
A STUDY IN THE FATIHAH 

 

How right it is to begin here in. any series of Islamic studies. The first Surah of the 

Qur~an is truly “The Opener." It leads at once into the Bismillah, the most characteristic 

of all Muslim invocations with its reliance upon the most frequent and tremendous of the 

Ninety nine Names of God — “Al-Rahman al-Rahim." 

It is always a problem where and how to begin in any great matter. You remember 

how majestically Shakespeare solved it in Hamlet, with the challenge of a disturbed 

sentry: “Who goes there?" and immediate intimations of things untoward impending, and 

the central question as to who in truth it is who goes distractedly across the stage of life.  

What is this prince of Denmark and what are we  “sprawling between earth and heaven." 

But when you open the Qur’an you are no less impressively and surely introduced by 

the Fatihah into the intent and content of the whole book. It is right to see in this the first 

Surah an inclusive introduction to all that is characteristically Islamic. Here is what most 

appropriately belongs in and with Islam. 

"Praise to the Lord of the worlds": His sovereignty in judgement: His sole worship: 

His sure guidance: the Muslim's cry for aid and his invocation of guidance and his being 

on the right side of a fateful division in humanity. 

"In the name of the merciful Lord of mercy. Praise be to God, the Lord of the 

worlds, the merciful Lord of mercy, Sovereign of the day of judgement. Thee 

alone it is we worship; Thee alone we implore to help. Guide us in the straight 

path — the path of those unto whom Thou art gracious, who are not the incurrers 

of Thy anger, nor wanderers in error." 

The Fatihah has always held a special place in the affection and awe of Muslims. It is 

plainly in a special position, in that it is exempt from the general canon by which, 

unhappily, the chapters of the Book are arranged in order of (approximately) diminishing 

length. This one apart, all the short Surahs are at the end (though only the actual end) of 

the Book. 

The opening Surah is unique in another respect, namely that it is wholly human 

address to God. Normally the Qur’an is to be thought of as Divine address to men and 

where words are clearly intended for utterance as from the Prophet (e.g. to the Quraish) 

they are usually prefaced by the imperative, “Say": indicating that the messenger's 

language is divinely given. This is of course in keeping with the whole Quranic concept 

of the Word of God as the verbal expression of God's mind or will. It is here that there is 

a far-reaching contrast with the Biblical concept. For though in the Bible prophets are 

spokesmen for God, the ultimate revelation is a personality in whom God is manifest and 

the revealing description of that personality (in the Gospels) involves the intelligent, 

meditative expressiveness of writers, led it is true by the Spirit, but composing what they 

write through the Spirit's dwelling in their active intelligence. The Fatihah, however, is 

wholly addressed, not by God to men, but by men to God. It is in this connection often 
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confirmed with an Amen by reciters, a practice which is not usual in Quranic recitation. 

This leads to the familiar fact that the Fatihah takes its place in every Muslim Salat or 

ritual prayer. It would seem that this usage began relatively early since it is referred to in 

Surah xv.87: “We have brought unto you seven oft-recited verses and the great Qur’an." 

These seven verses, or signs, are the seven sentences of the Fatihah. Since Surah xv is 

late-early or middle Meccan it would appear that the verses of the opening Surah were 

already customarily repeated several years before the Hijrah to Medina. 

It appears just, then, to believe that the Fatihah has the centrality in Muslim devotion 

which the Lord's Prayer has in Christianity and merits the closeness of Christian attention 

which Christians would covet, for the Paternoster, from Islam. We propose to take it 

clause by clause. 

 

"IN THE NAME OF THE MERCIFUL LORD OF MERCY" 

 

This translation of the Bismillah is perhaps a little bold: but that it has good grounds 

will appear below.  Remember that the Name of God, wherever or however invoked, 

implies both the knowability and the availability of God. A name is not significant in 

respect of the unknown. Indeed it would be impossible. It goes without saying that an 

undiscovered island is nameless. Since nobody is aware of it, nobody has need to name it. 

The whole Biblical concept of “the Name of God" means that God is known and that God 

is accessible. 

That God is and that His being is significant to us — both these are ensured in the fact 

of His Name. The Arabic “Allah" means “the God," Whose existence was known to pre-

lslamic Arabia and the sole worship of Whom was Muhammad's supreme mission. The 

“Al- Rahman al-Rahim" descriptive follows the Divine Name Allah, as definitively as 

does the Trinitarian formula in Christian doctrine and worship. The phrase, repeated here 

in refrain in verse 3 and standing at the head of every Qur’anic Surah, except Surah ix, 

presents several deep and rewarding issues. 

It is obvious that the two terms derive (from the same R H M root having to do with 

mercy. We cannot here undertake any historical enquiry as to their Hebrew and Syriac 

antecedents. What is the progression in meaning between the two words since it is certain 

they are not repetitious? While both are now adjectival in force and describe or qualify 

“Allah", “AI-Rahman" has a rather more nounal quality and is in fact used in places as a 

noun. The second “Al-Rahim" qualifies both it and “Allah". 

The sense of “AI-Rahman" is of mercy in God as a property of His nature, in the old 

English sense of that word as something that is proper to. (cf. the English Prayer Book 

“Whose property is always to have mercy.") God has this quality of mercy and is to be 

thought of as essentially merciful, irrespective of any or all occasions of particular 

dealings in mercy. “Al Rahman" describes that capacity of mercifulness out of which any 

actual occasions of mercying will arise. It is these latter which are indicated in the word 
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“Al-Rahim". God, in other words, has mercy as a quality and behaves with mercy in 

relationship to man. 

It is for this reason that the translation “merciful (Rahim) Lord of mercy (Rahman)" is 

here preferred to the more usual English “the compassionate, the merciful" which, though 

it may have the right connotation if we are knowing enough, does not unmistakably 

indicate it  (as all worthy translation should.)  Al Baidawi, and other honored 

commentators, support this interpretation, explaining that the double phrase means God 

as merciful in essence and in fact. 

We have here then a wonderful potential clue to a Christian thought. A great deal 

hinges on the “waslah", or link from the 'n' to the 'r' betwixt the two terms. Where is the 

mercy that is God's nature operative as God's deed? Where does He Who is Al-Rahman 

relate Himself to us men as Al-Rahim? Where, in other words, is the mercy of God most 

surely trans-extended from Heaven to earth, from eternity to time, from Himself to man? 

For the link between the two words is concerned with that universal problem and mystery 

of all religion “the ways of God with man." Of course for the Christian the crowning 

answer is simply “in Christ" at Bethlehem and the Cross. There is a real sense in which 

the whole meaning of the Incarnation and Redemption is at the heart of the Bismillah. 

What a thrill to see that: what a task to demonstrate it adequately! 

Meanwhile, the mercy of God, as Islam receives it, lies in creation, revelation, 

guidance (see below), the apostle and the other messengers and many features of nature, 

of life and of history. But it is a mercy which has not been pledged or crowned after the 

manner that Jesus in dying taught us to know. But the whole theme of Divine mercy in 

Islam demands a separate paper. 

 

"AL HAMDU LI-LLAHI RABBI-L-‘ALAMIN” 

 

Four more of the most familiar and re-iterated words in Muslim life. Praise or Hamd 

to God the most characteristic activity, the most religious obligation. Just as the phrase 

covers all situations in daily conversation so it includes and turns Godward all issues of 

life. “The Lord of the worlds" is a phrase that in the 20th century has attracted much 

Muslim philosophical discussion. The noun “Al-Rabb" means undoubtedly “Lord" in its 

total Semitic and Arabic connotation. But it has also a significance relating to 'rearing' 

'educating' 'nourishing' or 'sustaining'. In this sense some writers have tried to introduce 

into it a concept harmonious with contemporary ideas of God as the creative force lying 

within all evolution. lqbal for example believed the word potential of meanings 

associated with Bergson and Bernard Shaw wherein 'God' is the force bringing all things 

by degrees to perfection. 

While these interpretations must be respected inasmuch as Quranic exegesis is in 

Muslim hands, not ours, there would seem little doubt that in their extremer forms at 

least, they are not a little forced. At any rate, while of interest for the future of Quranic 
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interpretation; they do not really disqualify or disturb the traditional sense of “Rabb" as 

owner, ruler, lord, master. Whoever possesses a thing is its Rabb. He to whom obedience 

is paid, he is Rabb. It is the name most characteristic of Islamic insistence on the 

undivided Sovereignty of God. 

For He is “Lord of the worlds" — a most comprehensive plural, like "the Lord of 

hosts" of the Old Testament prophets. There are the worlds of time and eternity, of the 

stars and the soul, of the known and the unknown, of the seen and the hidden, of 

astrophysics and the heart. “The Lord of hosts" is also “the God of Jacob." He rules 

macrocosm and microcosm alike. 

Specifically among these realms of God's authority is the day of judgement—that 

judgement which with the assertion of Unity was the burning passionate theme of 

Muhammad's call and mission. A day of judgement impends, inescapable and 

tremendous and God is its sole and dread Arbiter. “Din"—judgement and “Din"—

religion, are one if distinctive, word in Arabic.  The awareness of judgement and the 

refuge from it are a crucial element in religion as the Qur’an sets forth both. 

 

"THEE IT IS WE WORSHIP; THEE IT IS WE IMPLORE FOR AID" 

 

On the basis of the awesome descriptives of God and the recognition of His mercy, 

sovereignty and judgement, comes the conscious seeking of God in responsive awe and 

entreaty. Not unlike the pattern of many a Christian collect which turns to petition from 

adoration and to supplication from ascription, so the Fatihah moves most eloquently into 

prayer. Grammatically we have here two emphatic pronouns deliberately preceding 

instead of following the verb to underline that we are petitionary to God alone. Here is 

the strong element of liberation in Muslim worship. To fear God is to fear none other. 

Lifting up hands to any strange god is the most abhorrent thing and Muslim adoration is 

always full of reiterated horrified entreaty to be preserved from the guilt of a divided 

worship. The unity of God is not here just a tenet, it is a passion. 

The verb “worship" gives us ‘abd, servant, and as in English covers both worship and 

service together. God is our one recourse. This is just the sense of the adjective Al 

Samad, used only once in Surah cxii, the Surah of Unity. It may be fair to wonder here 

whether the second person pronoun (to use the numerical English way of noting 'persons' 

— The Arabic name for the pronoun is, more suitably, 'the addressed one') of this 

tremendous phrase ripens readily into the tenderer music of the Psalmist: “Whom have I 

in heaven but Thee: there is none upon earth that I desire beside Thee." (Psalm lxxiii.23) 

But there is ample common ground for the Christian to strive to draw the Muslim 

conviction of Tauhid (Unity) towards the Christian sense of what it means that God is 

and shall be to me all in all. 

 

"GUIDE US IN THE STRAIGHT PATH" 
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The phrase occurs about forty times in the Qur’an and very occasionally the word 

“Sirat" is used with another adjective, or alone, and in Surah vii.86 we find the phrase 

“the false Path" and in Surah xxxvii.23 “the path of Hell." Sometimes it is “the path" 

sometimes “a path" but the association of the phrase is clearly right guidance and the way 

of true worship. Cf. Surah v.i6: “God guides those who seek His good pleasure in the 

ways of peace and leads them out of darkness into light by His will and guides them into 

a straight path." Repeatedly the straight path is linked with the guidance of God (Surahs 

ii.213; x.26; xxii.53; xxiv.45). Jesus said: “God is my Lord and your Lord so worship 

Him: such is a straight path." (Surah iii-50) 

Numerous references make the contrast that is to follow here in the Fatihah between 

the rightly and the wrongly led. Abraham's is the true millah: he, not being “of the 

associators" is on the straight path. (Surah vi.161) The Prophet is assured that he likewise 

walks the true way (Surahs xxxvi.2; xliii.42). Several mentions of the Sirat al-Mustaqim 

note that guidance to it, or otherwise is in the arbitrament of God. (e.g. Surah vi.39) See 

also the contrast in Surah xvi.76. 

The touchstone of the right guidance is of course the Qur’an - Surah vi.l26: “This is 

thy Lord's straight path; We have made plain our signs (verses) to thoughtful men." 

Perhaps the deepest of all verses relating to the path is Surah iii.101: “He who clings to 

God is guided to a straight path." The adjective Mustaqim of a path certainly has to do 

with continuity, both ours and its: as it is loyally pursued it leads onward undeviatingly to 

the goal. It stands then for a fidelity to doctrine received and a corresponding fidelity of 

character in its pursuit. Some may find then in this concept of the Path one of the surest 

clues to the sense of being right and of determining to stay right which makes up so much 

of the historic fashion of a Muslim mind. 

It is from this conviction of “right-guidedness" that there arises the characteristic 

sense of contrast with all else. Of this the Our’an is full — sharp antithesis between 

surrendered and non-surrendered, between monotheists and polytheists, between gainers 

and losers, favoured and damned. Grammatically this last sentence of the Fatihah may be 

understood two ways. One, as translated above—"the path of etc. ...not the incurrers of 

Thy wrath;" or “Not the path of those who incur etc...." The contrasting particle Ghair 

can be taken either way. It would appear perhaps better to take it with the people, since 

apart from the one reference to a false Sirat in Surah vii-86, it may be argued that “the 

incurrers of God's anger" do not really have a Sirat. But grammatically the option is 

yours. In either event what matters is that Muslims are a people distinguished from those 

who are automtically, through unbelief, the incurrers of God's wrath. This, however, does 

not warrant any presumptuous assurance, otherwise there would be no point in praying 

this prayer. 

The true Muslim doubtless feels on the right track: but the Fatihah teaches him to 

pray to be what he is. The menace of being astray is always present. Islamic conviction of 



 6 

rightness is not inviolability. Most of the older commentators refer the “incurrers" to the 

Jew and the “wanderers in error" to the Christians. (Another aspect of our difficulty, 

since our faith is ostensibly an error to avoid: the instinctive prayer of the Muslim is a 

petition against it. Though there may be a way of rescue from this “closed shop" in 

exploring the idea of the straight path as, finally, the soul's clinging to God, as in Surah 

iii.101.) 

Turn back over the whole Fatihah, Take this as your clue to what makes the Muslim 

concept of Islam. Take this as a measure of the Christian task of interpretation. Explore it 

as a meaningful document of religious reverence, aspiration and conviction. Take the full 

measure of its great terms — the Divine Name, mercy, sovereignty, worship, succour, 

guidance and favour. And finally wrestle with the nature and the communication of the 

contrasted “Our Father," “Thy Kingdom come," “forgive us as we forgive," “deliver us 

from evil," of the Fatihah of Christianity. But you will only do this by holding on to 

“hallowed be Thy Name," “Thy will be done," “lead us not into temptation," “Thine is 

the Kingdom, Power and Glory," which, in Muslim form, are already in the Fatihah of 

Islam.  
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"THE GRACE OF GOD" 

 

"Now all the heavenly splendour 

Breaks forth in starlight tender, 

From myriad worlds unknown; 

And man, the marvel seeing, 

Forgets his selfish being 

For joy of beauty not his own." 

(Robert Bridges Yattendon Hymnal.) 

 

But the grace, or active love, of God is an even richer marvel than the intimations of 

His majesty that come to us, sometimes, in the out-ward world of nature. 

The world of Divine grace, which we study this month, is real and actual: it is the fact 

of the nature of God as self-revealing and self- sacrificing. This is the reality by which 

we exist as Christians. There is no deeper aspect than this of the truth we are concerned 

to emphasise — namely that we are grasped and mastered by a reality which is what it is, 

in spite of ourselves and for our sakes. It is not we who give meaning to life or validity to 

Christianity: it is God, by virtue of the sort of God He is. 

The grace of God is a vast subject and stirs far-reaching thoughts. Take a 

concordance and study the instances of the word in its contexts. Study it in relation to the 

needs it meets, the ends it attains, the price it pays. Here, since the Christian 

understanding of God is an area of such Muslim misunderstanding, we will study grace 

as the secret of “the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit." 

Begin, as the Benediction does (2 Cor. xiii.I4), with “our Lord Jesus Christ," Whose 

life, character, teaching and death, are the manfestation of the grace that is God's. Take 

events of the Gospel illustrative of the grace of Jesus  (e.g. the woman of Samaria; the 

sermon on the mount; the crowds in Galilee; the rich young ruler; the dying brigand.) 

Remember that what Jesus is in history God is forever. The whole estimation and 

treatment of things which are characteristic of Jesus are characteristic of God. “In Jesus 

Christ given to men and for men is the very self of God." “The life of Jesus is the great 

historic act of God's love for man." (S. John xiv.1-11). 

Christ is, then, the self-revealing and the self-giving of God. Here in time is the nature 

of the Eternal. If it were only that Jesus on earth were so, what we see in Him would still 

be ideal. But it would not be real.  Christian faith believes that this earthly history of 

Jesus was what it was by the initiative and disclosure of God. Christ's revelation of the 

Father is not aspiration but revelation. The Father is He Whose initiative is the sole and 

sufficient explanation of Christ as Teacher and Sufferer. What we have of Christ in the 

history and the experience of the Gospels and the Epistles is not explicable save as God 

and of God and thus God, therein, is known for what He is. This is the meaning of the 

Father and the Son. 

"God" says the earliest apostolic preaching “raised up Jesus" (Acts iii.26 : xiii.33-) 

The reference is not to the resurrection: that is noted elsewhere (e.g. xiii.34, ii.24 etc.). 

The first “raised up" means “intiated," “made actual for a purpose," “accomplished 

himself through”. The whole significance of what Jesus was and did is understood as 

supremely Divine enterprise and everything about it is Grace — grace in conception, 
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grace in action, grace in intent, grace in deed — God being all in all. 

And thence “proceeds" the grace of God the Holy Spirit. He is the actuality of the 

Divine grace in its constant relevance to all our needs and hopes and joys. There is the 

same self-emptying in the Holy Spirit as in Christ. “How else can we think of the Holy 

Spirit indwelling such men as we are? It marks indeed a lowlier descent than that of the 

Son.... Such an intimate association of Himself with us cannot mean anything but 

continual suffering for God, even though it is suffering transfused with the joy of 

sanctifying the sinful. All the activities of the Holy Spirit in us are as lowly as Jesus' 

washing the disciples' feet." 

Such then is the “God of all grace." Just as nature is the embracing context of our 

personal existence, so is this grace the ground of our being as Christians. Could we need 

a clearer assurance of the truth that it is only “by the grace of God we are what we are." 

(1 Cor xv.10.) 

"You are they for whom nothing has ever happened" says T. S Eliot of certain of his 

characters, whose lives in consequence were aimless and empty.  The Christian, when he 

understands himself properly, is one for whom tremendous things have happened. He 

opens his New Testament and recognises in a redemptive history the handwork of God 

Himself Divinely conceived and Divinely accomplished. And because these things have 

happened, life is to be understood and lived, in Christ. 

This sense of the actuality of Divine grace dominates the New Testament writers. One 

striking example which may be taken for study is the First Epistle of St. John  

(Incidentally almost all these documents are addressed to the area of the Near East 

Christian Council!). It reverberates with this sense of assurance about the actuality of 

God and His grace. “God is light": “God is love." These are its definition. It reiterates 

with joyous frequency the phrase “We know." You may care to collect the occasions and 

clauses with this phrase, for they afford a fine panorama of the consequences of the grace 

of God. Consider also what the Epistle has to say about the bearing of this grace upon the 

interrelationship within the Church and humanity at large. “Hereby know we love 

because that He laid down His life for us." (iii.16) The writer at this point does not pause 

to distinguish between the Father and the Son, but speaks of God's laying down of His 

life. He has learned that in God's self-humiliation in Christ the Divine glory is not 

discarded but realised.  

What worlds away all this is from the lines of Umar Khayyam: 

"And that inverted bowl we call the sky, 

Whereunder crawling, cooped, we live and die, 

Lift not Thy hands to It for help — for It 

Rolls impotently on as thou or I."  

Thanks to His grace, God is not a sort of something somewhere: “He is the God and 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ." 

The grace of God can always be studied, thus, by contrast. Umar Khayyam, of course, 

was no good Muslim. Many features of the grace of God are alive and real in Muslim life 

and devotion. God is gracious in creation, in providence, in revelation, in mercy, in 

compassion. Yet the meanings of “grace" or “mercy" in God according to Islam do not 

include the capacity of redemptive love nor the assurance of sacrifice. Our hope of truly 

interpreting to the world of Islam these other Christian, dimensions of the Divine — all 

enriching as they do the awareness that God is most great — must turn upon the way in 
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which we ourselves are dominated, in thought and character, by Him in Whom we have 

believed. 

 

PRAYER 

 

"0 God, Who perfectly unitest majesty and mercy, power and love, omnipotence and 

tender compassion, grant us, now and in all things, a mind to know Thee, a heart to love 

Thee and a will to serve Thee, that truth and compassion, fidelity and peace, loyalty and 

kindliness may be surely united in our ministry and in our souls. Who art Thyself the God 

of all patience, the God of peace, of hope and grace, in Jesus Christ our Saviour.  Amen."  

 

 

 

THE PROPHET IN THE QUR’AN 

 

The purpose of this study is to take up, conjointly, the two clearly imperative themes 

in Islamics. So much in the faith of Islam is in effect the Man and the Book, the Prophet 

and the Qur’an. It may be possible then to apprehend something of Muhammad's 

biography and significance through a study of the major Qur’anic passages having to do 

with his personal history, and at the same time to find thereby an entry into the basic 

document of Islam.  

Linking these two areas of concern together is justified further by the fact that the 

Qur’an is the first and most authentic source for prophetic biography. Though the 

passages that bear directly on Muhammad are far from exhaustive of his life (otherwise 

there would have been no room for the voluminous tradition) they do enable a fairly clear 

and comprehensive picture of the pattern of development. At the same time, this affords a 

useful way of becoming seriously acquainted with Qur’anic style and content. 

We shall not be concerned at all here with the Qur’anic theory of the relation of the 

Man to the Book, or of the Prophet to the revelation. This is one of the deepest and most 

urgent themes of Muslim theology and has wide contemporary repercussions. But what 

we are about here is more simple and strictly biographical. The Qur’anic concept of 

revelation will come before us next month and this study should help lead into it. 

It is interesting to note that the actual name Muhammad occurs only four times in the. 

Qur'an. Surah “iii.144 reminds the believers that Muhammad is no more than a 

messenger like earlier messengers who have passed away. Surah xxxiii.40 declares that 

he is not the father of any man among the Muslims — a fact which goes far to explain the 

Prophet's many later marriages, in the search for an heir to his authority as ruler (though 

his prophethood was irrepeatable). Surah xlvii-3 commends both the truth revealed to 

him and those who receive it; while Surah xlviii-29—a long and interesting verse—

identifies him as the Messenger of God and describes the devotional fervour of his 

community. References of course to Al Rasul and to the Prophet by use of the personal 

pronoun Anta are of course extremely frequent. It may be fair to take this almost 

complete absence of the actual name as a measure of the way in which vocation and 

function took over and dominated the individual personality. The identity between the 

man and the mission, so to speak, was complete. 

The story is of the evolving role of the man-mission: we watch them developing 
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together in close interaction. Muhammad is successively (and cumulatively) warner, 

preacher, protagonist, leader, warrior, lawyer and ruler, as his mission passes through its 

historic phases as vision, utterance, controversy, resistance, persistence, consolidation, 

triumph and climax. The thread of this study is how the person and the purpose pursue 

their allied destiny. The two physical poles of the story are of course Mecca and Medina; 

its crux is the Hijrah from the one to the other and its phases may, for our purpose, be 

considered as five in number: Vocation, Adversity, Conflict of Soul, Conflict of Force, 

Victory. 

 
THE VOCATION OF THE PROPHET 

 

Vocation can only be understood against the background of paganism and idolatry. 

The Quraish of Mecca, Muhammad's arch foes in his mission, are clearly delineated in 

the Qur’an — their scepticism about judgement, their habituation to idols, their easy 

mockery, the commercial language of their busy and mercantile city, perhaps even a 

picture of their Shura or Council. (Surah xxiii.25 & 34 and elsewhere: “the chiefs of his 

people"—here it is the story of Noah.) The Prophet uses the name Allah without 

explanation, as something familiar. Surah liii. 10-20 has a specific reference to the 

goddesses of Mecca. Muhammad is accused by them of being foreign-taught (Surahs 

xvi.105 & xxv.5) and we find the Jews and Christians in the intent of this charge. These 

are — in a germinal concept — “the people of the Book" and “those who had the 

Scriptures before. 

"The tremendous story begins in orphanhood (Surah xciii.6-8). But the Qur’an itself 

(as distinguished from tradition) has little direct to say on the earliest years. It refers to 

Muhammad as “Al rasul al nabi al ummi," (vii.I57) “the unlettered prophet" with perhaps 

also a suggestion of one destined to be prophet to those as yet scriptureless, i.e. the Arabs. 

But the climax of the silent years of preparation; of brooding on Mount Hira upon the 

ignorance, division and idolatry of his people; and of discovering the Arabian 

implications of God as revelatory and supreme, breaks forth eloquently in the Qur’an in 

(as is generally believed) the first deliverance—Surah  xcvi.l-4.  This deserves with liii.1-

10 and lxxxi. 19-27) the utmost attention. 

It was a call to recital, utterance, that is, of the already written. Iqra’ is the imperative, 

from the same root as Qur'an, It was a call linked to God's creative activity and to His 

earlier rational education of men. (Who hath taught man the use of the pen, Who hath 

taught man what he knew not.) Here in these three passages we have the Qur’an's own 

words on the inward genesis of Islam. Note the emphasis on the assurance that the 

Prophet was not misled nor did he speak from himself. He became a messenger only 

because a messenger first came to him. Islam believes profoundly in the Divine initiative 

as lying behind the totality of the Qur’an. 

But this assurance had naturally to authenticate itself in the Prophet's mind: 

apprehension, especially in a context of jinn-possession, was a natural early element in 

the ultimate sense of unquestioned and unquestionable certainty. For it was not at once 

known whether the revelations would be repeated: whether the call to recite would 

substantiate itself in the substance for recital. Surah xciii.l-6 seems to speak to this 

condition and supply this need, as well perhaps as Surah xciv also with its reminder of an 

earlier anticipatory experience (al Inshirah). 

There is only space for another passage relating to the basic pattern of Qur’anic 
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recipience — Surah lxxiv. “0 thou who art enwrapped," (v.2) (Al Mudaththir—also the 

name of the Surah). This has been understood as referring to the mystical features 

(conscious or unconscious) of the Prophet's experience. Did he envelope himself in his 

mantle as part of a discipline or technique of abating sense-distraction, and thus awaiting 

a celestial visitation or vision, after a pattern the Sufis later followed and in which 

Gabriel would be a synonym for an-immediate perception of the Divine? (J.CIark Archer: 

The Mystical Element in Muhammad has a deep discussion on this theme.) There are 

several other references to night vigils and watching unto dawn. (lxxiv.33-35  lxxxi.18-

19)) 

The preaching, or warning, in the earliest period, was terse, fervent, ecstatic and 

ejaculatory (cf. Surah ci.) Gradually both preacher and book together moved into more 

conscious controversy, as recalcitrance and antagonism began to harden in the 

community and the response remained limited largely to a few, and they for the most part 

lowly. (Surah xi.28) The message thus begun came more and more into adversity. 

 
ADVERSITY 

 

The two Emigrations to Ethiopia and a steady dogged persistence in the midst of 

recalcitrance are the salient features of this phase. To it in large measure belong the 

lengthy sections of the Qur’an having to do with patriarchal history. It would appear that 

the intent was twofold: the encouragement of the Prophet by the force of patriarchal 

parallel and a sharpening of the warning to the Meccans through the precedents of 

disaster in earlier history. Thus Noah, Joseph, Abraham, Moses are seen as protagonists 

of monotheism whose rebellious opponents were overwhelmed. (These narratives 

account for some 1500 verses or a little less than one fourth of the Qur'an.) Since the 

subject matter of the deliverances is more hortatory and narrative, the style changes into a 

less fervid and somewhat less poetical quality. 

Though ‘Umar and Hamza were notable recruits little permanent headway seemed to 

be attained. The Meccan resistance presented a solid phalanx of vested interest, scorn and 

apprehension, against which the Prophet stood with sharpened vigor and tenacity. The 

Qur'an reflects the issues, or rather the issue, in numerous controversial passages. “They 

say...: Say thou...'" This situation is as formative of Qur’anic content, speaking humanly, 

as the character of the Pharisees' recalcitrance is formative in the Gospels. There is 

perhaps another value in that parallel. The career of the Prophet was shaping towards the 

supreme decision of all religious truth: How does one, how should one, react, in the name 

of truth, to untruth, to denial of that to which we are pledged witnesses? 

 
CONFLICT OF SOUL 

 

This was the question that became the theme of the most formative decisions in 

Muhammad's life and work. With this period of definition, it is usual to connect the night 

journey referred to in Surah xvii.2 and held by some to be described in Surah liii.6-11 

(though this is also applied to the inaugural vision.) Muslim faith understands the “further 

sanctuary" to be Jerusalem, on the way to the seventh heaven and the throne beyond it. 

This Mi’raj as it is known is taken as a Divine confirmation of the vocation and a token 

of its victorious destiny. It lies behind that close association of the name of God and the 

name of the Prophet which is enshrined in the Shahadah. It may perhaps also be 
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interpreted as indicating that Muhammad's thoughts were ranging abroad beyond Mecca 

and that the Mi’raj was a kind of poetic prelude to the Hijrah. 

What was the essence of the conflict of which this was the mystique? How would, 

how should, this destiny of Divine purpose achieve itself? Preaching, exhortation and 

witness had accomplished only meagre results, measured numerically and in terms of 

prestige. A visit of the Prophet's to Al-Ta'if had met only with obloquy, and if possible 

more stiff rejection than in Mecca. Would the truth of Tauhid overcome the error and 

folly of shirk, unless it had a community by which to assert, explain and enthrone itself, 

in men's wills and societies? The question is integral. The Prophet had clearly seen that in 

some sense allegiance to truth could never be compelled. Surah xi.29: “Think my people, 

if my Lord has revealed to me His will and bestowed on me His grace, though it is hidden 

from you, can we compel you to accept it against your will?" 

Yet perhaps non-allegiance could be checked, hostility could be countered and 

enmity, if not subjugated, at any rate neutralised, as a pre-requisite of its defeat? We must 

find a lively sympathy for the problem and the issue that lie under this conflict of soul. It 

was gradually settled in terms that disclose themselves in the two Pledges of 'Aqabah and 

the ultimate Emigration to Medina, when it had become clear that there was a 

community, or at least the elements of a community, ready to undertake the civil, and 

perhaps military, corollaries of identification with Muhammad's cause, and of allegiance 

to his mission and himself. 

The Qur'an refers to this central and formative event in a simple (narrative, not 

reflective) reference in Surah viii.31 though of course the event fulfils the most insistent 

of Qur’anic commands, that of separation on the part of true believers from the mushrikin 

(cf. vi. 107).  There was the inner assurance that the Prophet was on the right path, the 

Sirat al Mustaqim. (xliii.43)- 

This stretch of the biographical territory will always remain one of the deepest 

mysteries of Muhammad. How intense was this conflict of soul and in what ways and 

terms was the ultimate decision taken? Did Islam so to speak demand a community and 

this demand searched out the Medinan solution: or did the latter, in embryo, present itself 

to Muhammad independently so that in the manner of an opportunist he took it, both as 

the solution to the actual dilemma and the answer to the spiritual problem? We shall 

never know: but here in terms of what is done, or can be done, with recalcitrance is the 

major area of comparability and contrast between Muhammad and Jesus, between Mecca 

and Jerusalem, between 622 A.D. and 28 A.D. Try to understand the Muhammadan issue 

here in the light of the Christian conviction that the Cross is the mode of Divine 

Omnipotence and the pattern in suffering of the victory of truth. 

 
THE CONFLICT OF FORCE AND VICTORY 

 

The developments subsequent to the Hijrah, the consolidation of resources in Medina, 

the drift to open war with the Meccans, the brief truce and the final attrition and 

capitulation of Mecca are fairly clearly reflected in the Qur’an. As the proportions and 

success of the Islamic community grew, the role of the Prophet became increasingly also 

that of leader, ruler, administrator and legislator. Correspondingly the style of the Qur'an 

changes from the poetic to the prosaic. Sentences are longer and more argumentative. 

The message has become a polity. 

There is also the somewhat changed interaction of Islam and Jewry after the Hijrah, 
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when the claims of the Prophet could really be tested in an area of Jewish importance, 

such as Mecca could hardly be said to be. In this connection was the change of Qiblah 

from Jerusalem to Mecca, usually understood by historians as marking the final 

distinctiveness and self-identity of Islam, as well as the policy of the integration of Mecca 

into the new political expression. (See Surah ii.143-146.) 

On the matter of warfare in the month of truce see Surah ii.2l6 and 189-194. Surah 

viii.5-19 comments on the various implications of the Battle of Badr — the day of AI-

Furqan, the Criterion, when the destined triumph of the community was distinctively 

sealed and boded forth. From that time on the Islamic entity was marked out by 

irreversible hostility to Mecca and by a victorious destiny. Note the unwillingness of 

some Muslims, and the confident repose of the Muslims prior to the encounter. The 

reverse at Uhud is the theme of Surah iii.121-179. It rebukes false-confidence and ill-

discipline and acts as a trial of true faith. Those who died in battle are in Paradise: to 

shrink from warfare is not to be immune from death. Surah xxxiii discusses the so-called 

Battle of the Ditch and its sequel. This encounter was the last effort of the Quraish to 

liquidate Islam. From this point on it is a story of diminishing spirit and resources, of 

being outmanoeuvred and outwitted. 

Surah xlviii notes some of the popular reactions to the Treaty of al Hudaibiyyah by 

which Muhammad, to the immediate dismay of some of his followers, made a well 

calculated arrangement with the Meccan for the later evacuation of the city while he and 

his followers made pilgrimage. The final climax was complete and total. (Surah xvii.82). 

For Hunan, see ix.29 f: for recalcitrants in Medina ix.109: for the proclamation of the 

Year of deputations and the Release ix. 1-28: for the Farewell pilgrimage and, probably 

the last revelation, Surah v.5. 

How shall we adequately formulate the themes for study and thought arising out of 

the foregoing, criminally sketchy as it is? At least it is meant to commend the instinct to 

keep the study of the Prophet and the study of the Qur’an always close together, always 

reciprocal.  
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QUESTIONS FOR STUDY AND DISCUSSION 

 

 

(1) Have you made a real effort to penetrate the Muslim attitude to Muhammad and to 

become aware of the criteria on which it is based? 

 

(2) Assuming that the answer to (1) is Yes, what would you think to be a valid and wise 

Christian decision about him to be given to Muslims when pressed to do so? 

 

(3) How is it that the Hijrah or Emigration to Medina is so appropriately the point of 

origin for the Muslim Calendar (A.H.) and not the Prophet's birth? 

 

(4) Surah x.I7 has the Prophet saying: “A whole life-time I dwelt among you before it 

was revealed." What conclusions do you think are right about the antecedents of his 

call and convictions? 

 

(5) How would you explain the relation of Jesus' suffering to Jesus' ministry for a Muslim 

friend? And what Qur’anic words or verses could you utilise to convey your Christian 

sense of the Divineness of the way of the Cross? (e.g. Surah x.l00: “And thou, wilt 

thou compel men to be believers?" xiii.40. “Yours is only the message to 

communicate, ours (God's) to do the reckoning." 

 

(6) Study to keep all questions about the Prophet on the highest and the truly productive 

level. 


