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haste?’ (83) 

He answered: ‘They are treading in my footsteps, 
while I have hastened to You, my Lord, so that 
You might be well-pleased with me.’ (84) 

Said He: ‘Then [know that] in your absence We 
have put your people to a test, and the Sāmiriy 
has led them astray.’ (85) 

Thus Moses returned to his people full of wrath 
and sorrow: ‘My people,’ he said, ‘Did not your 
Lord hold out a goodly promise to you? Did, 
then, [the fulfilment of] this promise seem to you 
too long in coming? Or are you determined to see 
your Lord’s condemnation fall upon you, and so 
you broke your promise to me?’ (86) 

They answered: ‘We did not break our promise 
to you of our own free-will, but we were loaded 
with the burdens of the [Egyptian] people’s 
ornaments, and so we threw them [into the fire], 
and likewise this Sāmiriy threw.’ (87) 

Thus he produced for them the effigy of a calf, 
which made a lowing sound. ‘This,’ they said, ‘is 
your deity and the deity of Moses; but he has 
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forgotten.’ (88) 

Why! Did they not see that it could not give them 
any response, and that it could neither harm nor 
benefit them? (89) 

And, indeed, Aaron had said to them earlier: 
‘My people! You are but being tempted to evil by 
this calf. Your only Lord is the Most Merciful! 
Follow me, then, and do as I bid you.’ (90) 

But they had replied: ‘By no means shall we cease 
worshipping it until Moses comes back to us.’ 
(91) 

[Moses] said: Aaron! What has prevented you, 
when you saw that they had gone astray, (92) 

from following me? Why have you disobeyed me?’ 
(93) 

‘Son of my mother,’ he replied, ‘do not seize me by 
my beard, or by my head! I was afraid that you 
might say, “You have caused a split among the 
Israelites and did not wait for my orders.”‘ (94) 

Said [Moses]: ‘What is then your case, Sāmiriy?’ 
(95) 
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He answered: ‘I have gained insight into 
something which they were unable to see; and so I 
took a handful of dust from the trail of the 
messenger and flung it away; for thus has my 
mind prompted me to act.’ (96) 

Said [Moses]: ‘Begone, then! It shall be your lot 
to say throughout your life, “Do not touch me.” 
But you shall be faced with a destiny from which 
you shall have no escape. Now look at this deity 
of yours to whose worship you have become so 
devoted: we shall most certainly burn it, and then 
scatter it far and wide over the sea.’ (97) 

Your only deity is God, other than whom there is 
no deity. His knowledge encompasses all things. 
(98) 
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Knowledge Going Deeper than Secrets 

Ţā Hā. We did not bestow this Qur’ān on you from on high to cause you distress, but 
only as an admonition to the God-fearing. It is a revelation from Him who has created 
the earth and the high heavens, the Most Merciful, established on the throne of His 
almightiness. To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth, as well as all that 
is between them, and underneath the soil. If you say anything aloud, then [know that] 
He knows all that is secret, as well as all that is yet more hidden. [He is] God; there is 
no deity other than Him. His alone are all the attributes of perfection. (Verses 1-8) 

These opening verses give the sūrah a tender start beginning with two letter 
sounds, Ţā Ha, to indicate that this sūrah, like the entire Qur’ān, is made up of letters 
from the Arabic alphabet, as we have explained in earlier volumes. The two letters 
chosen here have the same sound-ending as the verses of the sūrah. 

We then have a reference to the Qur’ān, in the same way as other sūrahs 
commencing with separate letters, but the reference here is made in the form of an 
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address to the Prophet [peace be on him] . “We did not bestow this Qur’ān on you from 
on high to cause you distress.” (Verse 2) We have not revealed this Qur’ān so that it 
leads you to a state of distress. We do not want to make things hard for you requiring 
that you recite it in worship going beyond the limits of human ability. In fact, the 
Qur’ān is made easy for remembrance, and whatever requirements and duties it 
imposes are easy for people to fulfil. It only imposes duties that are well within 
human ability. Reciting it during worship is a blessing, providing us with an 
opportunity to be in touch with the Supreme Society from whom we derive strength, 
reassurance, contentment and a feeling of companionship. 

Nor did We reveal this Qur’ān so that you would become distressed when people 
refused to accept it as divine revelation. You are not required to force them to faith, 
nor to overstretch yourself in trying to convince them of the truth of your message. 
This Qur’ān is bestowed from on high to you as a reminder and a warning: “But only 
as an admonition to the God-fearing.” (Verse 3) 

When God’s Messenger gives such an admonition, reminding people of God and 
warning them against disbelief and disobedience of God’s orders, his mission is 
fulfilled. God’s Messenger is not required to open sealed hearts, nor is it his task to 
overpower minds and souls. This can only be done by God, who has bestowed this 
Qur’ān from on high. He is the One who is in full control of the whole universe and 
who knows every heart’s secrets: “It is a revelation from Him who has created the earth 
and the high heavens, the Most Merciful, established on the throne of His almightiness. To 
Him belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth, as well as all that is between them, and 
underneath the soil.” (Verses 4-6) 

The One who has revealed this Qur’ān is God who created the earth and the high 
heavens. This shows that the revelation of the Qur’ān is a universal phenomenon, 
like the creation of the heavens and earth. It is a revelation from on high. The sūrah 
thus links the laws that govern the universe with those that bring revelation. There is 
thus perfect harmony here between the high heavens, the earth and the Qur’ān, 
revealed as it is from on high to the earth. 

The One who bestowed the Qur’ān from on high, and created the earth and the 
high heavens is God, the ‘Most Merciful’. Hence, He has not given it to His servant, 
Muĥammad, to cause him distress. His attribute of limitless grace is highlighted here 
to emphasize this. Besides, He is the One in control of the whole universe, God, “the 
Most Merciful, established on the throne of His almightiness.” This is an expression 
indicating complete control and total power. So, the fate of all people is in His hands, 
while His Messenger’s role is only to admonish those who are God-fearing.§ 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Istiwā’ attribute, please refer to section 1.1 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ān. 
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But in addition to His control of the universe, He has complete dominion: “To Him 
belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth, as well as all that is between them, and 
underneath the soil.” (Verse 6) Scenes of the universe are used to highlight the 
concepts of dominion and knowledge in a way that can be understood by human 
intellect. Otherwise, the reality is much greater than this. God is the owner of all 
existence, and this is greater by far than all creatures in the heavens, the earth, and in 
between them and what is under the soil. 

God’s knowledge encompasses everything in His dominion: “If you say anything 
aloud, then [know that] He knows all that is secret, as well as all that is yet more hidden.” 
(Verse 7) Again there is perfect harmony between the inferences from this verse 
speaking about God’s knowledge of secrets and what is more deeply hidden on the 
one hand and the verse speaking of God’s dominion on the other. We note the 
contrast between what is visible in the universe and what is open of people’s words, 
and also between what is hidden under the soil and that which is hidden in people’s 
thoughts: that is, secret thoughts and things more deeply hidden. A secret is covered 
in shrouds, and what is ‘more hidden’ denotes further degrees of covering, as in the 
case of something buried very deep underground. 

This address provides the Prophet with reassurance, comfort and knowledge that 
God listens to him. He does not leave him alone to feel distressed by his task of 
delivering the message of the Qur’ān, or facing the unbelievers alone without 
support. If the Prophet appeals to his Lord aloud, he should know that God knows 
all secrets and what is buried deeper than secrets. When we realize that God is near 
to us, knowing our thoughts and secret appeals, we are reassured and content. We 
no longer feel our isolation in the midst of hostile opponents who reject our faith and 
entertain different views. 

This section concludes with a declaration of God’s oneness, after stating His total 
dominion, control and perfect knowledge: “He is God; there is no deity other than Him. 
His alone are all the attributes of perfection.” (Verse 8) The Arabic term, husnā, rendered 
here as ‘perfection’ is specially selected to contribute to the rhythm while also adding 
to the general ambience of grace and care which is characteristic of the whole sūrah 
and of its opening in particular. 

More Details about Moses 

Now God begins to tell His Messenger, Muĥammad, the story of Moses, as an 
example of the care He takes of those whom He chooses to hear His message. 
Accounts of Moses are more frequent in the Qur’ān than those of all other 
messengers. This history is given in the Qur’ān in episodes, each of which fits 
perfectly with the general theme of the sūrah in which it occurs. So far, we have seen 
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such episodes in Sūrah 2, The Cow; 5, The Repast; 7, The Heights; 10, Jonah; 17, The 
Night Journey; and 18, The Cave. Other references are also made in later sūrahs. 

The account given in Sūrah 5, The Repast, tells how the Children of Israel stood at 
a distance from the Holy Land, refusing to enter it because of the powerful residents 
living there. In Sūrah 18, The Cave, also in this volume, we saw Moses’ encounter 
with the pious man and what occurred when the two travelled together. Here, 
however, we have a long and detailed history covering several episodes, as was the 
case in Sūrahs 2, 7, and 10. The episodes given in each sūrah may be totally different, 
but where there are similarities, these are portrayed from different angles, so that 
they fit more perfectly with the general line of the sūrah in which they occur. 

Thus, in Sūrah 2, The Cow, Moses’ story is preceded by that of Adam and how he 
was honoured in heaven, how he was given charge of the earth and the grace God 
bestowed on him when He granted him forgiveness. In the same vein, the story of 
Moses and the Children of Israel provides a reminder of God’s grace, God’s covenant 
with them, their salvation from Pharaoh, their prayer for rain and how they were 
given manna and quails for food. It also mentions Moses’ appointment with his Lord 
and how the Children of Israel took to worshipping the calf in his absence, God’s 
forgiveness and binding covenant under the mountain, their breach of the Sabbath 
and the story of the cow. 

In Sūrah 7, The Heights, Moses’ story is preceded by warnings and an outline of 
the fate suffered by earlier communities who denied God’s messages after they were 
given different signs and miracles. Hence, the story in this sūrah begins at the point 
when Moses was given his message. It refers to the various signs given to him, such 
as his staff and hand, as well as the floods, locusts, ants, frogs and blood, and speaks 
in detail about the encounter with the sorcerers, the fate of Pharaoh and his people. It 
then mentions how the Israelites worshipped the calf in Moses’ absence. It 
culminates with an announcement of the heritage of God’s grace and guidance being 
passed over to those who follow the last Messenger, the unlettered Prophet. 

In Sūrah 10, Jonah, Moses’ story is preceded by a short account of the destruction 
of earlier communities for rejecting God’s guidance despite the clear evidence 
provided for them. The account of Moses given in this sūrah again begins with his 
message and his encounter with the sorcerers, followed by a detailed picture of the 
destruction of Pharaoh and his army. In the present sūrah, this comes immediately 
after the opening verses which speak about the grace God bestows on those whom 
He selects to convey His message. The story has the same aura of divine grace, 
starting with the dialogue between Moses and God. It includes examples of the care 
God took of Moses and the support He gave him. It mentions that such care started 
long before his message, during his early childhood, when God provided him with 
protection and love: “I lavished My love on you, so that you may be reared under My 
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watchful eye.” (Verse 39) 

An Address from On High 

Have you learnt the story of Moses? When he saw a fire, he said to his family: ‘Wait 
here! I perceive a fire. Perhaps I can bring you a lighted torch, or find some guidance 
at the fire.’” (Verses 9-10) 

The Prophet is asked a rhetorical question about whether or not he had heard of 
Moses’ history and how it reflects God’s grace and the guidance He provides for 
those whom He chooses as His messengers. 

Here we see Moses (peace be upon him) on the road between Madyan and Egypt, 
close to Mount Sinai, returning with his wife after he had completed the term he had 
agreed with the Prophet Shu`ayb. This agreement meant that Shu`ayb would give 
him one of his two daughters in marriage in return for eight or ten years during 
which he would be his assistant. He most probably spent ten years before he felt that 
he could leave with his wife to return to the country where he grew up. There the 
Children of Israel, Moses’ people, lived in subjugation.1 

Why is he returning to Egypt having fled there after killing an Egyptian whom he 
found quarrelling with an Israelite? He had after all found safe refuge with Shu`ayb, 
his father-in-law. So why would he leave that place of security and return to Egypt? 
Here we see human homesickness as the tool used by God to bring Moses to the 
place where he was to play an important role. Thus is life. We are motivated by 
feelings, passions, aspirations, hopes and memories, but all these are merely the 
outward causes of the desired result. They are what we see on the surface, but below 
them is the will that no sight can see. It is God’s will, and He is the Almighty who 
accomplishes everything He wants. 

Thus we see Moses on his way back to Egypt, losing his way in the desert, 
accompanied only by his wife, and perhaps a servant. He loses his way in the 
darkness of the night in the open desert. We sense this from the way he says to his 
companions: “Wait here! I perceive a fire. Perhaps I can bring you a lighted torch, or find 
some guidance at the fire.” (Verse 10) People living in the desert normally lit their fires 
o high ground so that those travelling at night could see it, find their way or come 
over to it where they would find a welcome and hospitality, as well as directions to 
continue their journey. 

Moses saw the fire as he was walking through the desert and he was warmed by 

                                                 
1 An account of the situation the Children of Israel lived under occurs in Sūrah 28, The Story, which 
was revealed earlier than the present sūrah. 
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hope. He moved towards it in order to fetch a firebrand, as night in the desert is 
normally cold. He also felt he might find some guidance as to which direction to 
travel in. He went there to bring back a torch, but was in for a great surprise. For he 
found the fire that warms souls and spirits, and provides guidance for the greatest 
journey of all: 

But when he came close to it, a voice called out to him: Moses, I am your Lord! Take 
off your sandals, for you are in the sacred valley of Ţuwā. Know that I have chosen 
you. Listen, then, to what is being revealed. Indeed, I alone am God; there is no deity 
other than Me. So, worship Me alone, and establish regular prayer to celebrate My 
praise. Although I have chosen to keep it hidden, the Last Hour is bound to come, so 
that every soul may be rewarded in accordance with what it strove for. Hence, let not 
anyone who does not believe in its coming and follows only his own desires turn your 
thoughts from it, lest you perish.’ (Verses 11-16) 

This is an awe-inspiring scene. We shudder as we imagine Moses alone in the open desert, 
engulfed in the complete darkness and silence of the night, making his way towards the fire 
by the side of the mountain. Then suddenly, the whole universe echoes the great address: 
“Moses, I am your Lord! Take off your sandals, for you are in the sacred valley of Ţuwā. Know that I have 
chosen you. Listen, then, to what is being revealed.” (Verses 12-13) 

That small, insignificant particle that is a human being is here faced with that great majesty 
which no human can envisage. Compared with such majesty, the heavens and earth shrink 
into insignificance. Nevertheless, that human being received a divine address from on high. 
How? We only say: by God’s grace! How else? At that moment, all humanity, represented by 
Moses (peace be upon him), is elevated. 

It is sufficient for a human being to receive this grace for one moment. Humanity 
as a whole is honoured by simply having the ability to sustain such a communication 
in some way. Yet how does it occur? We do not know. It is not the function of the 
human mind to judge. All that we can do is to look on in admiration and believe 
what we see. 

“When he came close to it, a voice called out to him: Moses.” (Verse 11) The calling out 
is expressed in the original Arabic text in the passive voice with no reference to who 
or what made the address. In English we say, ‘a voice called out’. We cannot define 
the source of this address, its direction, form or nature; nor can we be sure how 
Moses heard or received it. There was simply an address of a certain nature and it 
was received accordingly. We accept that this has taken place, without asking how, 
because that is part of the way in which God accomplishes His business.§ 

                                                 
§ For further discussion on the Kalām attribute, please refer to section 1.5 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur’ān.’ 
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“Moses, I am your Lord! Take off your sandals, for you are in the sacred valley of Ţuwā.” 
(Verse 12) You are in the presence of God Almighty, so take off your shoes. You must 
not step with your shoes in the valley over which God’s presence is made. “Know that 
I have chosen you.” (Verse 13) What honour is granted to the man chosen directly by 
God. Moses is, after all, merely one servant among the great multitude living on a 
planet that is no more than a small particle in a much larger group. Yet this group is 
merely a small particle in the great universe. This universe came into existence when 
God willed it to exist. We can thus imagine the great care God has taken of man. 

When this announcement of God’s honour, reflected in God’s selection of Moses 
as His messenger is made, he is asked to prepare for what is coming by taking off his 
sandals. Then he is told to be ready to learn: “Listen, then, to what is being revealed.” 
(Verse 13) 

This brief revelation sums up three crucial aspects of the divine faith: belief in 
God’s oneness, addressing all worship to Him alone, and belief in the Last Hour. 
These are the foundation of God’s message that remained the same throughout 
human history: “Indeed, I alone am God; there is no deity other than Me. So, worship Me 
alone, and establish regular prayer to celebrate My praise. Although I have chosen to keep it 
hidden, the Last Hour is bound to come, so that every soul may be rewarded in accordance 
with what it strove for. Hence, let not anyone who does not believe in its coming and follows 
only his own desires turn your thoughts from it, lest you perish.” (Verses 14-16) 

God’s oneness is the cornerstone of faith. In His address to Moses, God 
emphasizes it in different forms: first in a statement bearing a strong emphasis, 
“Indeed, I alone am God.” (Verse 14) Then Godhead is clearly stated as applicable to no 
one else: “There is no deity other than Me.” (Verse 14) When Godhead is thus 
established, worship follows. Worship means that every activity should aim to please 
God. Singled out among all human activity is prayer: “Establish regular prayer to 
celebrate My praise.” (Verse 14) Prayer is the most complete and perfect of all types of 
worship celebrating God’s praise. In fact its sole purpose is such. It discards 
everything else. Thus in prayer we are prepared for contact with God. 

The Last Hour is the time appointed for administering rewards, in all justice and 
fairness. People think of this time and make sure that they keep it in mind. They 
move on in life, looking with watchful eyes, fearing to slip. God makes it clear that 
this Last Hour is certain to come: “Although I have chosen to keep it hidden, the Last Hour 
is bound to come.” (Verse 15) What people know about this Last Hour is limited to the 
information God has given them. This is all that they need to know, as determined by 
divine wisdom. That something should remain unknown is essential in human life. 
For we need to have something unknown to aspire towards. With human nature as it 
is, if everything were clearly exposed, activity would cease and life would become 
sterile. In fact, we continuously seek the unknown: we watch carefully, entertain 
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hopes and aspirations, experiment and learn, and uncover what we can of our own 
potentials and those of the universe around us. We contemplate God’s signs all 
around us. We invent and produce new things. When we think of the Last Hour, 
whose timing remains unknown, we do not lose sight of it. Since we do not know its 
timing, we remain conscious of it, ready for its arrival. Needless to say, this applies 
only to those of us who preserve our sound human nature. Those who distort it 
however are bound to fall and fail: “Let not anyone who does not believe in its coming and 
follows only his own desires turn your thoughts from it, lest you perish.” (Verse 16) 

Indeed, pursuing one’s desire is the cause of denying the Last Hour. Sound 
human nature believes that humanity cannot attain its super status during this 
present life, where justice is not seen to be done. There must then be another life 
where man attains perfection and absolute justice is carried out. 

Moses’ Mission Defined 

This was an address to which the whole universe responded. In it, God gave His 
chosen messenger the fundamental truth of His oneness. Moses must have forgotten 
all about himself and the purpose for which he aimed towards the fire. He was now 
only following this voice coming to him from on high. He was attentive to the divine 
instructions being given to him. As he is so absorbed, with his mind and soul fully 
attentive to it, he is asked a question which requires no answer from him: “Now, what 
is this in your right hand, Moses?” (Verse 17) 

Of course Moses had his staff in his hand, but where was his mind at that 
moment? Well, he remembers and gives his reply: “He answered: It is my staff; upon it I 
lean, and with it I beat down the leaves for my sheep; and other uses have I for it.” (Verse 18) 
The question did not ask about the uses he had for his staff, but rather about the 
object he was holding. Nevertheless, Moses realizes that he was not being asked to 
name the object in his hand, but to state what he did with it. Hence his answer 
outlining the purposes for which he used it. He used it for support when walking 
and beat the leaves of the trees so that they fell and were eaten by his sheep. We 
know that Moses tended sheep for Shu`ayb, his father-in-law. It is also reported that 
he had a number of sheep given him as his share. Furthermore, he had other uses for 
his staff to which he refers in general without going into specifics, because what he 
has already stated gives a clear indication of them. 

The omnipotent power, however, does with his staff what he could have never 
imagined. This comes as part of his preparation for his task: “Said He: ‘Throw it down, 
Moses.’ So he threw it down, and thereupon it was a snake, moving rapidly. Said He: ‘Take it 
up and have no fear. We shall restore it to its former state.’” (Verses 19-21) 

Thus he saw in front of his eyes the great miracle that occurs every moment while 
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