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entertain no hesitation and wait for no immediate reward. Indeed, faith itself is a 
reward for believers, because it gives them all the support they need. It is indeed a 
reward for a heart that opens up to the light of faith and seeks guidance. Because of 
this, God grants them faith to provide them with all the reassurance they need. A 
believer realizes that faith is a reward and appreciates its value when he sees people 
all around him moving aimlessly, pulled here and there, worried, thrown off-course, 
while he himself is certain of his footsteps, calm, reassured by his strong bond with 
God. 

Contrasted with this is the person who looks at faith as a commercial endeavour: 
“If good befalls such a person, he is content.” He would say that faith is beneficial, 
bringing in material gains, allowing plants to grow, efforts to be fruitful, goods to sell 
well and transactions to be profitable. But if it turns out otherwise, then he takes a 
totally different stance: “If a trial assails him, he turns away utterly; thus losing this world 
and the life to come.” (Verse 11) His loss in this life is reflected in the misfortune he 
cannot tolerate, and the calamity that did not bring him back to complete reliance on 
God. Hence he also loses the hereafter by turning away from faith, rejecting the 
guidance that was made available to him. 

This is a very vivid picture. For such a person’s worship of God is shown to be on 
the edge, or on the border line. Faith has not penetrated him; his worship is suspect. 
Hence, he moves unsteadily, liable to fall at the slightest push. Hence, when 
misfortune does befall him, it causes him to turn away completely. In fact, lack of 
surety shows him to be all too ready for such a roundabout turn. 

A computation of profit and loss may be suitable for commercial dealings, but it is 
utterly unsuited to faith, because faith represents the truth and it is embraced for 
nothing other than its truth. It addresses the heart which receives light and guidance 
and inevitably reacts to them. Moreover, faith brings its own rewards in the form of 
satisfaction, pleasure and reassurance. It does not seek any reward other than itself. 

A good believer worships God in gratitude to Him for having guided him, and for 
the reassurance he feels in being close to God. Should there be any further reward, it 
comes by the grace of God, and it is given for one’s acceptance of the faith or for 
one’s worship. Moreover, a believer does not put God to the test. On the contrary, he 
accepts everything that God determines for him, contented with whatever comes his 
way, be it pleasant or otherwise. There is no question of a market deal here between 
a buyer and a seller. All that takes place is submission to the Creator who initially 
gives people existence and who ultimately determines fates. 

Undoubtedly, the person who turns away from faith once hardship befalls him 
exposes himself to utter loss: “This is, indeed, a loss beyond compare.” (Verse 11) He is 
deprived of trust, reassurance and contentedness, in addition to his loss of wealth, 
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children, health or other losses with which God puts His servants to the test. For God 
requires His servants to demonstrate their trust in Him, to patiently persevere in the 
face of adversity, as well as to dedicate their lives to His cause and to His will. 
Moreover, he loses the life to come and all that it promises of bliss, happiness and 
being close to God. This is indeed a great loss. 

So where does the person who worships God on the border line go when he strays 
from God? In simple terms, “he invokes, instead of God, something that can neither harm 
nor benefit him.” (Verse 12) He may invoke an idol or a statue in old fashioned 
ignorance, or jāhiliyyah, or he may invoke a person, or some authority, or interest, 
like the different forms of jāhiliyyah that exist at any time or place, whenever human 
beings abandon belief in God’s oneness and turn their backs on His guidance. But 
what does all this represent? It is all going astray from the only method in which 
invocation is of use: “This is the utmost that one can go astray.” (Verse 12) Indeed when 
anyone resorts to invoking such beings instead of God, he takes himself very far 
away from the truth and the right way leading to it. 

“Indeed he invokes one that is far more likely to cause harm than benefit,” be that an idol, 
Satan, or a human being providing support or protection. None of these can cause 
the invoker either harm or benefit; indeed, they are more likely to bring him harm 
than benefit. This harm results, in the spiritual world, from overburdening one’s 
heart with myth and humiliation. As for the material world, its harm is self-evident. 
And above all, it brings about utter loss in the life to come. Hence, the sūrah states: 
“Vile indeed is such a patron,” which is powerless, able to cause neither harm nor 
benefit. “And vile the friend,” who brings on such utter loss. All this applies equally to 
whether the patron and the friend are idols and statues, or human beings raised to 
the status of deities or semi-deities. 

Judgement Between All Creeds 

As for those who truly believe in God’s oneness, God prepares for them what is 
much better than all the material comforts and benefits this life may provide: “God 
will certainly admit those who believe and do righteous deeds into gardens through which 
running waters flow. God certainly does whatever He wills.” (Verse 14) Therefore, anyone 
who endures adversity or a test should remain steadfast and persevere. He must also 
continue to place his trust in God and His mercy and support, believing that only He 
can relieve his adversity and reward him for his perseverance. 

A person who loses his trust in God’s help, both in this life and in the life to come, 
and despairs of God’s grace when he finds himself under severe pressure or 
adversity, may do with himself whatever he is able to do. But nothing he does will 
ever change his lot or relieve him of his problems: “If anyone thinks that God will not 
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succour him in this world and in the life to come, let him stretch out a rope to the sky and 
then cut himself off; and then let him see whether his scheme will remove that which has 
enraged him.” (Verse 15) 

This verse paints a moving scene of the rage such a person feels and the action that 
results from such rage. It magnifies this state when one is at breaking point. Needless 
to say, a person in adversity who despairs of God’s grace loses every source of light 
and every comforting thought or hope. His worry increases manifold and his stress 
weighs heavily on his heart. Thus, his adversity is multiplied. Therefore, the verse 
tells anyone who thinks that God will not grant him His help, either in this world or 
in the life to come, to stretch a rope to the sky and to climb up holding to it, or to tie 
the rope round his neck and then cut the rope so that he falls, or cut his own breath 
so as to choke. Let him then look to see whether this removes his hardship or not. 

The fact remains that the only way to endure hardship is to trust in God’s help 
and hope for His grace. There is simply no way to rise above one’s trials except by 
hard work, seeking God’s support. No desperate measure can bring anything other 
than an increase in stress and adversity. Feelings of pressure and hardship may 
multiply leading to utter desperation. Therefore, anyone who is en in _such adversity 
should keep the window of hope and trust in God’s help open, as only it brings 
comfort and mercy. 

With such a clear exposition of examples of people who benefit by, and follow, 
divine guidance as well as those who go astray, God has sent this Qur’ān from on 
high. Thus, people who open their hearts to it will benefit by it and receive God’s 
guidance: “Thus have We bestowed from on high this [Qur’ān] in clear verses. God guides 
him who wills [to be guided].” (Verse 16) 

God has willed that guidance and error are to be granted. Therefore, whoever 
seeks guidance will have it in fulfilment of God’s will and according to His law. The 
same applies to one who wishes to follow error and to stray from the truth. The sūrah 
here only mentions guidance because this is what fits with the context. 

As for the different sects and their divergent beliefs, it is God who judges them all 
on the Day of Judgement. He is perfectly aware of whatever each of them 
incorporates of the truth and what falsehood they contain: “As for the believers, the 
Jews, the Sabians, the Christians, the Magians, and those who associate partners with God, 
God will decide between them on the Day of Judgement. God is witness to everything.” 
(Verse 17) 

Human beings determine the way they follow according to their ideas, tendencies 
and desires. By nature, the rest of the universe submits to its Creator, prostrating 
itself before Him: 
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Are you not aware that to God bow down in worship all those who are in the heavens 
and on earth, the sun, the moon, the stars, the mountains, the trees and the beasts, and 
a great number of human beings? But a great number also will inevitably have to 
suffer punishment. He whom God shall disgrace will have none who could bestow 
honour on him. God certainly does what He wills. (Verse 18) 

When we reflect on this verse we find countless creatures, some of which we 
know and some we do not; and we glance at an infinite number of worlds, many of 
which we do not begin to know; as also an endless variety of mountains, trees and 
beasts that live on earth, man’s abode. All these, without exception, join a single 
procession that prostrates itself in humble submission to God, addressing its 
worship, in perfect harmony, to Him alone. And out of all these creatures, man alone 
has a special case, as people diverge: “a great number of human beings [bow down in 
worship], but a great number also will inevitably have to suffer punishment,” because of 
their rejection of the truth. Thus, man stands out on his own, unique in that great, 
harmonious procession. 

The verse concludes with a statement making clear that whoever deserves 
punishment will inevitably be humbled and disgraced: “He whom God shall disgrace 
will have none who could bestow honour on him.” (Verse 18) How could such a person be 
honoured when all honour and respect are granted by God. In other words, anyone 
who submits to any being other than God Almighty, to whom the entire universe 
willingly submits, will be disgraced. 

Widely Divergent Ends 

The next passage draws a scene of the Day of Judgement when the honour 
bestowed by God on His faithful servants and the humiliation suffered by the others 
are shown as though they are happening here and now. 

These two adversaries have become engrossed in contention about their Lord. For the 
unbelievers garments of fire shall be cut out; and scalding water will be poured over 
their heads, melting all that is in their bellies and their skin. In addition, there will be 
grips of iron for them. Whenever, in their anguish, they try to get out, they are 
returned there, and will be told: ‘Taste the torment of fire.’ God will certainly admit 
those who believe and do righteous deeds into gardens through which running waters 
flow, wherein they will be adorned with bracelets of gold and pearls, and where silk 
will be their raiment. (Verses 19-23) 

It is a violent scene with loud noises and bustling movements. The descriptive 
style imparts a sense of long duration, with ever renewing action raised before our 
imagination. We see garments being cut out and tailored, and fiercely boiling water 
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being poured over people’s heads. Its temperature is so high that the moment it 
touches the heads of those at the receiving end, whatever is in their bellies smelted, 
as does their skin. We also see whips made of red-hot iron to flog those condemned 
to such punishment. The suffering is intensified and becomes unbearable. The 
unbelievers make a sudden move to try to escape this torment, but they are fiercely 
returned into it. They are strongly rebuked and told: ‘Taste the torment of fire.’ 

Our imagination continues to repeat this scene from its first movement right up to 
the point where the unbelievers are repelled when they try to escape. It then starts all 
over again. The only way to turn away from this self-repeating scene is to look at the 
other destiny portrayed in the sūrah. The starting point is that there are two 
adversaries contending about their Lord. We have just seen the sad end of those who 
refuse to believe in Him. The believers, on the other hand, are in gardens through 
which running waters flow. Their clothes are unlike those of the first group: they are 
made of silk. On top Of these they have adornments and jewellery made of gold and 
pearls. God also guides them to the best of words and to the way leading to the One 
worthy of all praise. Thus, they encounter no difficulty either in word or in direction. 
Such guidance is a great blessing, because it gives them a sense of ease, comfort and 
reassurance. 

Such is the end of contention about God: people are ranked into two groups with 
two greatly different ends. Anyone who continues to argue about God, without 
knowledge, guidance or a light-giving divine book, unsatisfied with the clear 
evidence of the truth God has given us, should reflect before he faces this inevitable 
end. 
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2 
The Ka`bah and Pilgrimage 

The unbelievers who debar others from the path of 
God and the Sacred Mosque which We have set 
up for all people alike, both those who dwell there 
and those who come from abroad... Anyone who 
seeks to profane it by evildoing We shall cause to 
taste grievous suffering. (25) 

When We assigned to Abraham the site of the 
[Sacred] House, [We said]: ‘Do not associate 
anything as partner with Me. Purify My House 
for those who will walk around it, and those who 
will stand before it, and those who will bow down 
and prostrate themselves in prayer. (26) 

Proclaim to all people the duty of pilgrimage. They 
will come to you on foot and on every kind of fast 
mount. They will come from every far-away 
quarter, (27) 

so that they might experience much that shall be 
of benefit to them, and that they might extol the 
name of God on the days appointed [for sacrifice], 
over whatever heads of cattle He may have 
provided for them. Eat, then, of such [sacrificed 
cattle] and feed the unfortunate poor. (28) 

Thereafter let them complete the rites prescribed for 
them, fulfil their vows, and again walk around 
the Ancient House.’ (29) 
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All this [is ordained by God]. Whoever honours 
God’s sanctities, it will be better for him with his 
Lord. All kinds of cattle have been made lawful 
to you, except for what is specified to you [as 
forbidden]. Shun, then, the loathsome evil of 
idolatrous beliefs and practices; and shun every 
word that is untrue. (30) 

Be true to God, turning away from all that is 
false, associating no partners with Him. For he 
who associates partners with God is like one who 
is hurling down from the skies; whereupon he is 
snatched by the birds, or blown away by the wind 
to a far-off place. (31) 

This is [to be borne in mind]. Anyone who 
honours the symbols set up by God [shows 
evidence of] God-consciousness in people’s hearts. 
(32) 

You have benefit in them for a term appointed; 
and in the end their place of sacrifice is near the 
Ancient House. (33) 

For every community We have appointed 
[sacrifice as] an act of worship, so that they might 
extol the name of God over whatever heads of 
cattle He may have provided for them. Your God 
is the One and Only God. Hence, surrender 
yourselves to Him. Give good news to those who 
are humble, (34) 

whose hearts tremble with awe whenever God is 
mentioned, and who patiently bear whatever 
befalls them, attend regularly to their prayer and 
spend in charity out of what We provide for them. 
(35) 
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The sacrifice of camels We have ordained for you 
as one of the symbols set up by God, in which 
there is much good for you. Hence, extol the name 
of God over them when they are lined up [for 
sacrifice]; and after they have fallen lifeless to the 
ground, eat of their meat, and feed the poor who is 
contented with his lot, as well as the one who is 
forced to beg. It is to this end that We have made 
them subservient to your needs, so that you might 
have cause to be grateful. (36) 

Never does their meat or their blood reach God; it 
is your piety that reaches Him. It is to this end 
that He has made them subservient to your needs, 
so that you might glorify God for all the guidance 
with which He has graced you. Give good news to 
those who do good. (37) 

God will certainly defend those who believe. For 
certain, God does not love anyone who betrays his 
trust and is bereft of gratitude. (38) 

Permission to fight is given to those against whom 
war is waged, because they have been wronged. 
Most certainly, God has the power to grant them 
victory. (39) 

These are the ones who have been driven from 
their homelands against all right for no other 
reason than their saying, ‘Our Lord is God!’ 
Were it not that God repels some people by 
means of others, monasteries, churches, synagogues 
and mosques – in all of which God’s name is 
abundantly extolled – would surely have been 
destroyed. God will most certainly succour him 
who succours God’s cause. God is certainly Most 
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Overview 

The first passage ended with a description of the inevitable destiny of those who 
engage in futile dispute about God, making it clear that such people will have no 
escape from the burning of hell. By contrast, the sūrah also describes the bliss to be 
enjoyed by the believers. This new passage is closely linked to the end of the first, as 
it speaks about the unbelievers who turn people away from God’s path and from the 
Sacred Mosque in Makkah. The reference here is to those who opposed the message 
of Islam when it started in Makkah, and who sought to turn people away from it. 
They also confronted the Prophet and his Muslim Companions seeking to debar their 
entry into the Sacred Mosque at the Ka`bah. It then speaks about the basis on which 
this mosque was founded when God assigned its building to Abraham (peace be 
upon him) and ordered him to call on all people to visit it for pilgrimage. Abraham’s 
instructions were very clear: that this mosque must be established on the clear basis 
of God’s oneness, so as to prevent any form of associating partners with God from 
being practised in or near it. It must be kept open to all people, whether they reside 
nearby or come from afar. None is to be denied entry, and none is to claim its 
ownership. The sūrah then outlines some of the rituals of pilgrimage and how they 
enhance people’s consciousness and constant remembrance of God. It also stresses 
the need to protect the Sacred Mosque against any aggression by those who try to 
turn people away from it or change the basis on which it is founded. Those who fulfil 
their duties of protecting the purity of the faith are promised victory. 

The First Sanctuary 

The unbelievers who debar others from the path of God and the Sacred Mosque which 
We have set up for all people alike, both those who dwell there and those who come 

Powerful, Almighty. (40) 

They are those who, if We firmly establish them 
on earth, attend regularly to their prayers, give in 
charity, enjoin the doing of what is right and 
forbid the doing of what is wrong. With God rests 
the final outcome of all events. (41) 
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from abroad... Anyone who seeks to profane it by evildoing We shall cause to taste 
grievous suffering. (Verse 25) 

Such was the Quraysh’s practice: they turned people away from the faith that God 
had established for mankind, providing a direct way to Him. They fought hard to 
prevent people from following the code He had chosen for human life. They also 
stopped Muslims from offering the pilgrimage and `umrah, as was the case in the 
sixth year of the Islamic calendar when the events that started with such prevention 
led to the signing of a peace agreement at al-Ĥudaybiyyah. God made this mosque 
an area of peace and safety for all people, where they have no fear of anyone. This 
applied to everyone living in Makkah, and to all those who travelled from distant 
areas to visit the mosque. Thus, the Ka`bah and the mosque around it form a House 
of God where all people are equal. None can claim any right of ownership or any 
distinction whatsoever: “The Sacred Mosque which We have set up for all people alike, both 
those who dwell there and those who come from abroad.” (Verse 25) 

This law God established for His Sacred House preceded all attempts by human 
beings to establish a sanctuary where no arms are allowed, opponents are safe, 
bloodshed is ended and everyone enjoys peace and security. No one can claim any 
favour for observing these rules. They are a privilege equally extended to all people 
at all times. 

Scholars have different views on the permissibility of ownership of houses in 
Makkah which are not used for personal living. Scholars who accept such ownership 
also differ on whether such houses may be let. Al-Shāfi`ī believes that such houses 
may be owned, inherited and let out. The basis of his view is the authentic report that 
`Umar ibn al-Khaţţāb bought from Şafwān ibn Umayyah a house for 4,000 dirhams 
to make it a prison. Isĥāq ibn Rāhawayh, on the other hand, says that such homes 
may neither be inherited nor let. He argues: “At the times when God’s Messenger, 
Abū Bakr and `Umar died, dwellings in Makkah were known only as sawā’ib [which 
means ‘left vacant’]: whoever needed a place could live in any of them, and whoever 
had what was surplus to his own needs gave it to others.” `Abdullāh ibn `Umar is 
quoted as saying: “It is not permissible to sell or let houses in Makkah.” Ibn Jurayj 
mentions that `Aţā’, an early scholar, “used to warn against letting homes in the 
Ĥaram area. He further told me that `Umar ibn al-Khaţţāb used to order the people 
of Makkah not to have front doors for their homes, so that pilgrims might feel free to 
stop anywhere. The first person to put up a door to his home was Şuhayl ibn `Amr. 
`Umar sent to him for an explanation and he replied, saying: ‘Let me explain: I am 
engaged in trade and I only wanted to have two doors so that my camels would stay 
within them.’ `Umar accepted his explanation and allowed him these doors.” 

`Umar is further quoted as addressing the people of Makkah, saying: “Do not put 
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