's I'jaz al-Qur'an; 'Abd al-'Azïz Basha Isma'il's al- 

Islam w a  

al -Tibb al -Hadith; and the most glaring, al -Jawahir ,  by 

Tantawl Jawharl. Other authors with this inclination include 

'Abd Allah Basha Fikrl, Hanafl *ad, 'Abd al-Razzâq Nawfal 

and Mustafa Mahmtïd.88 

In fact, this approach did not go unchallenged, for it is 

one of the most controversial approaches that provoked 

scholars in the history of modern Muslim Qur'anic exegesis. 

Many scholars have indeed expressed their discontent with it, 

such as Mahammad Mus ta£ a al-MaraghF . He particularly targeted 
'Abd al-'Aziz I~rna\11.~~1n the second part of his article 

entitled "al -Qurran wa al-Muslimün" (The Qur' an and t he  

Muslims) , Shaltut strongly condemned this kind of approach and 

severely attacked those exegetes who adopted i t t g c  in spite 

of his radical ideas about making the  Qur ' an unders tandable 

and reconciling it to modern s ~ c i e t y . ~ ~  Also, Amin al-Khali 

88al-~hahabI, al-Tafslr,vo1.3, 163 ; al-Sharbasi, Q i s s a t  
127; al-Sïd, The Hermeneutical 333-334; Baljon, Modern 89; and 
al-Sharqawï, al - F i k r  423 -427. 

'llidhat David Abraham, "Mamiid Shaltüt (1893-1963) , A 
Muslim Reformist: His Life, Works and Religiuos Thought," 
(Unpublished Phd.Dissertation, The Hartford Seminary 
Foundation, 1976) 132. 



has expressed his objection to this approach, 92so did Bint 

al-Sha',it in her al-Qur'an wa al-Tafslr al- 'Asri ( The Qur'Zn 

and Modern Exegesis). She relentlessly directed her 

reservations to Mustafa Mahmüd not only for his scientific 

tendencies, but possibly also, for what some scholars called 

"a heretic" approach. 93 

The Qurtan is n o t  a book of science, so they argued. and 

its object is absolutely religious and not scientif ic. 9 4  

Imposing scientific theories upon the Qur'an will 

This 

j eopardise faith in the veracity of the Qur ' an ,  for 
scientific theories are never finished and what is 
proved t r u e  today could turn out to be false 
tomorrow. To associate the Qurlan with such 
unstable theories is to pave [the] way for bigger 
gaps and [a] crisis of ~nderstanding.~' 

idea, very close indeed in wording. is equally expressed 

by Shaltüt in his T a f s Z r  al-Qur'an al-~arr'rn.~' 

However, Baljon s e e s  the scientif ic approach as a kind of 

apologetics, bound to be engaged in by the exegetes when 

interpreting some "Qurtànic notions appropriate to the 

thought-world of to-day" . 97 

As a matter of fact, the scientific approach is solely a 

92al-~harqâw~. al -fikr 425 .  

93~int al-Shàti' , al-Qur'Sn 8; 52. 

g4~haltüt, al-Qur'an, 581; al-Sharqawî, a l - f i k r  425. 

95al-~~d. The Hermeneutical 3 3 5. 

96Shaltüt, T a f s ï r  21. 

g7~aljon, Modern 89-91. 
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modern phenomenon in the history of Qurtanic exegesis. It is 

one of the typical charactristics of modern exegesis. Even 

though it has been strongly rejected by many scholars, others 

have aggressively called for pursuing it. 

THE HERETICAL APPROACH 

The modern period has given birth to yet another peculiar 

kind of exegesis, controversial enough to be considered by 

orthodox ~usiims as "heresy and heterodoxy1I (al-ilhad) . This 

is because, as they believe, some people approach the Qur'an 

without proper knowledge of either Arabic or religion, but 

interpret it according to their own whim, without the 

slightest regard for the Traditions. Further, some of them 

approach the Qur'ân with a mixture of preconceived ideas, in 

the belief that they are doing justice to sch~larship.'~ Such 

are the charges laid against them by the orthodox scholars. 

This particular approach was triggered partly by the 

strong desi re  for novelty and popularity, ggand partly by the 

desire for applying textual criticism and his toricity, only to 

be rejected by the orthodox scholars .lob 

One scholar, picked and labeled a heretic by al-Dhahabi 

g8al-~hahabï, al - T a f s i r ,  vol. 3 ,  189. 

"al-~hahabi, al-Tafsïr, vol. 3, 190. A typical example is 
Hmid Muhaysin in his "al-Qur'an wa al-Mufassirtïn" al-Ïman 
2:2 (1354) : 54-57, where he deliberately atternpted to offer 
different interpretations by saying "We have to take a second 
look at the verse. " 



is &-id Muhaysin.'O1 In his article "al-Qurfan wa al- 

Mufassirün", Muhaysin accuses Muslim exegetes, classical and 

modern alike, of short-sightednrss, lack of openness and 

brevity in dealing with the Qur'ân -- albeit acknowledging 

their ~incerity.'~~ He then provides his own unique 

interpretation following his sarcastic refutation of some 

exegeses. such as al-~asafi. 'O3 ~uhaysin was out to introduce 

radical changes to widely accepted Traditions . lo4~or 

instance, the whole story of Prophet A y y ü b  in the Qur'ân is 

manipulated and changed considerably, which would be 

unnecessary were there no hidden agenda, that Ayyüb was not 

physically ill, but rather was only worried about lack of 

belief on the part of his people. For that matter. urkud bi- 

rijlika (strike with thy foot) Q.38:42, was changed to "Be 

s teadfast  and f i rm"  . 'O5 

As mentioned earlier, Bint al-Shati's arguments against 

Mustafa MahmYd were based on this kind of approach combined 

with scientif ic tendendencies. Most of Mahmüd ' s 

interpretations eliciting Bint al-ShatiUs critical remarks 

were of this sort. Na'layka (thy shoes) in Q.20:12 was 

101al-~hahabl, al-Tafsir, vol. 3, 189. He actually did not 
provide h i s  name, probably, to conceal his identity. 

'02vàmid Muhaysin, "al-Qur' an wa al-~uf assirün, " al -Ïman 
2:2 (1354) 55. 

lO'~t ïeast, among Muslims. 

105al-~hahabl., al - T a f s ï r ,  vol. 3. l 9 O - l 9 l .  



interpreted as sou1 and body,'06 and the spider's web, cited 

as a "flimsiest homei1 Q.29:41, was interpreted as being 

s trong . 'O7 

However heretical these exegetes might be considered, it 

may be that they were sincere, and should therefore be given 

some credit. Sincerity, after ail, is critical as far as the 

final reward is concerned. even if it leads to a wrong 

ac t . 'O8 

It seems, however that, if a modern exegesis is tc gain 

adherents, it needs to be rooted in earlier ones, such as the 

social and literary approach. Although widely condemned in the 

classical period, the sectarian approach nonetheless seems to 

flourish in the modern era. Here, the linkage of the modern to 

the classical times, or lack thereof, tends to have a 

determining effect upon how prevalent the sectarian approach 

becornes . 

Overwhelmingly rejected, as shown above, the scientif ic 

approach is solely a modern phenomenon in the history of 

Qur'anic exegesis, which could be one reason for its 

rejection. Although less convincing, al-Dhahabï was critical 

of ~uhammad 'AbduhJs inclination to scientific tendencies on 

the grounds that the Arabs in the earliest centuries were not 

l G 7 ~ u s  taf â Mahmüd, al -Qur 'an: Muhâwala 1 i Fahm 'Asri 
(Cairo: Dar al-Ma 'arif, 1981) 2 0 3 .  

108al-~abïdI, Mukhtasar, vol.1, 21. 



familiar with or did not have ches to that kind of 

interpretation.lo9 This attitude indicates that the Qur an 

should at al1 times be understood in the manner of the 

pioneers. But that would be rather unfair to subsequent 

generations with respect to certain verses. 

Without necessarily supporting the scientific approach, 

one may mention at this juncture that the Qurfan is a guidance 

to al1 human beings ( Q . 2 : 1 8 5 ) ,  and al1 generations: past, 

present and f~ture."~ In view of this understanding, some 

parts of the ~ u r '  anu' are justifiable in the context of any 

given generation. This, and what we would cal1 "generational 

contextuality" should not necessarily lead to a negation of 

other types of understanding; nor should they by any means 

make any particular understanding absolute. This opinion, 

however, holds only in the absence of Prophetic 

interpretation. 

To put this thesis in clearer perspective. one or two 

examples may suffice. Firstly, God says in the Qurfan 

In whatever business thou mayest be, and whatever 
portion thou mayest be reciting from the Qur'an, 
and whatever deed ye (mankind) may be doing, We are 
Witness thereof when ye are deeply engrossed 
therein. Nor is hidden from the Lord (so much as) 
the weight of an atom on the earth or in heaven. 

ll'~ecause some parts are not subject to different 
interpretations, such as Q.2:21; Q.2:43. 



And not the smallest and not the greatest of these 
things but are recorded in a clear record. 

This verse aims at establishing the fact that God knows and 

wi tnesses everything, and that nothing escapes His 

surveillance. Dharra is mentioned as an example of something 

small. What the earliest Muslims thought or knew as dharra 

might have meant something different £rom what it did to 

subsequent generations. Al-Tabarl, for instance, explains it 

as namla saghîra (small ant) , "' and as a l - A l ü s i  does not 

disagree with that, he offers another interpretation; that 

Dharra is a weightless thing and "signifies the motes that are 
..- 

seen in rays of the sun that enter through an aperture. "--' 

In modern times. dharra is generally interpreted as an 

atom? Al1 these do not, however, suggest that any of the 

meanings is incorrect, particularly when they al1 help clarify 

the point. Furthemore, the earlies t generation might not have 

had the physical evidence for anything smaller than dharra , 

while the later generations did. Therefore, to know that there 

is something "smaller" yet than the atorn in the modern context 

--which may be different £rom the earlier understanding-- and 

"'~ahmiîd al-Alüsî , R ü h  al -Ma ' a n f ,  vol. 11. (Beirut : Dar 
Ihya' al-Turath al- 'Arabi, 1980) 1 4 5 .  This English translation 
of the definition is adapted £rom "Lane's ~rabic-English 
Lexicon, " vols. 3-4, 957. 

x 4 ~ ü s ~ f  Khayyat, Mu ' jam al -MustalahZt al - 'Ilmiyya wa al - 
Fanniyya,  vo1.7, (Beirut: Dar al-Ji1 and Dar Lisan al-'Arab, 
1988) 250-251 .  



use it to clarify this verse should not be condemnatory. 

Secondly, the Qur'an says in the Qur'an ( Q . 6 : 1 2 5 ) ,  

Those whom Allah willeth to guide, He openeth their 
breast to Islam; and those whom He willeth to leave 
straying, He maketh their breast close and 
constricted, as if they had to climb up to the 
skies: thus doth Allah lay abomination on those who 
refuse to believe. 

What is interesting about this verse is the way Muslims should 

understand how it is difficult to breathe as one gains 

height.'" Whichever way that example was construed by the 

earliest generation, it is obvious that modern ones are in a 

position to experience it directly. given their exposure to 

technological developments, and scientific advancements. The 

value of "generational contextuality' in shedding more --not 

better-- light on semantic points should not be 

underestimated. 

Lastly. God is the Cherisher and Sustainer of the Worlds, 

Q.1:2 (Rabb al-'âlamïn). Worlds are often interpreted as 

"worlds of human beings". "worlds of jinn",=16 "worlds of 

animals" . 'worlds of plants" and "worlds of planets" . "' Al1 
these only underscore God's sovereignty. Discovery of a new 

galaxy or even a new planet, for example, if positively 

proved, and used to interpret 'alamin. will only enhance the 

"5~or classical interpretation, see al-Tabarï , Jâmi ' , 
vo1.8, 22-23; for modern. see Sayyid Qutb, F i  Sila1 al-Qur'an, 
vo1.3, (Beirut: Dar al-Shurüq. 1988) 1203. 

1'6al-~abari. Jàmi ' ,  vol.1, 48-49. 

"'al-~azl. al - T a f s f r ,  vol. 1, 67.  
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meaning of "worlds" and magnify God's sovereignty. This is 

what we mean by generational contextuality, which (if modern 

interpreters consider with regard to some verses) may noc be 

inappropriate. That they should probably not be clairning is 

that the Qurran is meant to teach us scientific theories, and 

to tell us about technological irnprovements and modern 

discoveries. 

Furthermore, the heretical approach, while consistently 

opposed, was also another new phenomenon. This is not to Say 

that there has never been a strange interpretation in 

classical exegesis that manipulated and corrupted words . "a 

But the fact of the matter is, there is no connection between 

the so-called modern heretical exegeses and their predecessors 

in regard to approach. Perhaps, an exegesis with a modern 

approach and completely new elements, that would be widely 

accepted, is yet to be produced. 

NECESSITY OF MODERN INTERPRETATION 

As stated earlier, the verse Q.16:44, "and We have sent 

d o m  unto thee (also) the message [The Qur'an]; that thou 

mayest explain clearly to [people] what is sent for them, and 

that they may give thought", has been variously used in 

 or instance, Ibn 'Arabi, in 
to him by his disciple, al-Kashani 
lot of strange interpretations and 
others . 

a work, probably ascribed 
, T a f s ï r  a l - Q u r  'an, has a 
w a s  equally criticized by 



support of oppossing theories on the interpretation of the 

Qurf3n. One may easily see what Ibn Taymiyya's affirmative 

position implies, namely, that new interpretation is 

superfluous. And with that arises the question of the 

nonexistence of a cornplete prophetic interpretation of the 

Qur'an. Al-SuyütI's contrasting opinion on the other hand, was 

aimed at revealing an important wisdom behind the revelation, 

namely, pondering the Book. II9 

The meeting point between these two conf licting opinions, 

adopted by this study and deduced £rom the verse, is that the 

Qur'ân must be both explained and understood, regardless of 

whether or not that was the prerogative of the Prophet, as 

indicated by the wording of the verse. This need for 

explanation legitimately makes the modern interpretation of 

the Qur'an valid, if al1 the requirements of scholarship are 

fulfilled. Here, the challenge would, therefore, remain the 

definition of a scholar, already discussed above. Religious as 

the scholarly requirements may appear to be, specialization in 

Qurf anic exegesis may be an academic licence for modern 

interpretation. 

In addition, the universal nature of the Qurlan seems to 

justify modern interpretation. If the Qur'an did not address 

only the Arabs of the Prophet's era but al1 generations;12' 

l lgal-Suyüti,  a l - I t qan ,  vol, 2, 174-175 .  

l Z O ~ . ~ .  Smith, "The True Meaning of Scripture: An 
Ernperical Historian's Nonreductionist ~nterpretation of the 
Qurtan, " 1. J.M.E. S .  11.4 (1980) : 490. 



if the Qurran is a guidance not only to earlier generations 

but to all;'21 and if people of modern times are to be 

included in the expression " to people" employed in Q. 16 : 44, 

then al1 generations and al1 people must understand it, and 

understand it propexly. Here is how the notion of 

"generational contextuality" acquires its pertinence. Imposing 

the earlier generations' understanding of al1 the verses 

contained in the Qur'an on later generations seems 

unjustifiable. ~ h i s  is not to deny the importance and the role 

of the early generations as the better source for 

understanding the QurJan. 

Al-Dhahabl's critical stance on Muhammad 'Abduh's 

inclination towards modern science in his interpretation of 

the Qur'an was due to the fact that such interpretation does 

not correspond with what the early Arabs knew. He States, 

"Though with noble intention, he sometimes goes beyond what 

the Arabs were familiar with at the time of revelation."12' 

This seems to be the prevailing attitude in the Muslirn 

Qurfanic studies milieu, as argued by Rippin, 

This latter way of expressing things [the meanning 
of the text to the first hearers] has proven 
especially popular in the study of the QurJan, not 
because of a particular hermeneut ical 
presupposition about the nature of the experience 
of text, but rather for reasons which are closely 
aligned to an apologetic approach in Islamic 

'21Shaltût, al -Qurtan 553. 

'2'al-~hahabi, al - T a f s Z r ,  vol. 3, 23 3. 
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studies.. . . 123 

This attitude probably helps to explain why most modern 

exegeses without roots in the classical era have been 

rejected. Yet, modern interpretation in the modern context is 

sometimes inevitable. But to divorce it completely from the 

earlier interprtation, however, may not prove academically 

sound. 

History has confirmed the fact that, as the generations 

move further away from the prophetic era, the difficulty in 

understanding the Qurlan becomes greater. This makes its 

exegesis al1 the more urgent. 12' The modern era is no 

exception; and since the urgency has not receded, the task 

must continue. Since understanding has been the prime factor 

for both the ernergence and the continuity of exegesis, any 

other factor that will enhance the understanding should be 

welcomed, as long as it does not contradict the Qur'an itself 

and the Sunna. Modern interpretation is nothing but an attempt 

at making the Qur'an more understandable either for religious 

or academic purposes. 

The changes through which the exegetical undertaking has 

gone £rom the Prophet's era to modern tirnes, 12' normally 

"'Andrew Rippin, Approaches to the History of 
Interpretation, ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988) 2. 

124al-~hahabï, al - T a f s X r ,  vol. 1, 97.  

125Abd~l, The Historical 142-145; for more on this suject, 
see also, Yusuf, Evolution; and al-Dhahabi, al - T a f s X r ,  vol. 1. 



referred to as stages (marahil) , are yet more elernents 

reinf orcing modern interpre tation. Thus, some of those changes 

were based on the need to enhance understanding the Qur'an. 

For the Qur'an's meaning--though best known by God-- is 

"dynamic. rich, creative, continuing complex, deeply 

intertwined with lives of several hundreds of millions of 

persons over many centuries and many lands," as observed by 

Smith. 126 

Finally. Ibn 'Abbas's use of poetic verses. mostly pre- 

~slamic.'~' as a means of interpreting the Qurlan may help 

justify modern interpretation. This is because he applied to 

the Qur'an a "science" readily available to him, as Abdul 

stated about some Tabi'ün as well? In other wordç, he 

sought to make the Qur'an more comprehensible through the 

science of his day. This means that he could have used any 

other science --if availabe and pertinent-- for the same 

purpose. Interestingly. the majority of the poetry he used was 

undeniably non-Muslim. i . e . pre-Islamic, though this is 

justi£iable and need not count as a defect in his 

interpretation, because proper understandingwas his priority. 

making the religious affiliation of the sources highly 

'Z6~mith, The True 504. 

'''~ssa J. Boullata, "Poetry Citation as Interpretive 
Illustration in the Qurlan Exegesis: Masà'il Nàfi' Ibn al- 
Azraq, " I s l a m i s  Studies Presented to Charles J. Adams, ed. 
Wael B. Hallaq and Donald P. Little (Leiden: E.J.Brill, 1991) 
34. 

'*'Abdul, The Historical 145. 



irrelevant. 

It may also be countered that Ibn 'Abbas enjoyed certain 

privileges no other modern person did, for example, Prophetic 

prayer12' and the status of a Cornpanion. This is legitimate, 

but the issue at stake is not Ibn 'Abbas v i s  a v i s  the modern 

scholar; rather, it is a matter of proving the similarities 

between methods and goals. It may therefore be postulated 

that, in addition to the traditional explanation, one rnay seek 

additional support £rom any science available in quest of an 

enhanced understanding of the Qur'ân, so long as it does not 

contradict the Qur'an and the Sunna. This is far £rom 

"applying" modern sciences to the Qur'an, a procedure we are 

sceptical of. By "applying, " one presumes that the Qux' an has 

to adhere to those sciences in both right and wrong. That 

would "pave the way for bigger gaps and [a] crisis of 

understanding" in the Qurlan. as remarked by ' A t a  al-~ld.'~~ 

In conclusion, it is worth pointing out very simply that 

some modern exegeses such as T a f s ï r  al-Manar of Rashïd Rida, 

F i  Si121 al-Qur'an of Sayyid Qutb and al-MXzSn of al- 

Tabàtabaf ï have been manif es tly useful enough in jus tifying 

the need for a modern approach. 

COMMUNICATION MODELS AS TOOLS FOR INTERPRETING THE Q U R ' ~  ? 

Models of communication are defined as "structures of 

'29al-~abfdi, Mukhtasar, vols. 1-2, 39. 

'30al-Sïd, The Hermeneutical 335. 



symbols and rules designed to correspond to the relevant 

points of an existing structure or process, "13' or "visual or 

verbal description of pro cesse^.""^ The main function of 

communication models is to describe a complex process of 

communication in simplified fashion, by identifying the most 

important components and the key elements, and by showing the 

relations between the e1en1ents.l~~ 

USES OF MODELS 

if information and data about a particular reality are 

disjointed and disorganized, a model may be constructed to 

serve as organizer. Thus, a mode1 has the feature of bringing 

together relevant 

identifying the 

reconciliation 

information.13' As 

general picture 

c ircums tances " . 13' 

information in organized fashion, and 

similarities and possible ways of 

between seemingly contradictory 

McQuail puts it, "A mode1 gives a 

of a range of different particular 

l3l~ar1 W. Deutsch, "On Communication Models in the Social 
Sciences," The Public Opinion Quarterly 16 ( 1 9 5 2 ) :  356. 

'32~oseph A Devito, The Communication Handbook (New York: 
Harper & Flow., 1986) 203. 

'13Denis McQuail, "Models of Communication, " International 
Encyclopedia of Communication, vol. 3 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1989) 36. 

'34~eutsch, On Communication 360. 

'35~enis McQuai 1 and Sven Windahl , Comunica tion Models 
for the Study of Mass Communication (New York: Longman 
Publishing, 1993 ) 2 .  



This organizing capacity of a rnodel suggests an 

explanatory feature as well. For instance, when an unfamiliar 

and complex process of conaunication is organized by pulling 

together al1 the familiar processes, the explanatory quality 

becomes apparent. Through a model, predictions may be made 

which could be put into experimentation and testing in the 

physical sciences; or they may serve as a "mere explanation" 

when they are operationally impossible.'36 Even in the latter 

scenario, the new facts to be discoverd are a useful quality 

of a mode1.13' 

From the above, the division of models into structural 

and functional is clear. The structural models are those set 

to describe particular structures or phenomena, such as a 

diagram for a radio set and its components. But when systems 

and processes are described so as to show the key elements and 

the relations between them, as well as their influences on one 

another, the models are referred to as f~nctional.'~~ Models 

that would be constructed in this study are essentially of the 

latter category. This is because they are meant to describe 

the process of communication between God and human beings from 

its complex and ambiguous picture, to a more simplfied and 

comprehensible fashion. This will include identifying the 

source, the receiver, the channel and feedback, and will show 

1 3 6 ~ e ~ t s ~ h ,  On Cornunication 360. 

13'Deutsch, On Communication 361. 

l3'~c~uai1, Communication 2-3. 



the dynamic aspect of the whole process as communication. 

Again, the models to be presented here rnay either be 

diagrmatical or descriptive. Another type is mathematical, 

which will not be part of our study. 

However, this is not to imply that, models are not 

without shortcomings. It is argued that models seem to limit 

the focus of people to a narrow spectrum as compared to the 

ac tua1 process being modeled, which, wi thout deeper 

observation. may be misleading. As McQuail observed "They are 

inevi tably incornplete, oversimplif ied and involve some 

concealed assumptions, " probably the very basic fact , making 

them receptive to modifications and additions. 

Now, the Qur' an itself is a communication £rom God, which 

models could be of great help in explaining. More 

significantly, the Qur'an has outlined three possible ways by 

which God communicates with human beings: 1) Inspirational. 2) 

£ r o m  behind a veil, and 3) by sending of a messenger 

(Q. 42 : 51) . These are what we cal1 "God-human interactions. l' 
They are indeed complex processes, because God and human 

beings are of dif ferent natures (Q.42: 11; Q. llS:4) , and their 

interaction seems to be a difficult process. But since 

communication is not con£ ined to speech alone. other forms of 

'3g~c~uail. Communication 3. 

lCO~c~uail, Communication 3. 
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communication,"' such as gestures,'42 could make God-human 

interaction a possibility, even with the dif ference in nature. 

However. the invisibility of God to human beings (Q.6:104). 

coupled with the difference in nature, make the interaction 

highly difficult to conceive but not impossible. Hence, there 

is the need for further explanation, which, among other things 

could be done with the aid of models. 

In addition, Deutsch's insight might help shed light on 

the use of models in interpreting God-human interaction. 

In recent years, increasing attention has been paid 
to both the use of symbols in the process of 
thinking, and to the problems that arise when 
symbols are combined into larger configurations or 
models-particularly-when those are then used as an 
aid in investigating or forcasting events that 
occur in the world outside the thinking ~ystem.'~' 

As to whether or not one may be able to construct rnodels from 

the Qur'àn, Severin and Tankard have concluded, "Whether we 

realize it or not, we are using models every time we try 

systematically to think about, visualize, or discuss any 

'C1~omrnunication is defined as "The transmission or 
exchange of information, signal messages or data by any means, 
such as talk (verbal communication), writing (written 
communication), telephone, telegraph, radio or other channels 
within a group or directed to specif ic individuals or groups. 
Richard Webster, Webster's New World Dictionary of Media and 
Communications (New York: Webster's New World, 1990) 104. 

lP2~esture is defined as "bodily action other than speech 
that is recognised as being done to express something." 
"Gesture" International Encyclopedia of Communications, 1989 
ed. 217. 

")~eutsch, On Communication 356. 



structure or process, be it past, present, or future. "14' 

Explaining God-human interaction according to the Qur'an is no 

exception, and, especially with the abundance of exegeses, is 

not impossible. 

However, it should be brief iy mentioned that it is not 

our intention to approach rnodels as theories to be applied to 

the Qur'an. We are not engaging in apologetics, as the tone 

may seem to suggest. Our view is that applying theories to the 

Qur'an gives them supremacy over it, which is unacceptable, at 

least to Muslims . Again, in this way, the Qur'an would have to 
submit to those theories under every circurnstance, which will 

seriously jeopardize its central role in the community. What 

we intend to do, rather, is simply to construct models 

according to the Qur'ânic verses, in order to enhance 

understanding of them. We cannot daim perfection, as the 

models will be based on Our own understanding of the process 

of God-human communication, gained f rom some authentic sources 

of exegesis and Tradition. For, "any one is in a position to 

construct his own models of a given aspect of the 

communication process" . 14' On account of this , models are 

always open to modifications and additions, a feature that 

causes them to develop ~apid1y.l~~ 

144~erner JeSeverin and James W. Tankard Jr., 
Communication Theories: Origins, Methods and Uses In The Mass 
~ e d i a  (New York: Longman, 1991) 36. 

145~c~uail, Communication 3-4 - 

14%c~uail, Communication 14; 16. 



As we are of the opinion that communication models can be 

tools for the interpretation of the Qur'an, we hope that 

students of Qur'anic studies will find avenues for creating 

other models or for modifying existing ones. 

Meanwhile, before the construction of the models, it is 

necesçary to review God's speech and what it tells us about 

Him as a communicator. This is because, speech is an important 

aspect of communication, and touching upon God's speech may 

help explain God-human communication as a whole. 



CHAPTER II 

GOD'S SPEECH: ITS IMPLICATION TO HIM AS A COMMUNICATOR 

~t might be helpful first to define speech in human terms 

before discussing God's speech. As Bouman quotes 'Abd al- 

Jabbar , 

there is no way to the doctrine concerning the 
speech of Allah ( k a l m  Allah) and its qualities , 
unless there is first the clarification of 
def inition of speech in the visible world. ' 

Speech is def ined as "a method of getting meaningful responses 

through the use of audible words and gestures produced by the 

activity of the human body. " 2  This definition and others 

indicate not only that speech is one of the characteristics of 

a human being, but that it is what makes him human. It may 

however. be performed by non-humans. Another theory has it 

that speech may not necessarily be spoken or listened to.' 

I n  fact, speech is always performed to satisfy 

certain needs. People speak for a variety of reasons. but 

three theories dominate as far as the function of speech is 

concerned. According to the first theory. self-expression 

'J. Bouman, The Doctrine of 'Abd al-Djabbar on the pur 'an 
as the Created Word of Allah (Overdurk uit Verbum: University 
of Utrecht, 1964) 73. 

 o on Eisenson and Paul H-Boase. Basic Speech (New York: 
Macmillan Publishing Co. , I n c . ,  1975) 1. 

3"~peech" The New Encyclopaedia Britannica. Vo1.28, 1992 
ed. 85. 

'Joseph A .  Devito. The C o m u n i c a  t ion  Handbook (New York: 
Harper & Row., 1986) 303. 



motivates speech? ~ h i s  is either to express the "desire to 

relieve the pressure of extreme emotional states or desire to 

express an intense conviction. "6 The second theory argues that 

speech is sometimes intended to communicate for the sake of 

learning or teaching, or simply to explain something.' The 

last theory has to do with social adaptation. Quite often, 

speech is used to harmonize between people's activities in a 

society or to direct their attention and efforts toward a 

common goal.8 This is commonly used by elites or those in 

leadership positions. 

From the above brief discussion on speech, it is quite 

apparent that --  Qurlanic attestations (Q. 2:253; 4:164), 

Muslim consensus asideg-- Godl while being non-human, can and 

should have speech. How this is so wilf follow, but Eirst let 

us examine God's Speech. 

Before we enter this discussion, it should be recognized 

that according to the Qur13n, nothing can be in resemblance to 

God, (Q. 42  : 11; 112 :4) . This fundamental dogma is held by al1 

Muslirns without exception. In fact, guarding against any 

'~obert T. Oliver and Rupert L. Cortright. Effective 
Speech (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc . , 1970) 11. 

601iver, Effective 12. 

'oliver, Effective 12-13. 

801iver, Effective 13-14, 

'A. S. Tritton, "The Speech of God, " S t u d i a  Islamica 3 6 ,  
(1972) 7; Fakhr a l -Dïn  al-Raï, Khalq al-Qur'an Bayna a l -  

Mu ' t a z i l a  wa Ah1 al -Sunna ( C a i r o  : al-Maktab al-Thaqaf ï, 1989) 
4 9 .  



deviation from it led to much complex debate and disagreements 

among Muslims . More specif ically, createdness of the Qur ' an 

has long been a point of disagreement, leading even to 

persecution of some Mu~lirns;~~ but it was nothing but an 

attempt to safeguard the doctrine of the unity of God." ~t 

was argued that God is One and Unique in His names and 

attributes. But this does net mean that the words by which 

God's attributes are conveyed are exclusive to Him, for some 

words attributed to God may be used to describe creatures as 

well, wi thout sugges ting any similarities between them, or 

negating the doctrine of unity of ~ o d ?  For instance, al- 

Rahlni  (The Most Merciful) occurred several times in the Qurf an 

in reference to God (Q.2:143; 1 5 4 9 ;  36:58), to the Prophet 

(Q.9:128), and at times, to the believers (Q.48:29). The fact 

of the matter is, although the same word is used in al1 cases, 

the reality of the attribute and its scope are dissirnilar 

among them all.13 But contrary to the Jahmiyya's belief, this 

attribute would be realistically and not metaphorically 

applicable to them all. l4 

'Uthman Ibn Sa 'id al-Darimi, Radd al -Imam al - D a r i m i  
'Uthman Ibn Sa ' i d  'alS Bishr al-Mirisi al - 'Anid ( ' Abidin: 
Matba'at Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya, 1358) 118. 

"~uhdi Hasan Jar Allah, al-Mu ' t a z i l a  [ C a i r o  : Matba 'at 
Misr, 1947) 7'9; Bouman. The Doctrine 68. 

"~ontgomery watt, "Early Discussion about the Quran. " The 
Muslim World  40 (1950) : 31. 



GOD' S SPEECH 

Now, God' s speech is understood to be the Holy ~ur'ân'~ 

and other divine Scriptures, such as the Holy ~ib1e.l~ In the 

Qur'an, God tells the Prophet "If one amongst the Pagans asks 

you for asylum, grant it to him, so that he may hear the Word 

[speech] of Allah" ( Q 1 9 : 6 ) .  Here, God refers to the Qur13n as 

His speech even though it is to be heard £rom the Prophet as 

the latter recites it.17 Again, kala Allah in 2:75. is 

interpreted to mean "Torah" by Ibn ~athir.'' Further, Ibn al- 

Manzür in his Lisan al - 'Arab al-Muhït, refers to the Qur ' an as 

Godls speech and makes al1 " k a l i m  Allah, kalimat Allah and 

kalimat Allah" synonymous with God's speech.lg Tritton, on 

the other hand, argues that despite Muslirns' agreement on the 

Qurran being God's speech, he is not convinced that they have 

dernonstrated the relations of the Qur'an to kalirna.'O 

It is intriguing to note that the Qurlan has been 

referred to on two occasions as qawlu rasulin karïm "the word 

'S~ouman, The Doctrine 68; Tritton, "The Speecht1 7. 

l6AIyad Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatawa Shaykh al-Islam, 
vo1.12 (Rabat: Maktabat al-Ma'arif, 1961) 37. 

I71bn ~aymiyya, Majmü ', vol. 12, 2 5 8 - 2 5 9 .  

'8~sma'il ibn Kathïr, T a f s ï r  al-Qurfan al - ' A z Z m ,  vol. 1 
(Beirut: Dar abMaYifa, 1987) 119. 

lglbn al-Manzür , Lisan al - 'Arab al -Muhit , vol. 5 (Beirut : 
Dar al-Ji1 and Dar Lisan al-'Arab, 1988) 290. 

20~ritton, ''The speech" 7. 



of a mos t honourable messengern . Rasül  k a r ï .  in Q .8  1 : 19 is the 

Angel  abrie el, while in Q:69:40 it is the Prophet Muhammad. 

This may suggest contradiction, which might raise certain 

suspicions as to the source of the Qur'an, on the assumption 

that qawl is synonymous with kal&.2' Remarkable indeed is 

the argument put forth by Ibn Taymiyya to the ef fect that the 

Qur'an used r a s ü l  instead of malak and n a b i  for Gabriel and 

the Prophet Muhammad, respec tively , and indicated that both 

were transmitters and not originators (munshi  ' ) . In addition, 
had the Qur ' an been the speech of one, it could not have been 

that of the other. Therefore, relating the Qur'ân to r a s û l  in 

either case to indicate authorship is inconceivable and 

unacceptable. 22 

Now, to Say that God speaks and therefore has speech is 

not inappropriate. The QurJSn clearly States that God spoke, 

and that He has speech. That is why, on consensus, Muslims 

agreed on God being a "Speaker" (Mu takallim) . 2 3  although, 

according to some accounts, the Jahmiyya implied and sometimes 

plainly asserted that God does not ~ p e a k . ~ ~  According to al- 

'l~here are di£ fernt philological opinions with regard to 
that. See Ibn al-Manzür, Lisan al- 'Arab, vol. 5, 2 9 0 .  

23al-~azT, Khalq 49. 

24~bn Taymiyya, ~ a j r n ü  ' , vol. 12, 503 ; Montgomery Watt, "The 
Political ~ttitudes of the Mu ' tazila, " Journal o f  the Royal 
A s i a t i c  Society -- (1963 ) : 39; Wilfred Madelung, "The Origins 
of the Controversy Concerning the Creation of the Qur'an," 
O r i e n t a l i a  Hispanica 1 (1974) : 506. 



TabatabalZ. speech from God is different from that of human 

beings, who speak with a voice coming £rom the throat and 

through the use of parts of the human body.25 This is perhaps 

what the verse cited earlier (Q.42:11) refers to. 

Since God is unique, His speech must be unique, and rnay 

not necessarily fa11 under the definition of human speech. 

Yet, God's speech being different from human speech does not 

mean it is not a speech. For the goal of human speech is -- 

among others things -- to make others understand human 

intentions. Since there is no better way to do so than by way 

of speech, 26  people coin audible words as representations of 

the meanings they have in mind." This implies that other 

ways of expressing themselves are possible, and rnay qualify 

as speech as we11. 28 

It is not necessary, then, that God should speak in the 

same fashion as humans do. For, He is Qadir  (potent) . and 
capable of speaking in any form. This form may be 

inconceivable to human beings, but that should not deny H i m  

the quality of ~peaking.~' This is probably why the Mu'tazila 

did not hesitate to assert that God speaks by creating speech 

25~uhammad Husayn al-Tabatabal I f  al -MïzZin FZ T a f s Z r  al - 
Qur'an, vo1.2 (Beirut: Mu'assasat al-A'laml, 1970) 315. 

Z7al-~azi, K h a l q  49. 

"~akhr al-Din al-RazI, a l - T a f s i r  al-Kabir, vol. 1 (Beirut : 
Dar Ihya' al-Turath al-'Arabi, 1980) 26. 



in a particular body. such as a bush, when He wanted to speak 

to Prophet Moses .30 

In addition, 

the reality of speech is determined by the subtle 
and hidden meaning it refers to. But its other 
characteristics. such as the sound that occurs as 
it passes through the throat. interacting with 
other parts of the mouth. and that it must be 
heard. are to be excluded in the real meaning of 
what constitutes speech. 31 

Therefore. to utter a word in order to express one's intention 

constitutes speech. and so also making a sign. ' 2  For example, 

a teacher may point at a chair to indicate "situ. However. in 

the conventional communication study. even though it serves 

the purpose of speech, this is called a "gesture" and is not 

defined as speech. as argued also by 'Abd al-Jabbar." 

Certainly, it is a type of communication. 

Frorn the above, it rnay be noted that it is not impossible 

for God to speak and to become a speaker. This is not a kind 

of metaphor. but it is to be taken. rather. realistically, as 

far as God is concerned." The reality of God's speech is 

reflected in the expression that He used when He spoke of His 

-- 

'O~bn Taymiyya. Majmü'. vo1.12. 503. 

3'al-~abatabaf i l  al-MZzan. vol. 2. 325. 

33"~esture" International Encyclopedia of Communications, 
vo1.2 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989) 217; al-Qâdï 
'Abd al- Jabbar. S h a e  al --al al -Khansa ( 'Abidin : Maktabat 
Wahba, 1965) 529. 



speech to Prophet Moses "and to Moses Allah spoke direct" 

(Q . 4  : 163 ) . Grammatically speaking, t a k l ï m a n  is ma£ 'El mutlaq 

(absolute object) , which is often used to emphasize an action. 

I t would be inappropriate theref ore, to use i t metaphorically . 

Hence, the real was intended. 

NATURE OF GOD'S SPEECH 

Belief in the unity and oneness of God is perhaps the 

~uslims' foremost doctrine," the most important message sent 

by God. Deviating from this by any other form of belief or 

act is thought to result in polytheisrn, the unforgivable sin 

(Q .4 :48 ;  Q.4:116). 

For this reason, the unity of God has long been the 

concern of Muslim theologians. In their efforts to elucidate 

this theological base of Islam, and to strictly guard against 

associating anything with God in both belief and action, 

theologians found themselves debating the nature of the 

~ u r '  an,36 which turned into heated dispute and at tirnes, 

mortal hatred. 37 More specif ically, these arguments centred 

around whether or not the Qur'ân, that speech of God, was 

created. 

3S~ouman, The  oct tri ne 67. 

j6nadelung, ''The Originn 504  ; Bouman, The Doctrine 68. 

37~ouman, The Doctrine 69. 
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CREATEDNESS OF THE QUR'ÂN 

Doctrines vas. among Muslim sects concerning the nature 

of God's speech and thus, of the Qur'an, as Ibn Taymiyyah 

makes clear . '' However, three doctrines predominate as f ar as 
createdness of the Qur'an is concerned. The first holds that 

it is created; the second that i t  is uncreated; and the third 

rejects both. 

THE Q U R ' ~  AS GOD'S CREATED SPEECH 

There is little evidence that the early generation of 

Muslim theologians had held this doctrine. Therefore the exact 

period during which it took shape is unkno~n.'~ According to 

Ibn Taymiyya, the Jahmiyya. whom he considers part of the 

Mu'tazila, were the patrons of this doctrine." This was 

essentially based on their belief that God does not speak4' 

and that the Qurfan consequently must be created. 

The first person known to have held this doctrine was 

Ja'd ibn Dirham. who was reportedly slain for his 

Khalid ibn 'Abd Allàh al-Qasrl, on the day of 

Khalid, after delivering the sermon, continued; 

beliefs by 

sacrifice. 

"1bn Taymiyya, Majmù', vo1.12, 163 .  

3g~att, "Early" 28. 

'O~bn Taymiyya, Majmù', vo1.12, 163. 

GO ad el un^, " ~ h e  Origins" 506 ; Ibn Taymiyya. M a j r n ~  ' , 
vo1.12, 245. 



Oh people! go back and make sacrifice, may God 
accept our sacrifices. For 1 am going to sacrifice 
Ja'd ibn Dirham, because, he clairns that God did 
not take Prophet Abraham as a friend, nor spoke to 
Prophet Moses. God is exalted above what Ja'd says ! 

This was followed by Ja'd's killing.42 

Watt clearly mentions that Ja'd was killed by the Umayyad 

Caliph ~ish3m. 4 3  However, there may not be any contradiction 

here because, Hishm as Caliph might have ordered Khalid, the 

governor of 'Iraq, as revealed by ~adelung.~' to do so. In 

that case, both attributions could hold true. 

The doctrine of the created Qur'an is fundamental to the 

Jahmiyya, a rnovement which takes its name £rom Jahm ibn 

Safwan, as the source of the doctrine. Meanwhile, Ibn Taymiyya 

attributes the doctrine to both Ja'd and Jahm at once? 

Perhaps, the sect was associated with Jahm instead of Ja'd due 

to the latter's early death, without having had the chance to 

commit his beliefs to writing. On the other hand, it may have 

been due to Jahm's provision of his Maqala J a h m i y y d 6  

Although Jahm was killed about two years later, the spread of 

his treatise from the hands of Bishr ibn Ghiyath al-MarI~T,~' 

42al-~arimI, Radd al -Imam 118. 

44~adelungt "The Origins" 505. 

45~bn Taymiyya. Majmù', vo1.12. 301. 

"~a'd was killed in l25/743. while Jahm died in l28/745. 
Madelung, "The Origins" 505. 



might have won Jahm the patronage of this sect. But still, 

bringing this doctrine to light and developing it 

theologically was credited to ~ishr. 48 

Since this doctrine was also taught by the Mu'tazila, 

their contribution should not be ignored. They believed that 

God speaks, but His speech is not eternal (qad îm)  , but rather 

originated and created every time He needs to speak. This 

created speech does not subsist (qa'im) in H i m ,  but rather 

outside His essence, and which He creates in a place where it 

will be heard. " That is the position they argued. 

In his "Early Discussion About the Qur ' an, '' Watt declares 

that even though there is enough proof that the Mu'tazila held 

the doctrine of createdness of the Qur'an, there is little 

indication that they argued over it. For most of the related 

arguments seem to concentrate on questions of detail.50 For 

exarnple, in a review on 'Abd al-Jabbar, Bouman states about 

in which speech in general, the speech of Allah in 
particular and subsequent nature of the Qurran are 
discussed . . .  [that] many kinds of arguments are 
brought forth by 'Abd al-Djabbar to prove the 
thesis of the created Q~r'an.'~ 

''watt, "Earlyw 29. 

4 9 ~ a r  Allah, al-Mu 'tazila 77-78. 

"~att, "Early" 33. 

51~he seventh volume of al-Mughnf. 

s2~ouman, The Doctrine 72-74. 
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The Mu'tazila, proud though they bels3 admired the 

epithet given to them by others as "People of the Divine Unity 

and Justice. " According to some sources, this is how they 

called themselve~.~~ Quite apart from its beauty, which added 

to the sense of dignity they felt for their mission as the 

protectors of the faith, this title contained two basic points 

on which are based most of their teachingsIs5 which included 

the createàness of the Qur'ân, free will and 

predestination. 5 6  

Consequently, the doctrine of the created Qurfan held and 

defended by the Mu'tazila resulted primarily from a more basic 

doctrine of divine unity. Being the protectors of the divine 

unity, they said that any other belief that negates it must be 

either entirely re j ected or corrected. Considering the Qur 'an 

uncreated, in their view, would contradict the unity of Godl 

because being uncreated, it must also be eternal, an attribute 

belonging to God alone. To qualify the Qur'ân with that 

attribute is to allow it to share the same level reserve for 

God. And this would be tantamount to polytheism. Therefore, 

the Q u ' a n  must be created, and "he has no belief in God's 

unity who does not confess that the Qurlan is created. O '  So 

5 3 ~ à r  Allah, al-Mu ' t a z i l a  6. 

54~ar Allah, al-Mu ' t a z i l a  S. 

5 5 ~ à r  Allah, al-Mu'tazila 6. 

56~ouman, The Doctrine 67. 
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they argued . 57 

The Mu'tazila reportedly based their doctrine of the 

created Qurfan on quotations £rom the Qurfan, and not 

uncharacteristically, on rational arguments. In his letter to 

Ishaq ibn Ibrahim. whose arguments examplified those presented 

by the ~u'tazila, Caliph al-MafmGn 'Abd Allah Ibn Harün 

supported his position through the ~ u r ~ a n ?  They proceeded 

as follows. 

1. God says "We have made it a Qur'an in Arabic,"(Q.43:2). The 

Mu'tazila f eel that by using "made" (ja 'alna) , God treated 

with the Qur'àn as He did other creature~.~~ It also shows 

that "it came to being after it was not" (kana ba'da an lm 

yakun)  Another aspect of this verse, used by the Mu'tazila 

according to al-Razi is that the Qur'àn is not just made, but 

made of chapters, verses. letters and expressions, indicating 

that the speech of God may occur either in Arabic or in 

Hebrew. A l 1  this reveals the fact that it is originated and 

created. 61 

2. God says, "Thus do We relate to thee some stories of what 

happened before" (Q.20:99). This implies that many things 

saal-~azi, Khalq 54. 

60'A1ï Ibn Isma'il al-Ash'arï, Maqalat al-Islaiqyïn wa- 
kh t i l a f  al -Musal l i n  ( C a i r o  : Maktabat al-Nahda al-Misriyya, 
1954) 232. 

6 1 a l - ~ a z I ,  K h a l q  57.  



happened about which God intends to give an account. and 

following w h i c h  the Qurân w a s  originated. 

3. God says, "Sad: By the Qur'an, full of admonitions" 

(4.38: 1) ; and "And this is a blessed message which We have 

sent d o m "  (Q,21:50). The Qur'an is an admonition and a 

message, and this indicates that it was originated. 

4. God says, "Nay. this i s  a Giorious Qur 'àn .  (inscribed) in 

a Preserved Tablet" (Q.85:21-22). This s h o w s  that the 

Preserved Tablet contains the Qur'àn, and that it contaim 

nothing but created things. Therefore, t he  Qur'ân must be 

created. 62  

5. God says. "For to anything which We have willed, We but Say 

"be" and it is, I' (Q. 16: 4 0 )  . The line of argumentation based on 
this verse seems philological. Firstly, the verse is a 

statement that consists of a condition ( s h a r t )  and a 

consequence ( j a z à ' )  . Any consequence must be preceded by a 

condition. Theref ore, God' s speech must be preceded by H i s  

wi11, and what is preceded by something else must be 

originated. Godls speech is thus originated? Secondly, the 

" fa ' " in fayaküna (and it is) indicates sequence ( ta 'qïb) , 

which necessitates occurrence of what is to bel immediately 

after utterance. Something that precedes anything originated 

even by a moment rnust i t s e l f  be originated, Therfore, Godts 

6 2 ~ a r  Allah, al-Mu ' t a z i l a  79.  

6 3 a l - ~ a ~ X ,  Khalq 54.  
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utterance, 'kun" is originated. Lastly, the word " km1' 

consists of two letters, which indicates that the first one 

came before the second; sol the whole word must be originated 

and Godf s speech created . 65 
It was typical of the Mu'tazila to use a rationalistic 

approach in defence of their doctrines. The rationalistic 

arguments they presented for the created Qur ' an included the 

following: 

1. That it is impossible for God's speech to be eternal, 

because there was nothing to command or to forbid in eternity, 

as there was no one to be charged with that. This calls for 

the non-existence of God's speech in eternity. For instance, 

it would be unlikely for God to say, "O Moses, verily 1 am thy 

Lord! therefore put off thy shoes" (Q. 20 : 11-12) , without 

Prophet Moses existing. Furthermore, God's eternal speech 

would have to be intended either for Himself --which is 

needless-- or for some one else --who does not exist-- or not 

intended at all. The above scenarios indicate that Godfs 

speech is not eternal and is, therfore ~riginated.~~ 

2. The past tenses are frequently used in the Qurf an, for 

example, "We sent Noah to his People (with the comrnand) " 

(Q. 71 : 1) ; and "Allah has set a seal on their hearts and on 

their hearing" ( Q . 2 : 7 ) .  Had these utterances in the past 

64 al-Raï, Khalq 57. 

65al-~âzI, Khalq 57. 

66al-~azi, Khalq 59. 
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tenses been eternal, it would mean that God spoke in eternity 

about what had happened earlier. This implies that eternity is 

preceded by something else, and that God's speech is a lie. 

since both implications are impossible, Godfs utterances 

cannot be eternal, but rather originated. 67 

3 .  I£ God's speech were eternal, it would have to be 

infinitely permanent. This is because once the eternity of 

something is established, its finitude becornes impossible. In 

this case, al1 the imperative terms (siyagh al - m r )  by which 

people are obliged to carry out specif ic individual duties, as 

in Q.11:114, still hold, even after they carry them out or 

die. This is impossible and so establishes the opposite, that 

whenever a duty is performed by a person, such a comrnand is 

dropped or terminated, which proves that it was above al1 

originated and not eternal . 68 

4. in his al-Mughnï, al-Qadl 'Abd al-Jabbar establishes that 

the Qurran is not God, because it is characterised by 

attributes that are impossible to God; it is subject to 

division, it can be read and heard and people worship God with 

it. On the other hand, al1 that is appropriate to God is 

impossible to the Qur'an. God is Potent, Knowledgeable and 

Ail-~earing . This conf irms 'Abd al-Jabbar ' s arguments that the 

67al-Razï, Khalq 60. 

6 8 a l - ~ a z ï f  Khalq 60. 



Qur'an is different from God, and for this reason, is 

created- 69  

~t is interesting to note how the theological conviction 

associated with the arguments for the creation of the Qur'àn, 

as charnpioned by al-Ma'mün, was ques tionable . Watt argued that 
political motives were rnixed up with theological zeal in al- 

Ma'mün's pursuit to make this doctrine compulsory. The 

political motive, Watt believed, was to gain allegiance of 

some Shi'is." However. we are of the opinion that this 

political motive 

if true, pales in cornparison with the theological dimension. 

Firstly, the text of al-Ma'mün' s letter must be critically 

studied before the existence of ulterior motives can be 

proved, which would probably be quite dif ficult to achieve. 

The text reveals ample evidence of theological rn~tives.~' 

Watt might have come to his conclusion by considering al- 

M a t m i i n ' s  relations with some of his subjects, in particular 

the Shi'a. But any act -- not only on this doctrine -- by a 

"religio-political leaderN having the least impact on his 

subjects might not be possible to separate from politics. The 

political aspect is, therefore, inevitable, though not 

determinant of his motives. 

69al-~adi 'Abd al-Jabbar . al -Mughnï fi AbwEib al -TawhZd wa 
al- 'AdII vol. 7 (Cairo: Matba'at Dar al-Kutub. 1961) 86. 

"watt, "Early" 34. 



Abü Hanifah's relation to the doctrine of created Qur43n 

seems appealing. His belief in the createdness of the Qur'an 

was widely spe~ulated,~~ which subjected him to severe 

criticism. According to some accounts, however, he backed away 

£rom this belief .13 The authenticity of these narrations has 

also been put into question. As Mornin argues, 

There i s  incontrovertible evidence, in the reported 
statements of the Imam himself and those of his 
distinguished disciples, that he never held the 
doctrine of the createdness of the ~ u r '  an. 7 4  

~ o m i n  tries to prove his arguments by examining the Imam's 

statements in a l - f i q h  al-Akbar, along with the statements of 

his close friends and disciples. 75 

UNCREATEDNESS OF THE QUR' 

~ccording to Madelung, early Muslim scholars, it seems, 

were less engaged in detailed discussions about the nature of 

the ~ u r  'ân .16 They f elt cornfortable only with the assertion 

that the Qur'an was God's speech. But were reluctant to assert 

as a doctrine that it was the "uncreated" speech of God, 

although they believed it and always denied the opposite. As 

- - 

12~adelung, "The Origins" 509 .  

73'~lï Ibn IsmWf 1 al-Ash'ari, al -IbSnah 'an -dl al - 
Diyana (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-'Arabi, 1990) 57-58. 

74'Abdur-~algan Mornin, "Imam Abü Hanifa and the Doctrine 
of Khalq al-Qur'ân," Hamdard Islamicus 9:3 (1986): 43. 

76~adelung, "The Origins" 504 .  



Madelung argues, 

The early scholars in other words merely insisted 
that, the Koran is truly the speech of God and 
denied it is created without turning this denial 
into positive doctrine affirming its eternity or 
pre-existence. 77 

But when, shortly before the mima and its aftermath, the 

createdness of the Qurran was ernphasized, arguments and 

assertions refuting it proliferated, as evident in titles such 

as al-Radd 'Ala  al-Jahmiyya "Refutation of the Jahmiyya".78 

Although1 the Mu' tazila disliked being associated with 

the ~ahmiyya, 79 Ibn Taymiyya considerd the latter part of the 

MU' tazila, while al-Ash'arl, in his al -Ibana, considers 

both as Jahmiyya without any distinction." With regard to 

the uncreatedness of the Qur'an, the Ash'arites, among the 

orthodox scholars , al though dis tinguished by Ibn Taymiyya f rom 

the "Salaf",82 were known to be the strongest rivals of the 

Mu'tazila. 

Al-Ash'arï argues strongly for uncreatedness with 

quotations £rom the Qurian itself, but in the form of 

rationalistic explanations: 

1. God says, " For to anything which We have willed, We but 

77~adelung, "The Origins " 513 . 

78~adelung, "The Origins" 504-505. 

79~att, "The Political" 4 1 .  

'O~bn Taymiyya, Majmü', vo1.12, 163. 

8'al-~sh'ar~, al-Ibana 44-52. 

821bn Taymiyya, Majmü', vo1.12, 202-203. 
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Say "be" and it is" (Q.16:40). It is worth noting that this is 

the same verse used by the Mu'tazila in support of their 

doctrine, and the Ash'arites were following their footsteps. 

The Ash'arites argued that if the Qur'an were created, "kunw 

must be said to it, and in that sense " k u n "  becomes saying in 

itself. In this case, either the "kun" is uncreated, or else 

any " k m n  must need another one continuously, which is 

impossible. Since the latter is impossible, the former must be 

true, therefore, Godfs utterance is uncreatedSB3 

2. We read in the Qur'an, "Say: He is Allah, the One, Allah 

the Eternal, Absolute, " (Q. 112 : 1-2) . These verses as well as 
others show that the Qur'an contains God's names. If the 

Qur'an were created, then the names would be, too. This 

implies that His unity, knowledge and potence are al1 created. 

which is impossible; therefore, the Qur'an is uncreated? 

3. The Qurfan says, "The Most Gracious! It is He Who has 

taught the Qur'an. He has created man," (Q.55:l-3). This line 

of argument distinguishes between the Qur'an (uncreated), and 

human beings (created) . If the Qurlan were created, this 

distinction would have been unnecessary.8s 

4. The Qurran says, "Nor Allah (deign to) speak to them or 

look at them on the Day of Judgment," (Q.3:77). Speaking and 

seeing are both associated with God which He confirms doing, 

83al -~sh'arX,  a l  -1bana 4 2 - 4 3 .  

Bcal-~sh'arï, al -1bana 47. 

85al-~sh'arf, al-Ibana 55. 
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and f r o m  which certain people may be deprived as a way of 

punishment. Had His speech been created, so would have His 

sight. Since the latter is absurd, it is apparent that Godfs 

speech is ~ncreated.~~ 

About al-Ash'arl. 

Qur 'ânic quotations, 

States, 

It must not be 

and his predecessors' use of these 

along with their explanations, Watt 

thought that these are purely 
arbitras. explanations, forced upon the selected 
verses. They are thoroughly in line with an 
important strand in the teaching of the Q~r'an.~' 

However, since Our study is not meant to evaluate the basis of 

these arguments. we neither intend to compare them nor to cite 

each party's refutation of the other. 

ABSTAINING FROM THE CREATEDNESS AND UNCREATEDNESS OF THE 

QUR' AN 

There was a third party in this debate which, due to the 

simplicity of their position, was less enthusiastic than 

others. They simply believed that the Qurf3n is God's speech. 

But whether or not it is created, they were unwilling to Say. 

This stand was inspired by the fact that there is no explicit 

mention of either doctrine by God or by the Prophet Muhammad; 

nor is there any consensus among Muslims to that effect. To 

86al-~sh'arl, al-Ibana 58. 

"watt, "Early" 100. 



them, it was better to abstain from giving any opinion.86 

It is noted that majority of scholars, including Ahmad ibn 

Hanbal before the mirna had ab~tained.~' Only after the 

createdness of the Qurlan was explicitly held did assertions 

to the contrary become clear for many of the early 

abstainers Still, there were those who insisted on 

abstaining and were opposed to the affirmation of either 

doctrine. They included, Abü Bakr b. 'Ayyash, A b f i  Mu'awiya al- 

Darïr, Abü Usaah Vammad b .Usaah and Abü Yüsuf Ya'mb Ibn 

Ibrahim, the friend and disciple of AbQ Hanïfah-gl 

Although they hoped to avoid controversy, the abstainers 

were regarded as the ~ahmiyya/Mu ' tazila, '' and according to 
Ibn Hanbal, they were worse off than the ~ahmiyya.') Al- 

Ash'ari, not only considered them Mu'tazila, he also made do 

with the same arguments he used against Mu'tazila in refuting 

the abstainers' po~ition.~' As Ibn Hanbal argues, one must 

take sides and not abstain, "if you will not Say that it [the 

Q u r '  an] is created, then you should Say it is . Although he 

BBal-~sh 'ari, al-Ibana 63 . 

Bg~adelung, "The Origins " 520.  

''~adelung, "The Origins" 522.  

"~adelung, "The Origins" 519-520. 

g2~adelungt "The Origins" 521. 

93al-~sh'arl, al-Ibana 55. 

94al-~sh'arlt al-Ibâna 63-67. 

95al-~sh'arï, al-Ibâna 55. 
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earlier believed in abstaining and was quoted as saying, 

"whoever asserts that the Koran is created is a Jahmite, or 

that it is uncreated is a heretic (mubtadi ' )  . " 
He was also quoted after the nima, when asked about the 

doctrine, as saying, "it is the speech of God, uncreated. " 

Regarding these contradictory remarks  he explains, IV 1 

established it based on f irm knowledge only later, " (wa 'ana 

l m  uthbit-hu ma 'rifatan illa ba 'dl . 9 6  

These, then, are the three doctrines regarding the nature 

of God's speech, the Qur'an. Now, turning to the implication 

they may have on God as communicator, it is clear that none of 

the doctrines suggests that God does not comrnunicate. Speech 

is an obvious form of communication, which has been 

established for God by al1 parties except the Jahmiyya.97 

Yet, even a denial does not mean God does not communicate. 

This is because, like the Mu'taziia, the Jahmiyya believe that 

whenever God intends to speak or communicate, He creates the 

speech in something else. This, however, to the Jahmiyya 

96~adelung, "The Origins" 520. Madelung translated it as 
"1 established firm knowledge of it only later," which seems 
incorrect, because the pronoun "hum is taken as a genitive 
construction (mudaf ilayhi) instead of an object ( m a f  ' a l )  . The 
dif f erence this makes is , according to his translation, 
knowledge of it is established; while according to our 
translation, the doctrine is es tablihed a£ ter a f irm knowledge 
which, seems more appropriate. 

97 Ibn ~aymiyya, ~ a j m ü ' ,  vo1.12, 245; Madelung, "The 
Origins" 506. 

"1bn ~aymiyya, Majmü', vo1.12, 245; Watt, "EarlyN 32. 



does not mean speech as it does to the Mu'ta~ila.~' 

Certainly, it means communication for both, because creating 

the speech in something so as to be heard is still a 

communication. For communication is defined as 

the transmission or exchange of in£ ormation, signal 
messeges or data by any means, such as talk (verbal 
communication), writing (written communication), 
telephone, telegraph, radio or other channels 
within a group or directed to specific individuals 
or group. 'O0 

in order to establish the fact that God communicates but 

does not necessarily speak, the Mu' tazila shifted attention 

toward the implication of communication on society. It is 

impossible for a person to live alone, or for people to ignore 

each others' help; otherwise, none will accomplish his 

objective fully . Consequently, people should be able to 

express their needs, and hence to speak. Based on this, the 

Mu'tazila believe that Godl after bringing creatures into 

existence, wished to comrnunicate with them. Here the essence 

of communication is brought to full view. In order to make 

known their position on how God communicates, they argued 

further that to communicate, God creates the voices in certain 

things . 'O1 

Since God's communication is generally established, the 

'OO~ichard Webster, Webster's New World Dictionary of 
Media and Communications, vo1.2 (New York: Oxford ~niversity 
Press, 1990) 104. 

'O1a l -~az i ,  K h a l q  4 9 .  



modes through which He communicates , receiving li ttle 

attention from scholars, deserve further investigation. The 

following chapter will be devoted to describing how 

communication takes place between God and human beings. 



CHAPTER III 

GOD-KUMAN COMMUNICATION MODELS 

In the 20th century, the study of communication has grown 

very rapidly £rom simple and modest to more complex forms . 

Yet, it has received little attention £rom Muslim scholars.' 

Communication models have attracted virtually no attention 

despite their use in the explanation and simplification of 

complex processes. They can organize scatterd information, 

simplify complicated and arnbiguous processes of communication, 

and help predict outcomes or reveal new facts about certain 

realitiesm2 

The Qur'an has outlined three possible ways by which God 

communicates with human beings: 1. inspiration; 2. from behind 

a veil; and 3. sending of a messenger, (Q. 4 2  : 5 1 )  . These are 

cornplex processes of communication which, without further 

clarification, may be difficult to understand. As noted in the 

previous chapter, Muslim theologians have embarked on 

elaborate discussions on the nature of Godfs speech which 

confirm His act of communication. But the process of Divine 

cornrnunication, which is rather complex, was l e f t  unexplained 

in any details. For this reason, this section is dedicated to 

pursuing the process of the God-human interaction, aimed at 

'~ohammed A Siddiqui , " Interpersonal Communication : 
Modeling Interpersonal Relationship, An Islamic Perspective," 
The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences 5: 2 (1988) : 
2 3 9 .  

2~urendra Singh, "Models of Communication : An Overview, " 
The Eastern Anthropologist 37:1 (1984) : 16. 

73 



rnaking it as comprehensible as possible with specif ic examples 

taken £rom the Qur'an and through the use of communication 

models . This would be done by identifying, in each example, 
the basic elements the of communication process; namely, the 

source, the message, the receiver, the channel , the ef f ect, 

and the feedback. 

GENERAL GOD-HUMAN COMKUNICATION MODEL 

The Qurfan says, 

It is not fitting for a human being that Allah 
should speak to him except by inspiration 
[revelation], or from behind a veil or by sending 
of a messenger, to reveai with Allah's permission, 
what Allah wills, for He is Most High, Most Wise. 
(Q.42:51). 

According to the Qur4an, these are the only possible ways by 

which God may cornmunicate with human beings. 

In his AsbEib al -Nuzûl, al -WahidF relates the circums tance 

of this verse (sabab a l - n u z ü l )  , without a chain of 

transmission --namely, that the Jews asked the Prophet that, 

if he were really a Prophet, why then did fie not talk to and 

look at God, simultaneously, as Prophet Moses did ? They also 

asserted that they would not believe him until he did. But 

that, said the Prophet, did not happen to Moses either. 

Thereaf ter, the verse in question was then revealed3 for the 

sake of clarifying the modes of God's speech. 

This same ~radition is cited by al-Zamakhshari in his al- 

"Ali Ahmad al-Wàhidï, Asbab al-Nuzül (Beirut: Dar al- 
Kutub al- ' Ilmiyya, 1982) 2 1 4 .  



Kashshaf. Ibn Hajar al-'Asqalani's comment on it was simply, 

"1 have not found itW4 This shows that the Tradition has no 

source and may be unreliable. 

Without relying on that Tradition, however, one could 

very well Say that the verse was revealed in order to put the 

forms of God' s interaction with human beings into perspective. 

On the other hand, Ibn 'Âshür points out that this verse has 

been sent d o m  to negate the conviction of the non-believers 

that the Qur'an was not £rom God. The main purpose of the 

entire s ü r a ,  as he sees it is, is to establish that the Qurtan 

is a revelation £rom God to His messenger Muhammad.' The 

Qur'an is not to be revealed the way they -- the non-believers 
- - suggest. But that does not mean that it is not from God. 

This is because God speaks to hurnan beings -- Prophets and 

other people -- in only three modes as identified in the 

following figure. 

' ~ a l p ü d  al-Zamakhsharl, al-Kashshaf 'an haqafiq Ghawdmid 
a l - T a n z ï l  wa 'Uyiin al - A q a w ï l ,  vol. 4 .  (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al- 
'Arabi, 1947) 234. 

S~uhammad al-Tahir Ibn 'Àsh~r, T a f s ï r  al-Tahrïr wa al- 
Tanwïr ,  vo1.25 (Tunis: abDar  al-Mnisiyya, 1984) 140. 
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Figure 1 : God-human communication: General mode1 

This mode1 shows how God interacts t r i  th human beings . I ï 

Ceplccs God as the source of the messages, and human beings as 

the receivers. The media through which the messages are passeri 

to the receivers, however, Vary significantly both £rom each 

o ~ h e r  and £rom ordinary interpersonal cornmunication. God ar.2 

b. ..-... W... ar. beings are of dif ferent natures. This, coupled w i  th th.- 

f z c t  ziat huma2 beings occupy a position subordinate to G#3-,  



the media and the charnels of their interaction must reflect 

a superior-subordinate relationship. Hence these three modes 

(channels) of communication, namely, inspiration, £rom behind 

a veil and through a messenger. This is the reason for the 

vertical shape of this and the subsequent models --unlike most 

other models. It allows for a brief discussion of 

communication flow. 

Again, the model indicates the effect of the God-human 

communication, which may be either positive or negative. What 

is not reflected in this model is feedback. Because it is 

nevertheless present, it will be considered in our discussion 

of specific models. Generally, there is nothing like noise in 

God-human communication, as pointed out by SiddiquL6 But the 

way we construe this verse is that, with respect to some modes 

(the inspirational, for example) , there could be noise, unless 

the receiver is a prophet (Q. 22 : 5 2 )  . 

FLOW OF COMMUNICATION 

Unlike Lasswell's model, we perceive God-human 

communication as being vertical, with God at the apex, passing 

d o m  the message to human beings . Generally , the communication 
process flows either vertically or horizontally. This may be 

symbolized as in Figure II. 

. 

%iddiqui, "Interpersonal" 243. 
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Figure I I :  Communication Flaw Model 

Line .A9 sho?.rs a superior co~pncr,ic:sl~ irig xi tir 

sr?borCFnate.  I n  God-hurcan i n t e r a c t i o n ,  i! is G o 2  ar.6 3 ic rh-y  

kxztan 3eir.o - -  either a Prophet or a non-Prophet. , T h e r ~ f ~ . r - ; .  

. - - - - -- is a do..-rnward communication. Ir. o r d i m r y  h ï ra : i  

7 . .  c o r r n x i c a ~ i o n ,  -4 may be a parent, manager, or îeacher; r.-:R~ --: 

- - - = Z ~ J  Se a chilà, employee, or student respactively. 

:essage ir i  t h e  C o w n w a r à  conmunication i n  God- tumnr !  inierac:  i :. 

is =O be taken very seriously, as t n s r a  is aly;ays 3 

c o ~ - s e q - ~ e ~ . c e .  

OZ t h e  o t h e r  hand, B A  i nd i ca t e s  when the  subordIrir.=: 

coxL;inicates with t h e  superior; this is considered l~p-..:&:-r.l 

c o r - ~ u , r l i c a t i o n .  

- .  
- 1 ~ 2 s  C 3  end DC shox the interaction betxeer. c o l  les;--+.: 



based on mutual respect. Since God has no associate. the 

vertical shape of modelling becomes the appropriate and only 

choice. 

Beside this inexorable choice. the idea of making God- 

human interaction vertical is still supported by the Qur'ân 

and the Tradition. There are many indications in the Qur'an 

that God is "physically" above human beings. clearly 

suggesting that any God-human communication should be 

vertical. This is only if physical position counts. In fact, 

managers enjoy superior status and produce downward 

communication - -  even though they are as human as their 

empolyees -- because they are placed on top of the 

organizational structure.' 

1. The Qur ' an says "Do ye f eel secure that He Who is in heaven 

will not cause you to be swallowed up" (Q. 67 : 16) . Exegetes 

interpret the pronoun man (He Who) in this verse along with 

what follows it as God. Although there are other opinions to 

the effect that the pronoun refers to some Angels. al-Alüsl 

favours God as its reference due to some supporting evidence 

concerning the context of these verses.* In his Lisàn al- 

'~ichard Ellis and Ann McClintock, If You Take My 
Meaning: Theory i n t o  Practice in Human Communication (London : 
Edward Arnold. 1990) 131. 

e~ahmüd al-AlUsi. RU& al -Ma lani, vol. 29 (Beirut : D a r  
Ihyâf al-Turath al- 'Arabi, 1980) 1 5 .  For clearer evidence. see 
Q.16:45. 



' A r a b ,  Ibn al-Manzür explains that anything above is samà'.' 

In this sense. the verses establish the fact that God is 

"physically" above. 

2. God addresses Prophet Jesus in the Qur'an with the words, 

"O Jesus ! 1 will take thee and raise thee to Myself " (Q. 3 : 55) . 

Without engaging in any arguments as to whether or not Jesus 

died, let us simply assert that this verse confirms that God 

raised Jesus up to His place. 

3. We read in the Qur'an that "To H i r n  mount up (all) words of 

purity: it is He Who exalts each deed of righteousness" (Q. 

3 5 1 0 ) ;  "The Angels and the Spirit ascend unto Him in a day 

the measure whereof is (as) f i f t y  thousand years" (Q.70:4); 

"They al1 fear their Lord, High above them. and they do al1 

that they are commanded" (Q. 1 6  : 50 )  . Al1 these verses. together 

with many others where words like " a n z a l a ,  " "nazzala, " and 

"antalnZ, " l u  indicating how the Qurran was sent d o m ,  

support the higher position of God. We find this point worth 

proving due to theological differences regarding God's 

" whereabouts " . 

However, al-RazI rejects this concept of God' s physical 

location in the sama' in his interpretation of "it is He Who 

is God in the heaven and on earth; and H e  is Full of Wisdom 

and Knowledge" (Q.43:84). He says, 

'~bn al-Manzür, Lisan al - 'Arab al-Mubit, vol. 3 (Beirut: 
Dar ai-Ma'rifa, 1988) 210-211. 

10al-~ur'3n, 2:176; 3 : 3 ;  3 :7 ;  4:113; and 4:105. 
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This verse is one of the strongest proofs that God, 
May He be Exalted, is not physicaly in heaven. This 
is because, it shows that His relation to the earth 
is the same as that of the heaven to it. Since it 
is clear that He is not physically on earth and, 
yet, is God, so does being God of the heaven not - 1 necessarily make Him physically there.-- 

This a rgument  seems sound, but Ibn 'Âshür reveals that the 

purpose of the verse was to preclude the association of 

anything with God, and to establish Him as the only God in 

both heaven and earth. After d l ,  the polytheists believed 

that the Angels, in heaven, were daughters of God (4.43 : 15-19) 

while on this earth, they associated their gods with Allah 

Finally, there is a Tradition that clearly affirms that 

God is in heaven. This occurred when the Prophet asked a 

woman, who fell in Muslim captivity through war, "Where is 

God?" : "In heaven, " she replied. Due to that, the Prophet 

ordered her released, and added, "She is in fact a 

believer. " 1 3  Again there is a ~radition in which the Prophet 

categorically says "our Lord, God, who is in heaven. . . ":' 

"~akhr al-DXn al-Razï, al-Tafsll- al -Kabïr, vol. 27 
( B e i r u t :  Dar Ihya' al-Turath al-'Arabi, 1980) 232. 

121bn 'Âshür, T a f s ï r ,  vol. 25, 267. 

l3    thm man Ibn Sa ' id al-Darimi, Radd al -Imam al -Dariml 
'Uthman ibn Sa'id 'al3 Bishr al-Mirisi al-'Anid ('Abidin: 
Matba'at Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya, 1358) 81; 'Uthman Ibn 
Sa'ïd al-DârimX, Kitab al-Radd 'al3 al-Jahmiyya (Lund: C.W.K. 
Gleerup, 1960) 17. 

l4A.bti Dâwüd  al-Sijistani, -hi+ Sunan al-Mustafa, vo1.2, 
(Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al- 'Arabi, 1980) 1%. 



Beside this physical consideration of God, His stature 

and relation with human beings demand that His communication 

be downward, and that Our models be vertical. We have already 

mentioned why managers communicate downwardly; parents, also, 

enjoy a superior-subordinate relationship with chidren due to 

many factors, not the least of which is having given birth to 

them. By the same token, God is the sole creator of human 

beings; He is the provider of sustenance (Q.74:11-14; l L 6 ) .  

Either of these two aspects is enough for His superiority. For 

al1 these reasons, then, we strongly feel that al1 God-human 

communication should be vertical. 

THE INSPIRATIONAL MODEL 

T h e  Qur'an says, "It is not fitting for a human being 

that Allah should speak to him except by inspiration 

[revelation] " ( 4 . 4 2  : 51) . Inspiration is the f irst mode, 

channel and medium through which God comrnunicates with human 

beings. The term wahy in Arabic has many implications. 

According to Lisan al- 'A rab ,  wahy suggests a signal (al- 

i s h a r a ) ;  writing (al-kitaba); inspiration ( a l - i l h m ) ;  and 

hidden speech (al-kalm al-khafi) . More generally, it 

indicates whatever meaning is imparted to someone in a hidden 

or near hidden f o r ~ n . ' ~  Al1 these testify that wahy is a form 

of communication. Its root is waha or awba, meaning to 

'5~bn al-Manzür, Lisan, vol. 6, 892 .  
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whisper, make a sign or reveal? 

The Qur'an has also used it in a variety of contexts. 

Again, al1 of these reveal the communicative implications. In 

his Nuzhat a l  -A 'yun a l  - N a w a z i r  fi ' I l m  al -Plu jüh  wa a l  - N a z a  'ir, 

Ibn al-Jawzï reveals seven ways of Qur'anic usage of the term 

w a h y .  1 .  sending of a rnessenger ( a l  - i r s a l )  (Q. 4 : 163  ; 6  : 1 9  ) ; 2 .  

signal ( a l  -ishara) Q 9 :  11) ; 3 .  inspiration ( a l  - i l h à m )  

( Q . S : 1 1 1 ;  1 6 : 6 8 ;  2 8 : 7 )  ; 

4. command ( a l - a m r )  ( Q . 9 9 : 5 ) ;  5. speech 

notification through dream ( Q . 4 2 : 5 1 ) ;  

through whlspering ( w a s w a s a )  (Q. 6 : 1 2 1 )  . 

. ( q a w l )  (QS3:lO); 6 .  

and 6 .  notification 

. T - 

However, wahy technically ref ers to "al1 heavenly 

messages given to a selected prophet, either to irnplement them 

himself, or to convey them to a group of people."" This 

definition covers the Qur'an and al1 the Traditions of the 

Prophet. About the inclusion of the latter, the Qurtan 

explains, "Nor does he Say (aught) of ( h i s  own) desire. It is 

no less than inspiration sent down to him" ( 4 . 5 3  :3-4) ." 

Furthermore, this def inition is not exclusive in the f irst 

l7 'Abd al-Rahman Ibn al-Jawzï, N u z h a t  a l  -A 'yun a l  - N a w a z i r  
fi ' I l m  a l - W u j ü h  wa a l  -Nara 'ir (Beirut : Mu'assast al-Risala, 
1984) 6 2 1 - 6 2 2 .  

"'Abd al-'Ali Salim Mukrim. a l - f i k r  a l - I s l Z I m i  Bayn a l -  
' A q l  wa a l  -Wahy wa Atharuh f i  Mustaqbal a l  -Islam (Beirut : Dar 
al-Shurüq, 1 9 8 2 )  1 8 .  

'"Abd al-Majid al-Najjar, Khilafat a l  -1nsan Bayn al-Wahy 
wa a l -  ' A q l :  B a h t h  fi- J a d a l i y y a t  a l - N a s s  wa a l -  ' A q l  wa al-Waqi ' 
(Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islamï, 1987) 55. 



7 -  

seginerit of Q.42:51; r a t h e r .  it covers al1 t h e  rest . --  Buc k 

is specifically used for t h e  f i r s t  mode of  God-nuna- 

c o ~ r i . ~ u n i c a t i o n ,  as al-Razl points o u t ,  Decause it Is aE 

i r . s? i rac ion  (ilhiUn) to the heart which occurs  sudàenly 

( C u f  ' a )  . Theref ore. considering t he  original rneaning of wa.ky, 

-t 7 

lis specific usage here is more appropriate.-- 

4 

Effect 

Figure III: God-human communication: Inspirational mode1 

- - 
- -b iukr im,  a l  - F i k r  19. 

-. . - - d - R a ~ ï ,  al - T a f s f r ,  v o l .  27.  189. 
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The inspirational mode1 depicts the message £rom God d o m  

to human beings through one of two channels, either in a dream 

or in a waking  tat te.^^ Meanwhile, Ibn al-Jawzï, in his Zad 

al-Masir f i  'Ilrn al-Tafsir. is of the opinion that the 

inspirational mode occurs in dream alone." This mode is, 

however, considered semi-direct by al-Razl because, although 

there exists no intermediary between God and a human being, 

the latter does not hear God speaking.'( 

Specific examples of God's interaction with human beings 

through inspiration identified by exegetes, as illustrated in 

the Qur'an, are God with the mother of Prophet Moses; God with 

Prophet Abraham; and God with Prophet David. 

GOD'S INTERACTION WITH PROPHET MOSES' MOTHER 

The Qur'Zn says: 

Behold! We sent to thy mother, by inspiration, the 
message: "throw (the child) into the chest, and 
throw (the chest) into the river: and the river 
will cast him up on the bank . . . . '  (Q.20:38-39). 

So We sent this inspiration to the mother of Moses: 
"suckle (thy child) , but when thou hast f ears about 
him, cast him into the river, but fear not nor 
grieve: for We shall restore him to thee, and We 
shall make him one of Our messengers." ( Q . 2 8 : 7 ) .  

According to Muslim exegetes and historians, these verses are 

22al-~lüsi, Rüh, vol. 25, 54. 

"'Abd al-Rahman Ibn al-Jawzï, Zàd al-MasZr f i  ' I l m  al- 
T a f s i r ,  vol. 7, (Beirut: al-Maktab al-IslàmX, 1984) 2 9 7 .  

2 i a l - ~ a ~ ~ .  al - T a f s ï r ,  vol. 27, 187. 



connected with a particular historical event, which, due to 

its importance, necessitated God' s interaction wi th the nother 

of Prophet   os es, 2 s  -- as indicated by ma p-ha, to mean w h a t  

ought to be re~ealed.'~ 

T h e  gist of the story is that the Pharaoh of Egypt 

ordered the slaying of allz7 male babies born to "the 

children of Israel", in the hope of ridding himself of the one 

i n  whose hands lay the cause of the Pharaoh's demise, and with 

it the collapse of his dynasty. To that end, women w e r e  

deployed to register al1 pregnant women, so t ha t  no delivery 

of a baby boy would go unn~ticed.~' But as the Qurran 

promised, "and to show Pharaoh, Haman, and their hosts, what 

they were dreading f rom them. " (Q . 2  8 : 6 ) . 
In order £or the promise to be fulf illed, news of Prophet 

Moses' birth at first did not reach the royal family. There 

was the need for God's communication with Moses' mother, "so 

We sent this inspiration to the mother of Moses." Inasmuch as 

wahy being subject to various interpretations in the 

inspirational mode, it did not preclude the case of the mother 

25~ltho~gh the Qur'an does not give her name, some 
exegetes have speculated on it. 

26al-~azl, al - T a f s ï r ,  vol. 2 2 ,  52.  

*'sorne sources Say that, he ordered the yearly killing of 
baby boys by alternation, due to the intercession of some in 
his entourage to spare some of the children of Israel, for 
service. Al-eaf iz Ibn Kathir, al-BidZya wa al-Nihaya, vol. 1 
[Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyya, 1985) 223. 

28~uhamrnad Ibn J a r ï r  al-Tabarï, T a r i k h  al-Rusul wa al- 
Mulük, vol.1 (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif, 1972) 387. 



of Prophet Moses. According to al-Razï, six theories are 

possible. It may have come (a) through a dream; (b) as a f irm 

and sudden detemination in her heart; (cl as inspiration, 

which to al-RazZ was equivalent to the second; (d) as 

information obtained £rom Prophets of her time; (e) as 

information obtained from previous Prophets; and ( £ 1  through 

an Ange1 who appeared to her, as he did to Mary, mother of 

Prophe t Jesus. 2 9  

The message God intended to transmit to the mother of 

Prophet Moses was to "suckle (thy child), but when thou hast 

fears about hirn, cast him into the river, but fear not nor 

grieve: for We shall restore hirn to thee, and We shall make 

hirn one of Our messengers . " (Q. 28 : 7 )  . One may observe the 

timeliness of the rnother's knowledge of what to do; 

consequently. the message contained al1 the important elements 

to that effect. It is fascinating how this was revealed by a 

woman --whose name was never off ered - -  praised for her 

rhetorical ability upon reciting a poem of hers. She disrnissed 

any praise by saying, 

is this fher poem] considered rhetorics compared to 
Godis utterance "so We sent this inspiration to the 
mother of Moses: "suckle (thy child) , but when thou 
hast fears about him, cast hirn into the river, bt;t 
fear not nor grieve: for We shall restore hirn to 
thee, and shall make hirn one of Our messengers." He 
gathered in a single verse, two statements, two 
orders, two prohibitions and two glad tidings? 

2 9 a l - ~ à z I ,  al-Tafsir, vol. 22. 51-52. 

'O~bn 'Ashür, Rüh, vo1.20. 72. 
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The statements are: "We sent this inspiration to the mother of 

Moses" and "but when thou hast fears about hirn." The orders 

are: "suckle (thy child)." and "cast hirn." The prohibitions 

are: " fear not" and "nor grieve; " and the glad tidings are "We 

shall restore hirn to thee and shall make him one of Our 

messengers. " For this, al-Alüsi feels the verse 

illustrates perfectly the inimitability of the Qur'an.12 

This important information had to pass through the 

channels depicted in the model, either while she was awake or 

through a dream. The channel in this case may be vulnerable to 

noise. This is because she was not a prophet ~lthough the 

crucial importance of the message in this particular situation 

calls for accuracy, she is, in fact, not infallible (na 'sm) 

nor immune to "satanic temptations" ." Hence the possibility 
of noise. 

However, the above observation contrasts with Siddiqui's 

general assertion that "the channel is unrestricted - it 

should be as free £rom noise as possible. "" 

"~bn 'Àshür, T a f s i r ,  vo1.20, 75. 

" ~ b n  'Àshür, RÜh. vo1.20, 72. 

'3al-~âzi. al - T a f s i r .  vol. 22, 51.  

" m a d  Ibn Hajar al-'Asqalani:. F a t h  al-Bari bi Sha. 
SahZh al-Bukhari, vol. 12 (Beirut: Dar al-~a'rifa. 1980) 351; 
Ibn 'Àshtir. T a f s ï r ,  vol.25. 143. Even Prophets, who are 
supposed to be infallible and protected from Satan, face his 
constant attempts to corrupt God's revelation to them, whose 
accuracy God has insured ( Q . 2 2 : 5 2 ) .  



Yet. this is the only mode through which God continues to 

communicate with human beings. In his al-Mufradat fi Gharïb 

al -Qur'an al-Raghib cites a Tradition that "revelation has 

stopped. and what is left of prophecies are a believer's 

dream. inspiration. and subservience . ""  A similar Tradition 

is cited in Fath al-Bari. on the authority of Abü Hurayra: 

"There is nothing left in prophethood except prophecies 

(mubashshirât) . They asked: what are prophecies? He said: good 
dreams . "37 At the same time, these good d r e a m s  are not 

confined to sleep only." What is important is that these 

Traditions do not only confirm the continuation of God-human 

interaction, but above al1 they support its possibility. 

To identify the source of the message received in tnis 

channel as God is difficult. There is no absolute certainty in 

the case of non-prophets. as Satan is equally capable of 

sending such messages. Satan is described in the Qurlan as one 

"who whispers [of evil] into the hearts of mankind" (Q - 1 1 4  : 5 ) . 
"but the satans ever inspire (layùhûna) their friends" 

(Q. 6 : 121) . Signif icant here is the Qur'anic usage of "~-hGna" 

to express how "satans" communicate with s o m e  people. without 

the latter being able to see or hear them. This. at least, 

reinforces the possibility of God's interaction with human 

36~l-~usayn Ibn Muhammad al-Râghib, al -Mufradat fi. G h a r i b  
al-Qur'ân (Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifa. 1961) 516. 

38~uhammad ibn Sirin, T a f s ï r  al -ml& (Beirut : Dar 
:-:ahtabat al-Haya, 1986) 9. 



beings . 

what is said about uncertainty regarding the source is 

equally true about the message especially when the notion of 

noise cornes into play. One may add here that, the validity of 

the message -- if fully grasped -- depends largely on the 

authenticity of the source. Yet, in the case of Prophet Moses' 

rnother, the situation was so crucial that she had to trust 

both the source and the message. But if sol why did she 

hesitate and entertain so rnuch fear? "It is human to be 

afraid. " says al-RazL. He added that even Prophet Moses 

himself, who later heard God's comrnand directly to return to 

Pharaoh, was equally afraid to do so. '' 
~eanwhile, dream is acknowledged in Islam as an authentic 

channel of God-human interaction if the person is considered 

pious40 and is pleased with the dream." 

The mode1 further indicates that the message received by 

Prophet Moses' rnother had an effect. The effect was positive, 

because she complied with what she was ordered to do. C 2  This 

is indicated by the Qur'an in one of its rhetorical forms, 

namely, a l - ï j a z  (brevity). The Qur'an does not elaborate how 

or what she did; instead, it goes on to speak of the 

consequences of her cornpliance. 'Then the [household] of 

3gal-~azï. al - T a f s Z r ,  vol. 22. 52. 

'O~bn Hajar, F a t h ,  vo1.12. 361. 

" ~ b n  Hajar, F a t h ,  vo1.12, 369. 

4 2 ~ b n  Kathir, al -Bidaya, vol. 1, 224 .  

90 



Pharaoh picked him up ( f rom the river) " ( 4 . 2 8  : 8 ) . According to 

al-Tabarl, the mother suckled him for a while after his birth, 

and later placed him in the box and cast it to the riverSc3 

Feedback is considered very important in modelling 

communication processes. Its paucity in Lasswell's basic model 

along with Shannon and Weaver's own mathematical model, has 

been critici~ed.~' It is, however, not so important in God- 

hurnan communication, though it may be present. This is 

because, feedback is an element that makes the receiver also 

a source and vice versa, in which case the source lacks and 

needs the feedback in order to expand his knowledge of a 

particular situation? The Qur'àn depicts God as the "All- 

knowing" ( ' A l X m )  and "who knows the hidden" ( 'Alimu '1 -Ghayb) . 

"Verily, Allah Knows (all) the hidden things of the heavens 

and the earth: verily, He has full knowledge of al1 that is in 

(men's) hearts. " (Q. 35: 3 8 )  . Therefore, God needs no feedback to 

shape His subsequent communcation, as suggested by Osgood and 

Scramm's model, or by Dance's model in reference to human 

comrnuni~ation.~~ But this may not prevent people £rom 

producing feedback in their communication with God. Hence our 

model's provision of the element of feedback. either in a 

"al-~abari, T a r Z k h ,  vol. 1, 389. 

44~enis McQuail and Sven Windahl , Communication Models for 
the Study of Mass Communication (New York: Longman Publishing, 
1993) 15-17. 

45~c~uail, Communication. 22. 

46~c~uail, Communication, 19-21. 
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dream or in a waking state. 

GOD'S INTERACTION WITH PROPHET ABRAHAM 

Another example of God-human interaction reflected in the 

Qur'àn is Prophet Abraham's dream inspiring him to sacrifice 

his son. The Qurran says "Then, when [the son]  reached [the 

age of serious] work with him, he said: "O my son! 1 have seen 

in a drem that 1 of fer thee in sacrifice: now see what is thy 

view! " (4.37: 102) , 

The dreams of prophets, unlike those of other people, are 

considered revelation f rom God In the present example, 

God, the source. intends to comrnunicate with Prophet Abraham. 

the receiver. In a dream, the message may be either direct or 

indirect. That is why al-Alüsi feels that Prophet Abraham 

might have considered sacrificing his son as the direct 

message, or he might have seen something else and have had to 

interpret it." The latter would be indirect. The message, in 

any case, was to sacrifice his son. 

However, in his Q i s a s  al -Anbiya ' , al-Tha ' labi narrates a 

Tradition t o  the effect that Prophet Abraham asked God for a 

son. When he was informed t h a t  his request was granted during 

the visit of the Angels (0.11: 69) , he vowed he would sacrifice 

him then. Therefore , the message was " f ulf il your pledge" 

" ~ b n  Hajar, Fath ,  vo1.12, 354. 

4aai-~iüs~, Rüh, vo1.23, 128. 
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( a w f i  bi n a d h r i k )  This. of course. w a s  interpreted as the 

sacrifice. It also supports one of al-A~Yslrs views. 

Although al1 sources point to the sacrifice of Abraham's 

son as being the message, which son was to be offered in 

sacrifice was f ar more contentious . In f act , the disagreements 
were too great to be resolved- According to Firestone, "one 

hundred thirty authoritative statements consider Isaac to be 

the intended victim; one hundred thirty three consider it to 

have been I~hmael.'~* This does not mean that no one opinion 

has d~minated.~' But we shall not enter into this discussion. 

Clearly, the medium of the communication was a dream, "1 

have seen in a dream that 1 offer thee in sacrifice" 

(Q.37302). It should be "as free £rom noise as possible" âs 
- - 

rightly stated by Siddiqui .'- Ibn Kathlr in his al-BidSya wa 

al-Nihâya cites a Tradition on the authority of Ibn 'Abbas 

that "dreams of Prophets are revelations."'j Consequen tly , 

there should be no noise, particularly, when the message needs 

to be adhered to. Ariy noise can adversely affect the result, 

and that, in turn, may vitiate the purpose of the interaction. 

' g ~ a d  Ibn Muhammad al-Tha ' labï, Q i s a g  al -Anbiya ' a l  - 
Musammâ bi al - 'Ara'is (Cairo: Dar Ihya' al-Kutub al-~rabiyya, 
1347) 65. 

'O~euven Firestone, Journeys in Holy Lands: The Evolutions 
of the Abraham-Ishmael Legends in Islamic Exegesis (Albany: 
State of ~niversity of New York Press, 1990) 135. 

"~irestone. J o u r n e y s  151. 

52~iddiqui, " Interpersonal" 243.  

53~bn Kathïr, al-Bidwa, vol. 1. 148. 



Intimately related to the case in point is the issue 

surrounding Prophet Abrahamf s consultation with his son -- 

"now see what is thy view" (Q.37:102). This may beg the 

assumption that he had no con£ idence in the channel and its 

adequacy. But Al-Razï offers a Tradition af firming that, in 

fact he had the dream several times, indicating that he was 

certain. Furthermore, it is not improbable that t h o s e  d reams  

were supported by more firm revelation." Consulting his son 

did not indicate hesitation; rather, it was intended for 

several reasons, namely, to involve hirn in decision-making for 

a maximum reward for both, not to take hirn unawares, to ease 

the tension, and above all, to set a precedence in 

consultation. 5 5  

The ef fect of the message was undoubtedly positive, even 

though Abraham did not in the end perform the sacrif icial act, 

the Qurfan declared that he fulfilled his pledge, "We called 

out to him, "O Abraham! Thou hast already fulfilled the 

dream!" ( Q . 3 7 : 1 0 4 - 1 0 5 ) .  God did not really wish his son 

sacrif iced; instead, He wanted to test frophet Abrahams' 

faith.5"The Qurfan says, "For this was a clear trial" 

(Q.37:106). 

In the case of a non-prophet, the effect of t h i s  messege 

5 4 d - ~ Z i ~ l ,  a l - T a f s ï r ,  vol. 26, 153 ' 

5 5 ~ b n  Kathïr, al-Bidàya, vol. 1, 148; al-RazZr al-Tafsïr, 
vo1.26, 157; al-Alüsl, Rüh, vo1.23, 129. 

5 6 ~ b n  Kathlr, al-Bidàya, vol. 1, 148. Again, this does not 
undermine the question of God's attribute of all-knowingness. 



would be negative, because Satan would be suspected 

immediately as the source. Killing someone without a 

religiously valid reason is considered an evil act and, 

according to the Qurlan, God does not cornmand evil or bad 

deeds (Q.7:28), whereas Satan does (Q.2:268; 24:21). 

In the God-Abraham interaction. while there is no 

evidence of feedback, it is not impossible. This opinion is 

reflected in the model. 

GOD'S INTERACTION WITH PROPHET DAVID 

A third example of the inspirational mode of God-hurnan 

communication is between God and Prophet David. God says in 

the Qur'àn, " and to David We gave the Psalms" (Q.4:163). The 

example's pertinence here is more particularly due to the 

channel through which the communication took place. According 

to some exegetes, the ZabGr (Psalms) was suffused to him 

directly into his heart;57 it was transmitted neither through 

an Angel nor through a dream. There is actually not much 

evidence to this effect. Al-Ràzl and al-Alüsî depend on a 

Tradition on the authority of Mujahid, and most of the Muslirn 

historians neither mention this mode of transmission nor 

discuss the Zabür in any details 

57 al-~azi. a l - T a f s i r ,  vol. 27, 186; al-Alüsl, R ü h .  v o l .  25, 
5 4 .  

%ee for instance. Târ ïkh  a l - T a b a r i ;  Ibn KathZr's a l -  
Bidaya wa a l  -Nihaya; and Ibn al-AthIrl s a l  - K a i l  f i  a l  -Tarlkh,  
10 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyya. 1987). 



However, putting aside the Tradition on the authority of 

Mujahid for the moment, it is not impossible for the Zabür to 

be revealed in this fashion. What is worth rnentioning here is 

that, based on that account, the Zabür, unlike the Qur'an, 

would be expressed in Prophet David's own words. 59 

The authenticity of the channel is confirmed by the fact 

that the Zabür is considered by the Qur'an to be of the status 

of the other scriptures. Al-RazF argues that the words "and to 

David We gave the Psalms" were especially rnentioned to 

indicate that certain scriptures, including the Zabür, were 

not revealed in the manner of the Torah; and yet they were 

£rom ~ o d .  60 

According to al-Tha81abF and Ibn Kathïr, the Psalms' 

message consists of religious exhortations and pieces of 

wisdom16' which, whenever recited by Prophet David in his 

beautiful voice, attracted even the jinn and the animais? 

This would perhaps prove its effecti~ness.~~ 

Part of the Zabür's messege cited by the Qurlan is, 

O David! We indeed make thee a vicegerent on earth: 
so judge thou between men i n  truth (and justice): 

''~t seems in this sense to be equivalent to a hadith 
q u d s l .  

50al-~Zizïl al - T a f s ï r ,  vol. 11, 109. 

61al-~ha'labl, Q i s a g ,  192; Ibn Kathïr, al-BidZya, vol - 2 ,  
LI. 

62al-~ha'labi, Q i s a s ,  192. 

63~ltho~gh emphasis is laid on the beauty of his voice as 
an enchanting element. 



nor follow thou the lust (of thy heart), fo r  it 
will mislead thee from the path of Allah: for those 
who wander astray £rom the path of Allah, is a 
chastisement grievous, for that they forget the Day 
of Account. (Q.38:26). 

Meanwhile, in his short article on the Zabrlir, Horovitz claimed 

Muslims are indulging in apologetics when they hold that the 

Zabür, like the Torah, contains the prophecy of Prophet 

Muhammad as ~ e 1 1 . ~ ~  What interests us here is the hint that 

Muslims daim that there was an additional m e s s a g e  in the 

Zabür, one that foretold about Prophet Muhammad. In an attempt 

to substantiate this claim, however, 'Ali Tabari devoted an 

entire chapter of his The Book of Religion and Empire, to the 

~ubject.~' 

It should be reiterated that, as a scripture, the message 

of the Zabür should be free £rom noise, and that what Prophet 

David produced was exactly as what God revealed to him. For 

God has guaranteed the accuracy of messages sent through any 

prophe t . 

finally, considering the rneaning of the word wahyan in 

Q. 42 : 51, as illustrated by the examples above, it m a y  be added 

that God still communicates with human beings by means of 

inspiration. In other words, human beings may still receive 

messages £rom Godl either in a dream or by being directly 

inspired through their hearts. However, the message might be 

- 

64"~abür, " The First Encyclopaedia of Islam, 1987 ed. 

65'A11 Tabari, The Book of Religion and Empire, trans. 
A. Mingana (London: Benard Quaritch Limited, 1922) 88-92. 



highly intangible, since no one beside the Prophets is 

infallible66 or safe £rom entraprnent by Satan. It is said 

that when Prophet Abraham first had the dream to sacrifice his 

son, he hesitated and did not rule out the possibility of 

Satan being the source, only when it was repeated did he 

accept it as a message £rom God. The uncertainty of the 

source, the message and the channel do not necessarily nullify 

present-day God-human communication. Effect and a feedback are 

also possible scenarios in present-day God-human interaction. 

BEHIND A VEIL MODEL 

One mode of God-human interaction cited by the Qur'àn is 

£rom behind a veil, referred to in the phrase aw min wara 'i 

hi jab ( 4 . 4 2  : 5 1 )  . It occurs when God speaks to someone who 
hears Him without seeing Him. As put by al-AlGsi, it is 

likened to a situation where a king talks to some of his 

distinguished subjects frorn behind curtains, so that they 

could hear him without seeing hirn.'? 

Exegetes categorically cite the communication that took 

place between God and Prophet Moses as an example of what 

"behind a veil" interaction essentially indicates . 6"ome 

%orne Muslims believe that some saints are infallible. 
Ibn 'Ashür, T a f s ï r f  vo1.25, 143. For more on infallibility of 
Prophets, see Fakhr al-Dln a l - R a z i f  ' I s m a t  al -Anbiya ' (Cairo : 
Maktabat al-Thaqafa al-Diniyya, 1986). 

6 B a l - ~ a ~ ï ,  a l - T a f s i r ,  vol. 27, 188-189; Ibn 'Àshür, T a f s ï r ,  
vo1.25, 143. 



Believe that Prophet  Muhammad, t oo ,  heard and spoke to God in 

t k e  saxe mariner, in the night of ascension (laylat al-mi ' r a j ) .  

Sc: xe consiaer  that i n s t a n c e  t o  be di f  f e r e n t  frorn z h e  r . r c k ~ c i  

of suggested ~ r a n s m i s s i o n  from "behind a veil, " since rhe 

'>roghec msy have seen God. W e  will i n q u i r e  i n t o  this l a t e r .  

Goa-Angel conununication --although outside the scope of = k i r  

stuey-- is also seen t o  occur £rom behind a veii ." 2.t  

example to be thoroughly studied is suggested in the foilo-.-:ir.q 

~ . o à e l  . 

Effect 

Figure IV:God-human communication: bhind a veil mode1 

. - 
- R ü h ,  v o l .  2 5 ,  55.  P a r t i c u l a r l y  those v : i t n  w k ~ .  

Goci sgoke abozt t h e  creation of Adam. 



GOD' S INTERACTION WITH PROPHET MOSES 

The story leading to interaction between God and Prophet 

Moses is a long one. Since this section purports to Üescribe 

the process of interaction, the whole narration may be 

superfluous as far as Our purpose is concerned. 

According to ~usiirn historians, Prophet Moses knew he was 

going to comrnunicate with his Lord. The forty days of fasting 

( Q . 7 3 4 2 ;  2 : 5 1 )  was a preparation for that." Mhen he left 

his people under the supervision of his brother H a r Y n  and went 

toward the £ire (Q.SO:IO), the call came with suddenness. " O  

Moses" (Q.20:ll) - Where did that call corne £rom ? and who was 

the source? Although the verb at this point is in the passive 

form, "nod iya"  (he was called), the next verse discloses the 

source, "verily, 1 am thy Lord. " In addition, other verses are 

explicit about both the subject as the source, and the object 

as the receiver. "Behold, thy Lord did call to him in the 

valley of TuwaI1 (Q.79:16); "and W e  called him from the right 

side of Mount [Sinai], and made him draw near to Us, for 

converse in secret" (Q. 1 9  : 52 ) . '' 
Consequently, the mode1 depicts God as the source. He is 

clearly the subject of the call. In fact, one need not search 

far in the Qur'ân in order to be convinced that God was the 

70 'Abd al-Hamid Mutawi ' , Müsa Kalïm A l l a h  ' A l a y h i  al-Salam 
(Cairo: Dar al-Kitab al-'Arabi, 1947) 96-97. 

71~espite the fact that pronouns are used, the preceding 
verse clarifies the attribution. 



source. However, it may not have been that simple for Prophet 

Moses. Al-Razi considers two possibilities; either through 

necessary ( i . e . unref lected) knowledge ( a - l m  al -darür) , or 

through a miracle (mu ' j i z a )  . The latter was favoured by 

scholars, who speculated endlessly on its nature: a) That it 

was through a miracle which need not have been kn01.m to other 

people; b) that he saw the light shining from the trees up to 

the sky, and heard the glorification of Angels, after which 

the call came, followed by his response. Then Satan 

interrupted by asking him how he could have assumed it was 

from God. " 1 heard it £rom al1 sides and £rom my entire body" 

replied Prophet Moses, adding that "so it could not possibly 

have corne £rom anyone else"; c) that it was through an 

inanimate body ( jarnad) , and that in itself is a miracle. 72 

That Prophet Moses was certain God had been the source is the 

most likely possibility, seeing that the above are rnere 

speculations. 

The message God intended to impart to him was al1 that 

followed the call. This includes the whole lengthy 

conversation that took place thereafter. However, information 

about his prophethood with its responsibilities was the core 

message of God-Moses interaction. The repetition of the 

pronouns su£ f ix " yâ ' " in innani ,  and " a n a N ,  following the 

call, was intended to introduce and to emphasize the source, 

while eliminating any hesitation. But it may not accurately be 

-- 

72aî-~azi, a l - T a f s i r ,  vol. 22, 1 6 - 1 7 .  
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considered the main message, especially when, immediately in 

the next verse, it is followed by "listen then to the 

inspiration (given to thee] " !Q. 20 : 1 3  ) . Al-Alusï observes that 
God asked him to listen, on account of the importance of the 

following piece of information, one that needed his full 

attention. 73 

This marked the beginning of the actual message. "Verily 

1 am Allah: there is no god but 1: so serve thou Me (only), 

and establish regular prayer for my remembrance" (Q.20:14). 

Again, the emphasis based on repetition of pronouns is 

employed. Exegetes believe that the entire prophethood and its 

contents are cornpressed in this verse. First, tawhïd  

(monotheism) is established; then a general order is issued 

for worship, followed by a specif ic mention of prayer as an 

example of worship, perhaps due to its virtue and status among 
-, . 

the other rituals, as speculated by al-Alüsl.'' 

Significant indeed for this study, and closely relevant 

to communication, is the observation made by Ibn 'Àshùr that 

self-introduction between those involved in communication is 

vital to sound and smooth interaction, -- which is partly why 

the message began with "verily, 1 am thy Lord" and more 

specifically, with "verily, 1 am Allah."75 But introducing 

Prophet Moses was superfluous for, his name was pronounced 

7 3 a l - A 1 ü s ï ,  Rüh,  vo1.16, 170. 

7Cal-A1üsI, Rühl  vo1.16, 171. 

"~bn 'Ashür, T a f s i r ,  vol. 16, 199. 
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earlier by the source. The verse was considered to be of prime 

importance as a message also because it simply negates 

polytheism, the most hated activity of people as far as God is 

concerned (Q.4:ilG). 

Another important message resulting £rom prophethood is 

God's charging of Prophet Moses with a mission to return to 

Pharaoh in E g y p t ,  "go thou to Pharaoh, for he has indeed 

transgressed al1 bounds" (Q.20:24; 79:17). This, in fact, 

supports our thesis of t h e  prime message, because Pharaoh was 

worse than a simple polytheist; he considered himself the 

lord, not only of his people (Q.79:24) but also of the rivers 

(4.4351). To God, t h i s  was a totally unacceptable claim. 

Hence the order given to Prophet Moses to return to challenge 

Pharaoh. 

The crucial importance of this message ( Q . 2 0 : 2 4 )  is 

illustrated in the preceding verses, considered as a preamble 

to or preparation for the ~hallenge.'~ It was a remarkable 

observation by al-AlQsI, because it helped e x p l a i n  the long 

separation between the two important messages, -- namely, 

Q.20:14 and Q.20:24. 

How these messages got to Prophet Moses -- the channel -- 

is the intriguing question i n  this section. The Qurlan is 

clear about God's interaction with Prophet Moses: "and to 

Moses Allah spoke direct" (Q.4:164). There is, in fact, little 

roorn for argument over t h i s  matter. What is f ar f rom enjoying 



consensus is the form of conversation that took place. 

According to the model, God spoke to him from behind a veil. 

This is what exegetical books reveal; but whether or not he 

actually did see God is yet another ucresolved theological 

debate, part of which -- the nature of God's speech -- has 

been treated earlier. 

The Mu' tazila hold that whenever God intends to speak. He 

creates that speech in something else to be heard from it. In 

that sense, Prophet Moses would then have heard His speech 

from the bush, which would be regarded the speech of God only 

metaphorically . " Here, the bush would be the channel. 

However, the explanation was to be quickly rejecteà by 

opponents, who argued that the bush would, in tnat sense, be 

the actual speaker declaring its lordship to Moses. But this 

would be absurd and ~nacceptable.~' 

It must be adrnitted that the Mu'tazila's position is 

possible, and would not necessarily lead to anthropomorphism, 

against which they strove. But hearing the speech £rom the 

bush does not make it the speaker. The danger avoided, the 

arguments of their opponents would have lost their force. This 

argument is supported especially by the possibility that he 

heard the speech £rom al1 sides and through his entire body, 

77~bn 'Ashür, T a f s ï r ,  vol . 6 ,  37. We pointed out earlier 
how inappropriate it would be to use " t a k l ï m a n "  for a 
metaphorical situation. 

"~he MU ' tazila were irnpelled toward saf eguarding God £ rom 
anthropomorphism, which is considered a negative concept if 
there is nothing like God. 



a fact he himself used to authenticate the source of the 

message as God. Since he heard it through his body and that 

did not make him the speaker, heaxing it from the bush does 

not turn it into the speaker either. 

The ~sh'arites, on the other hand, believe he heard the 

eternal speech of God -- which in essence, is without letters 

or a voice; "and therê is no way of understanding that through 

the intellect," adds al-Alü~I.~~ Al-Maturidi is quoted as 

saying, "It is impossible to hear that kind of speech, and 

therefore what he heard was made of letters and a ~oice.~'~' 

Ibn 'Ashür elaborates the Ashlarite position that God creates 

a consciousness in Moses's hearing such that he knows Godfs 

speech without letters or a voice. This is illustrated further 

by citing a Tradition, on the authority of Abü Hurayra, that 

whenever God issues an order in heaven, the Angels hit their 

wings in subrnission; and after gaining back their senses, they 

are asked about what their Lord says, and they reply, "That is 

which is true and just; and He is the Most High, Most 

Great. ''" It is, therefore, possible that an mgel or a 

Prophet may hear God without letters or a ~oice.'~ In this 

case, the channel, as admitted by al-AlüsS, would be diff icult 

to identify. But since it is not impossible, it is, as put 

79al-~1üsï. R ü h ,  vol. 16 ,  169. 

B O a l - ~ a z ï ,  al - T a f s ï r ,  vol. 6, 200. 

''~his is probably quoted f rom the Qur ' an (Q. 34 : 23  ) . 

e 2 ~ b n  lÀshûr, T a f s ï r ,  vol. 6, 37 
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forth by the Qur'an, £rom behind a veil. 

Again, this whole description of Godfs speech by the 

Ash'arites may not tally with God's use of t ak l iman  in the 

Qur' an. According to T a f s ï r  al-Manar, it is possible enough to 

interpret the speech of God (as in Q . 2 : 2 5 3 )  in any form, since 

it is open to al1 possibilities, but it would be unacceptable 

to do so when specification or emphasis is made by the use of 

taklïman. 8 3  

What is interesting £rom the above is, that both the 

Mu'tazila and the Ash'arites admit that God cornrnunicated with 

Prophet Moses; that the communication was heard; and that the 

way it was heard was from behind a veil. For the Mu'tazila, 

the latter -- behind a veil -- is essentially r i g h t  because 

Moses heard it through the bush. For the Ash'arites, it is 

correct because it occurred neither through letters nor 

v~ice.~"d for both Mu'tazila and Ash'arites, it is correct 

because he did not see God (Q.7:143). 

The mode1 shows the feedback or the response of Prophet 

Moses to be direct xather than ocurring £rom behind a veil. 

This is because God hears and sees h i m  as he speaks. As a 

matter of fact, this notion is confirmed in the course of God- 

Moses communication when Prophet Moses and his brother Harün 

were asked to return to Pharaoh. "He said: "Fear not : for 1 am 

"~uhammad Rashid Rida, T a f s i r  al -Qur 'an al -+kZm al - 
Musama T a f s i r  al-Manar, vol. 6 ,  (Cairo : al-Hay' at al-Misriyya 
al-'ha, 1 9 7 2 )  59 .  



with you: 1 hear and see [everything]" ( Q . 2 0 : 4 6 )  . 

Consequently, the veil only affects the Prophet, and this is 

depicted in the model. 

The first feedback Prophet Moses sent was in response to 

Godts question, "And what is that in thy right hand, O Moses?" 

(Q.20:17). That was, "he said, my rod: on it 1 lean; with it 

I beat d o m  f odder for my f locks; and in it 1 f ind other uses" 

(4.20 : 1 8 )  . Among the characteristics of an effective f eedback 

are irnrnediateness and informativeness." It should be stated 

that Prophet Moses's feedback was not in response to the prime 

message, yet it was immediate. What is significant here is the 

informativeness. It means the feedback must convey an 

information already not known to the source. God is far £rom 

being perceived as ignorant of any situation (Q. 35 :38; 6 : 5 9 )  . 

The feedback, for that matter, was actually known to God. 

As to the wisdom behind the question, some exegetes feel, 

it was meant to produce calrnness ( i t m i  'nan) and familiarity 

( inas )  , such that a£ ter the rod turns into a snake he would 

not be afraid, and the miraculous aspect would be apparent. 

The lack of real new information in this feedback does not 

make it ineffective, as the question was ,  first of all. not 

intended to yield any response a£ f ecting the subsequent 

55~oseph A. Devi to, The Communication Handbook (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1986) 120. 

% s m â  ' Il Ibn KathIr, T a f s l r  al -pur 'an al - ' A ~ i m ,  vol. 3 
(Beirut: D a r  a b M a t r i f a ,  1987) 152; Ibn 'Ashür ,  T a f s ï r ,  
vo1.16, 205 ;  al-Alüsi, R û h ,  vo1.16, 177. 



message. 

Another feedback following God's order to Prophet Moses 

to return to Pharaoh was that long prayer " [Moses] said: "0 my 

Lord! expand my breast.. . "  (Q.20:25-35). What is unique about 

this kind of feedback is that it also called for another 

feedback, and that was exactly what happened. For a positive 

reply followed irnmediately, '[Allah] said: "Granted is thy 

prayer, O Moses!" (Q.20:36). 

Clearly, the e f  f ect of the communication was positive. 

The mode1 illus trates that God-human communication f r o n  behind 

a veil always has a positive effect. It does not occur with 

ordinary people, but rather with Prophets or h g e l ~ , ? ~  or 

with Satan? In the case of the Angels --which is beyond the 

scope of this study-- "they receive £rom Allah, but do 

[precisely] what they are commanded. " Q .  66 : 6 . This is 

equally true for the Prophets (Q.33:38-39; 72:28; 5:67). 

Al1 that Prophet Moses was asked to do as part of his 

prophetic duties and in preparation for his challenge of 

Pharaoh was positively responded to. He answered the 

questioneg (Q.20:18) and adhered to al1 the instructions he 

was given. The verse "he threw it, and behold! it was a snake, 

6Baï-~a~i, al -Tafslr, vol. 27, 189 .' Al-RbzI feels that, 
based on Qurlanic verses, God communicated with Satan, a 
subject that needs a thorough investigation. 

"~xegetes feel that the answer was more than adequate as 
he went on citing the benefits of his rod. Ibn 'Ashür, Tafsïr, 
vo1.16, 205-206. 



active in motion" (Q - 2 0  : 20) indicates his positive response to 

the previous command (4.20: 1 9 )  . To prove that he actually 
responded to "now draw thy hand closer to thy side" (Q - 20 : 22) , 

is to be inferred by the fact that, he did in fact carry it 

out later, when he was challenging Pharaoh and his people 

(Q.7:108; 26:33). Therefore, any lack of compliance and, for 

that matter, negative outcorne would have been anomalous wi thin 

a context of interaction from behind a veil. 

The next typical -- perhaps the only - -  exarnple beside 

the case of Prophet Moses is that of Prophet Muhammad. The 

latter illustrates how a human being can hear God's speech. 

This is elaborately illustrated in the Tradition of the "night 

journey and the ascension," which is considered an authentic 

Tradition. The Tradition transmitted on the authority of 

Ibn 'Abbas reveals that God conununicated with Prophet 

Muhammad, and the latter heard H i m  and replied to Him.g' 

However, Our mode1 does not categorically reflect this 

God-Muhammad interaction, because it is not considered to 

occur £rom behind a veil. Whether or not the Prophet actually 

'O~lthough with slightly d i £  f erent renditions , this may 
be verified through the Traditions gathered in Muslim Ibn 
Ha j j a j , al - Isra  ' wa al -Mi 'raj kama Warada fi -hlhay Muslim wa 
al -Bukhar l  wa al -Imam Ibn 'Abbas Radiya Allah 'Anhum (Beirut : 
Dar Maktabat al-Hayat, 1900) . 

'"Abd Allah Ibn 'Abbas, al - I s ra '  wa a l - M i ' r â j  (Beirut: 
Dar al-Kitab al-Lubnanï and al-Dar al-Ifriqiyya al-'Arabiyya, 
1983) 30-40. 



saw God as they were communicating is still debatableI3"ut 

Our decision to exclude it is based on the Traditon's own 

explicit denial of "behind a veil. " "Although 1 spoke to 

Moses, 1 did so £rom behind a veil on [Mount] sinai .93 s ut I 

spoke to you on a carpet of nearness (bisat al-qurb) without 

any veil. " 9 4  

The challenging question remains why was God-Muhammad 

interaction not included in the Qur'anic typology? Either 

Prophet Muhammad did not actually see God, in which case the 

interaction was considered f rom the behind-a-veil mode, g 5  or 

perhaps he did see Him but his was an exceptional case by 

virtue of the fact that it took place in heaven. To clarify 

this point, it should be stated that the verse in 4 . 4 2 :  5 1  came 

down to deny the possibility of direct interaction - -  talking, 

hearing and seeing --  between God and human beings, (in the 

context of this earth) . This argument gains strength in view 

of God's designation found in the Tradition of ascension, 

where the purpose was to differentiate between God-Moses and 

God-Muhammad interactions -- "on Mount Sinai" as opposed to 

g2~ith the majority including Ibn Mas'üd, Ibn 'Abbas and 
Ja'far Ibn Muhammad al-Baqir, believing affirmatively. 
(Q. 53: 13-14) . Al-Alüsi, Rüh, ~01.25, 56.  

93~ccording to this source, it is sür sina3 (wall of 
Sinai), which seems inappropriate 

g 4 ~ b n  'Abbas, a l  -1sra ' 3 6 .  

95~ossible as it may be, this argument seems to be a weak 
one in comparison with verses of the Qur'an (Q.53:ll-17) and 
Tradition. 



"on a carpet of nearness." Therefore, this exception 

legitimately justifies the exclusion of God-Muhammad 

interaction £rom the list, This is the reason for its omission 

in the model. 

MESSENGER MODEL 

tisted last among the possible modes of God-human 

interaction is the sending of a messenger ("or by the sending 

of a messenger, " Q.42:51). The exegetes interpret the 

messenger here either as the Angel Gabriel in particular or 

others in generaLg6 This means whenever God intends to 

convey a message to a prophet, or any human being, either for 

his o m  consumption or to be passed on to their people, He 

sends i t through an Angel. This mode1 should be regarded as 

the standard way of God's revelation to Prophets. Even though, 

G o d f  s communication with Prophet Moses £rom "behind a veil" 

that does not preclude sending Gabriel to him later.97 

Standard though the messenger mode may be for prophethood, it 

is actually not exclusive to Prophets. For Mary, mother of 

Prophet Jesus received God's message through an Angel 

(Q.19:17). 

GOD'S INTERACTION WITH ALL PROPHETS 

The mode1 in Fig. V. below, depicts God as the source of 

9 6 ~ b n  'Ashür, Tafsl'r, vol. 25,  144. 

"1bn 'Ashïïr, Tafsïr, vol .25 ,  143-144. 
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the message. He created human beings and jinn f o r  the purpocr 

of worshiping H i m  (Q.51:56). They neeàed to be informed aboat 

how to worship Him and, most importantly, about the o b l i q a t i o r .  

tc worship in the first place. This is viewed as the xessagc-. 

FigureV: God-human communication: Messenger model 

O this end, special people are elevated as messengers ts 

+. serve as intermediaries between God and the people, jC b-- u c 

that never  caused them to cease being human beings (Q.18:llG). 

- - 
'Ekhamad ' Ali al -Sabùnï, al - N u b u w ~ a  wa a l  -~-~i?ji~.,i ' 

!3~rascus: lfaktabat al-Ghazâlï, 19851  15. 



Because God does not speak directly to human beings, generally 

speaking. some Angels9' were made messengers r o  those people. 

This is show in the mode1 as the channel. Therefore, the 

chosen individual -- not just anyone -- becomes the receiver, 

and therewith the Prophet. Feedback is depicted as ocurring 

two ways; either through the Angel, or directly to ~ o d .  ~ n d  

the effect is always positive, because the source, the 

channel, and the message are always trusted. 

Examples of this kind of mode in God-human communication 

are numerous, according to the Qur'an. For God has sent many 

prophets and sent angels to all. P.. u s e f u l  distinction to make 

at this juncture is the one between a prophet and a messenger . 

According to al-Sàbünl, a prophet is "a human being who 

receives a revelation £rom God, but is never charged to 

deliver it," while a messenger is "a human being who receives 

a revelation £rom God with the order of delivering it to 

people. 'O0 

Based on these definitions, a messenger has many more 

responsibilities than a prophet, but every messenger is also 

a prophet, though the reverse is not truc.:" What is 

99~ctually, the Qur'an shows that Gabriel was the Angel 
designated for this purpose. 

'O'al-~adl ' Iyàd Ibn Musa, al - Sh i f à  bi Ta ?if al-Mustafa, 
vol. 1, (Beirut: Muf assasat 'Ulüm al-Qur'an, 1986) 488-9.  We 
use the word "prophet" more often, because that, as a lower 
level, indicates an automatic inclusion of rnessenger. This 
notion is probably adapted from the Qur'anic expression as it 
puts a seal on prophethood. "Muhammad is not the father of any 



significant here is that both receive revelation from God 

normally through an Angel. 

About the nubers of the prophets, the Qurlan does not 

offer any information at all. It only says "We did aforetime 

send messengers before thee: of them there are some whose 

story We have related to thee, and some whose story We have 

not related to thee" (Q.40:78); again, "of some messengers We 

have already told thee the story; of others We have not." 

(Q.4:164). Although the Qur'àn is silent about the number of 

prophets and messengers, only twenty-£ive names occur in it, 

and Muslims believe they are those of rnessengers . Io' This 

discussion about the prophets is intended to set the context 

for the messages with which they were sent. 

As shown in the model, the message cornes f rom God, passes 

through the Angel,  and on to the Prophet. Accordingly. it 

consists of al1 that is revealed to that Prophet, or what is 

contained in a Book sent to him. This implies that the 

messages Vary. However, there is one message cornrnon to al1 -- 

of your men, but [he is] the messenger of Allah, and the seal 
of the Prophets" (4.33 : 40) . If he is the seal of the Prophets 
-- who do not even have to deliver any message. -- then, coming 
of yet another messenger -- especially to be charged with 
delivery of a message -- is highly improbable. 

'OZ~ashid Rida , T a f s l I .  al -Manar, vol. 7, 501 .  Some believe 
the number is twenty-four, or twenty-three. The following are 
the 25 names: Adam, Nüh, Ibrahim, Isma'11, Ishaq, Ya'qüb, 
DaWd, Sulaymàn, A m b ,  Yüsuf, Müsa, Hàrün, Zakariyya, Yahya, 
Idris. Yünus, Hüd, Shu'ayb, Salih,  L a t ,  Ilyas. Ilyasa', ~hij 
' 1 -  , ' Ïsâ, and Muhammad. However, according to Tradition, 
wophets number UP to 120,000, of which 315 were messengers. 
Al -Sabünï, al -Nubuwwa, 14. 



namely, establishing monotheism and combating polytheism 

through both belief and action. In the Qur'an, God says to 

Prophet Muhammad "not a messenger did We send before thee 

without this inspiration sent by Us to him: that there is no 

god but 1; therefore worship and serve Me" (Q - 21 : 2 5 )  ; and " for 

We assuredly sent amongst every people a messenger, (with the 

command], "serve Allah, and eschew eviln(Q.16:36). 

What is special about these verses is that they show that 

God sends His messages through a rnember of the comrnunity, and 

that the most important of al1 the messages is monotheisml"'- 

- the worship of one God. The verses above confirm the crux O£ 

God's message, the clearest examples of which may be found 

with respect to some specific prophets .'" Those verses are 

enough to point out that, obedience and belief in those 

prophets as God's messengers are included in the messages. 

Yet, other versions of the narrations have spelled it out 

clearly.lo5 Strategically indeed, the words "so fear Allàh 

and obey me" are repeated in the story of each Prophet, often 

with only a few verses between the repetitions. 

At this stage, it is not inaccurate to assert that al1 

the prophets came to convey the same message. It would, 

'03whenever monotheism is considered in the Qurran, so 
also is polytheism, even without any mention of it. and vice 
versa. 

'''on Prophet Nüh (Q.7:59); on Hüd (Q.7:65: 11:50); on 
Salih (Q.7:73; 11:61); and on Shu'ayb (Q.7:85; 11:84; 29:36). 

i 3 5 ~ ~ ~ h  as Q -  26:105-108; 26: 124-126 ;  26: 142-144; 26: 161- 
163; and 26: 1 7 7 - 1 7 9 .  



however. be incorrect to hold this in respect of specifics and 

details. Clearly, in Sara 26 (al -Shu 'ara') , the messages that 

follow the comrnon ones express unique concerns. For example, 

the people of Prophet Lüt. who engaged in sodorny. certainly 

needed a different message frorn that of the people of Prophet 

Shu'ayb. who had a propensity for commercial dishonesty. 

Still, when it cornes to describing Godrs messages to 

prophets, the primary scriptures in Islam (the Torah, the 

Gospel. the Psalms. and the Qur '  an) . ought to be given more 
careful consideration. Individual distinctions become more 

critical when discussing the context of each scripture. In the 

present study, though, we are interes ted only in demonstrating 

the different aspects of communication. a survey - -  even a 

brief one -- of these scriptures being unnecessary. 

As we saw earlier, the standard channel is the Angel 

Gabriel. about whom the Qurtan says : "Say: whoever is an enemy 

to Gabriel- for he brings down [the revelation] to thy heart 

by Allah's wi11 (Q.2:97); "with it came down the truthful 

spirit to thy heart that thou mayest admonish" (Q.26:193-194); 

and "say. the Holy Spirit has brought the revelation frorn thy 

Lord in truth" (Q. 1 6  : 102 . Brief ly, these verses were revealed 

in order to gainsay the non-believers' clairn that the Qurran 

was concocted by the Prophet Muhammad --  "They say. " Thou art 

but a forger" (Q.16:lOl). Consequently, these verses were sent 

down . 

Having established Gabriel as the channel through which 



God imparts His messages to the prophets, we should now ask 

how Gabriel in turn conveys the messages. Basically, this 

happens in two ways. According to a Tradition, or. the 

authority of 'A'isha. Prophet Muhammad was describing the 

process to al-Harith Ibn Hisha, when the latter inquired 

about the process of revelation. "Sometimes, he [Gabriel] 

comes to me like the ring of a bell. That is the toughest one 

on me. After he relieves me, 1 would grasp what he had said. 

And on certain occasions, the Angel comes to me in the form of 

a man and I would grasp what he says to me. " ' O 6  

In the first form, which seems to be the most frequent, 

only the Prophet may see the Angel. 1 ts ocurrence, however . is 
confirmed by 'A'isha, who relates that "1 have seen him [the 

Prophet] sweating on a very cold day as he received a 

revelation- "'O7 People other than the Prophet may see the 

Angel in the second form. This theory is supported by yet 

another Tradition on the authority of 'Umar, who describes a 

person going to the Prophet and asking him some questions. 

Although, that person seemed to be familiar, none of the 

Companions ever saw him. When the man departed. the Prophet 

said after seeing that they had no inkling who he was, that, 

" that was Gabriel. who came to teach you [the fundamentals of ] 

lo6~hmad 'Abd al-Latif al-Zabidi, Mukhtasar -4ih al - 
Bukhàri al -Musamma al - T a j r ï d  al -Sa- li-Madith al -J&i ' al- 
Sahïh, vol. 1-2. (Beirut: Dar al-Nafa'is. 1986) 21. 

107al-ZabfdF, Mukhtasar, vol.1-2, 21. 
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your religion. n L 0 8  

No channel could in fact be more dependable. for the 

Qur'an has associated with it (him) al1 the necessary 

qualities required to ensure its credibility. "With it came 

d o m  the truthful spirit"; and "verily this is the word of a 

most honourable Messenger, endued with power, held in honour 

by the Lord of the Throne, with authority there, [and] 

faithful to his trust" (Q.19-21). 

Important for our case, is that, beside al1 the other 

attributes, Gabriel has a designated epithet as m i n  

(trustworthy) . Ibn 'Ashür remarks that, 'he is m i n  because 

God trusted him with His re~elation."'~~ In addition. 

not only was the bringer of the revelation, 
Gabriel. an honourable Messenger, impeccable of 
deceit. but he had, in the angelic kingdom, rank 
and authority before Allah's Throne, and he coüld 
convey an authoritative divine message. He was, 
like the Holy Prophet, faithful to his trust; and 
theref ore there could be no question of the message 
being delivered in any other way than exactly 
according to the divine will and purpose. "O 

This is an interesting commentary on these verses. accurately 

summing up Our point. 

There is no room for noise in this type of revelation. 

This is because. the messages are meant to reach the people of 

'08Abü Daad al-Sijistâni, Sunan Ab1 Dam-d, vo1.2 (Beirut: 
Dar al-Janan. 1988) 635. 

'Oglbn 'Ashür, T a f s ï r ,  vol. 19, 189. 

" O ~ h e  Holy Qur'an: E n g l i s h  Translation of the Meanings 
and Commentry (Medina: King Fahd Holy Quran Printing Complex. 
1411) 1908. 



those Prophets, while maintaining their accuracy. That would 

not be possibile with noise. But, two causes of noise rnay be 

considered. Firstiy, Satan constantly tries to corrupt God's 

message to His Prophets which, according to some exegetes, he 

is actually capable of.'" They support their argument by 

depending on the first segment of the verse in Q - 2 2  : 52 : "never 

did We send a messenger or a prophet before thee, but, when he 

framed a desire, Satan threw (al@) some [vanity] into his 

desire." A l q a  irnplies that he is capable and actually does it. 

The story of the gkiarani'q (cranes) is often used to 

illustrate this point as the circumstance of the verse (sabab 

al-nuzül) (Q.22:52). The story has different renditions, as 

related to Ibn 'Abbas -- most of which have no chains of 

transmitters but only one Cornpanion ( h a d l t h  m u r s a l )  . The story 

has it that, as Prophet Muhammad was reciting sürat al-najm 

(Q. 53 ) , reaching Q. 53 : 19-20, which mentioned some of the gods, 

Satan made hirn Say "and those are the elevated gharanïq 

(cranes), and their intercession rnay be sought." When the 

' - 7  polytheists heard that, they prostrated along with him.--- 

On the other hand, the majority of exegetes believe that 

this cannot happen and has never happened to the Prophet, 

arguing with the second segment of the verse, "But Allah will 

cancel anything (vain) that Satan throws in, and Allah will 

conf i r m  (and establish) His signs" (Q. 22 : 52) . This assertion 

" ' ~ b n  Kathlr, T a f s ï r ,  vol .3, 241. 

lL21bn Kathïr, T a f s ï r ,  vo1.3, 239. 
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appears to indicate exactly what God would do whenever the 

interference occurs. The exegetes' argumentation is supported 

by the fact that Muslims -- who were right behind him -- did 

not hear what the polytheists -- who were a bit far -- had 

heard."' This means that Satan did not corrupt the message 

by making the Prophet actually utter those words; instead, he 

made the polytheists hear what he intended them to hear. This 

observation was made by al-BaghwI . 

The other possibility of noise has to do with making 

error in conveying the message on tne part of the Prophet. 

However, God's promise to prevent this takes the following 

command . 

Move not thy tongue concezning the (Qur'an) to make 
haste therewith. It is for Us to collect it and to 
recite it: but when We have recited it, follow thou 
its recital (as promulgated): nay, more, it is for 
Us to explain it (and make it clear) (Q.75:16-19). 

As a result of the above, noise will not be depicted in our 

model . 

The model snows that f eedback may f low directly £rom the 

prophet to Gad, or through the Angel. It is direct because, 

God is believed to be the Most Hearing ( S r n i ' )  and above that, 

Most Close ( Q a r X b ) ,  much more than human beings often expect. 

The Qur ' an says , " It was We Who created man, and We know what 

suggestions his sou1  makes to him: for We are nearer to him 

than [his] jugular vein" (Q. 5 0  :l6) . In his Lubab al-Nuqii l  fi 

-- 

"'~ccording to some renditions of the Tradition. 

"'1bn Kathlr, T a f s l r ,  vo1.3, 240. 
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A s b â b  al -Nuzül, al-Suyütl narrates that . the believers once 
asked the Prophet about the proximity of God, with the hope of 

offering their prayers accurately. "1s God close enough that 

we may Say Our prayers confidentially, or is He at a distance 

that we need to ~all?"~'~ In response to that. God revealed. 

"When my servants ask you concerning Me, 1 am indeed close (to 

them) : 1 respond to the prayer of every suppliant when he 

calleth on Me (Q.2:186) .Il6 

These verses imply -- among other things -- that God is 

so close that an intercession between human being and Himseif 

is not needed. when it comes to prayer. Therefore, they 

coniirm the possibility of di rec t  communication. Still, the 

"angelic" channel is possible for feedback. 

~otentially, al1 the messages sent to the Prophets had 

salutary effects. But these effects may not have been viewed 

in quite the same way in the case of their people. The 

Prophets have carried out the responsibilities contained i n  

the messages. " If ye turn away, 1 [ a t  least] have conveyed the 

message with which 1 was sent to you" (Q. 11: 57 ) . That was 

Prophet Hüd declaring the execution of his duty to his people. 

The Prophets Salih ( Q . 7 : 7 9 )  and Shu'ayb ( Q : 7 : 9 3 )  did the 

"5 " a huwa Q a r ï b  fanuna jlh an Ba 'id fanunadïh? " 

x6~alal al-Din al-Suyütï, Lubab al-Nuqül fi Asbab ai- 
Nuzül (Beirut: Dar Ihya' al-'Ulm, 1978) 3 3 .  



GOD'S INTERACTION WITH MARY 

Mary, mother of Prophet Moses was not a prophet yet. she 

received a message from God through an Angel. The Qur'an has 

provided a complete account of her reception of God's message, 

considered as an example of the God-human communication 

through a messenger mode. However, as mentioned earlier. this 

is unique but not exclusive for prophets. 

In her youth, Mary had received a message £rom God 

through the Angels. The Qur'an says, 

Behold! the angels said: "O Mary! Allah hath chosen 
thee and purified thee -- chosen thee above the 
women of al1 nations. O Mary! worship the Lord 
devoutly: prostrate thyself, and bow down (in 
prayer) with those who bow down (Q. 3 : 42-43) . 

The message consisted of glad tidings and several commands. 

However, there were other messages, sent later, which were 

intirnately relatad to the birth of her son, Prophet Jesus 

(Q. 1 9  : 1 9 - 2 6 }  . 
Obviously, the channel was an angel. "" But an 

additional element worth pointing out is the direct appearance 

of that angel to her in the forrn of a man. Unlike the Prophet, 

'"~lthough it would seem appropriate to discuss the 
effect of God's message on people in general, we shall omit 
this since the latter were not the immediate receivers. The 
ef f ects of the messages were, therefore, considered limited to 
the prophets. 

"'~n Q.3:45, angels [in the plural] are mentioned. 



who may receive revelation through an ange1 in two foms, a 

non-prophet may only receive it through an ange1 in human 

form: "Then We sent to her Our angel, and he appeared before 

her as a man in al1 respects" (Q.19:17). 

The authenticity of the channel wi11 result in the 

credibility of the message. But how could Mary be sure about 

the channel -- namely, the angel -- particularly one appearing 

in the form of a man? It is believed that uncertainty, or 

perhaps fear, necessitated the angel's self-introduction, 

through the words, "Nay, 1 am only a messenger £rom thy Lord 

[to announce] to thee the g i f t  of a pure son" (Q.19:19). But 

as al-Razï observes, that was not enough, for she still needed 

a proof. It is possible that a miracle had happened by which 

she knew, or she might have been made aware of certain signs 

through Prophet Zakariyyâ by which she could identify an 

ange1 . '19 Moreover, that was not the first time miraculous 

things happened to her. According to the Qur'an, as a young 

girl, Mary knew how God can do unusual things, 

Every time he [Zakariyya] entered (her) chamber to 
see her, he found her supplied with sustenance. He 
said: "O Mary! whence (cornes) this to you?" She 
said "From Allah: for Allâh provides sustenance to 
whom He pleases , wi thout measure" (Q .3 : 3 7 ) . 

This means she needed little observation in order to realize 

that he was, in fact. a messenger from God. 

with a high degree of certainty, this communication was 

free of noise. The angel. according to the majority of 

n g a l - ~ a z X ,  al - T a f s ï r .  vol. 21, 198. 
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exegetes, was Gabriel, 12' whose credibility is strongly 

established by the Qur'an and discussed above. Regarding the 

distortion of the message. while there is little chance of 

noise occurring in interpersonal communication in general,"' 

this was typical God-Mary interaction where noise is leas t 

expected in order to produce a positive effect. 

About the ef fect of God-Mary cornmilnication, her response 

to the commands was positive. God used her as an excellent 

example of devotion and belief in God's commands. 

"and Mary. the daughter of 'Imran. who guarded her 
chastity; and We breathed into (her body) of Our 
spirit; and she testified to the truth of the words 
of her Lord and of His revelations, and was one of 
the devout (servants) (4.66:12). 

Suffice it to Say that she believed in the words of her Lord 

but, more appropriately, in reference to the previous comrnand 

contained in 4.3 : 43 .  her devotion is still made explicit. 

Again, in order to prove her positive response to the 

comrnands concerning her pregnancy and i ts a£ termath. the 

Qur'an. while omitting the rest of the proofs. only mentions 

how she practically adhered to the last command. Instead of 

answering her people, "she pointed to the babe" ( 4 . 1 9  : 2 9 )  . 

Hence, Cod's declaration "and she testified to the truth of 

the words of her Lord and ~ i s  revelations, and was one of the 

120al-~azl, al-Tafslr, vol. 21. 1 9 6 .  

'21~ven though it was between the ange1 and Mary. 
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devout (servants) " (Q. 66: 12) , i22 

lZ2Another God-human interaction that seemed to occur in 
this mode reflected in the Qur'an was between God and 'Uzayr 
( 4 . 2 :  2 5 9 )  , whose name, however, was never rnentioned in that 
narration. For more, see, Ibn Kathlr, a l - B i d w a ,  vo1.2, 40-42. 
Again Khidr, whose name was never mentioned in Qur1an either, 
seemed to have received communication from God (Q.18:65), but 
in a process which the Qur'an never expounded. But the 
possibility of that process may be considered, since h i s  
prophethood is debatable, with a majority of Musiims arguing 
that he was actually a Prophet. See Ibn Kathîr, al-Bidaya, 
~01.1, 305-306. 



CONCLUSION 

To identify communication models in the Qur'an, and to 

explairi God-human interaction through models, is a kind of 

interpretation, certainly a modern interpretation . 
Consequently, we have established that the interpretation 

of the Qur'Sn was inevitable for the Prophet and, after him, 

for "some people", with every succeeding generation. Although, 

interpretation by people other than the Prophet was finally 

condoned by scholars, under conditions justifiably considered 

religioüs, we still maintain that, for academic purposes, 

certain conditions such as "sound faith", should be 

relaxed . 12? 

However, we have show that if modern exegesis is to gain 

wider acceptance, it needs to be rooted in earlier exegetical 

tradition as far as approach is concerned. But, as we clearly 

demonstrated, the universal nature of the Qurfan, backed by 

our notion of "generational contextuality" and the ultirnate 

need for proper understanding, jus tify the modern 

interpretation. 

Regarding the use of models, and the need for making the 

Qur'àn comprehensible, we have show that models may be useful  

tools in explaining the Qurl an, especially God-human 

interaction. 

IZ3~or instance, al -Kashshaf of al-Zamakhsharf and al - 
Mizan of al-Tabataba'l rnay not survive the "sound faith" 
condition put f o r t h  by the orthodox, but they certainly have 
an academic value that cannot be denied. 



The study has also proven that God speaks, but in a 

different way than that of humans. This does not necessarily 

negate His attribute as a speaker. It seems, however, that no 

theological arguments regarding God's speech and its nature 

have any significant bearing on God as a communicator. This 

implies that they do not indicate that God doeç not 

comrnunicate. 

The Qur'ân has outlined three ways through which God 

communicates with human beings --  namely, inspirational, f rom 

behind a veil, and by sending a messenger. Ive have 

demonstrated that, as God is always the source and the human 

being the receiver, the message in the inspirational mode may 

be intangible, and its transmittence through either dream or 

heart, rnakes it vulnerable to noise. It is nonetheless, the 

only mode through which God continues to communicate with 

human beings. 

In the "behind a veil" mode, God speaks directly to a 

person, with the latter hearing Him without seeing H i m .  

Prophet Moses is said to have had the privilege of conversing 

with God in that fashion. Some scholars believe that Prophet 

Muhammad also did when he ascended to heaven. However, based 

on the Tradition of "the night journey and ascension", we 

excluded God-Muhammad interaction f rom the "behind a veil" 

mode. Contrary to the inspirational, this mode is free of 

noise. 

Gabriel is the channel in the "messenger mode." That is 



the standard way in which God interacts with prophets, 

although not exclusively s o .  Even though some exegetes and 

historians see the possibility of noise here, we have proven 

otherwise. 

A l 1  God-human communication has a positive effect  as we 

saw. except perhaps in the inspirational mode, where the 

source, the channel, and the message may be uncertain. 

Feedback, the paucity of which in other communication 

models subjects them to citicism. is however not overly 

important in God-human interaction. Although God does not need 

feedback to shape His subsequent communication, it may exist 

in God-human interaction; hence, its reflection in the models. 
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