
An Explanation of The Qur’anic Ayat

Surat Ali Imran (3), Verse 7

هُوَ الَّذِيَ أَنزَلَ عَلَيْكَ الْكِتَابَ مِنْهُ آيَاتٌ مُّحْكَمَاتٌ هُنَّ أُمُّ الْكِتَابِ وَأُخَرُ مُتَشَابِهَاتٌ فَأَمَّا الَّذِينَ في قُلُوبِهِمْ زَيْغٌ فَيَتَّبِعُونَ مَا تَشَابَهَ مِنْهُ ابْتِغَاء الْفِتْنَةِ وَابْتِغَاء تَأْوِيلِهِ وَمَا يَعْلَمُ تَأْوِيلَهُ إِلاَّ اللّهُ   وَالرَّاسِخُونَ فِي الْعِلْمِ يَقُولُونَ آمَنَّا بِهِ كُلٌّ مِّنْ عِندِ رَبِّنَا وَمَا يَذَّكَّرُ إِلاَّ أُوْلُواْ الألْبَابِ

The issue to be explored is in the understanding of how this ayat should be read and, thus, understood based on two aspects: Tafsir and Tajwid.  It is through these two sciences that sense can be made of how this ayat is interpreted and implemented in the daily lives of Muslim.  The reason for this treatise is to alleviate concerns around the usage of this ayat as a proof to promote practices of at-Tasawwuf.
Tajweed

The companion of the Prophet (saw) named Abdullah ibn Mas’ud was the sixth person to enter Islam.  He was quite close with the Prophet (saw
) and, thus, was one of the more notable companions in terms of Islamic Knowledge.  As a result, the Prophet (saw) praised Ibn Mas’ud by saying, “Whoever wishes to recite the Qur’an in the manner in which it was revealed should recite it as Ibn Umm ‘Abd (Ibn Masu’d ) does.” (Ahmad, Ibn Majah, Hakim and declared Sahih by al-Albanee).  In response, Ibn Masu’d said, “By the One besides Whom there is no other god, I know where and why every verse of Allah’s book was revealed.” (Sahih Muslim)

Based on this incident it is clear that there is a specific method in which the Qur’an is to be recited.   This is important because throughout the ages changes have occurred in the Muslim Ummah and so it is important to preserve the rules of recitation of the Qur’an.  As a result of these changes we know that the Qu’ran itself was first written down during the caliphate of Abu Bakr.  We also know that during the caliphate of Uthman ibn Affan it was decided to use only one dialect (the Quraishi dialect) of the Qur’an in order to alleviate confusion.  Also, around 15 A.H., when Islam had spread to non-Arab speaking parts of the world it became incumbent upon the Muslims to develop “Nuqtah” and “Tashkeel” signs.  In the 9th century C.E. the tashdeed appeared to connote a double consonant sound.  What’s more important is that, regardless of these additions, the Qur’an must be recited according to how the Prophet (saw) recited it.  The best way to know this is based on the example of the companions which has been recorded in the Tafsir, discussed in the following section.

The issue of concern arises where the dot is symbolized in the above ayat.  The question really is: should there or shouldn’t there be a stop and/or pause at that point?
In the Qur’an printed in the Indo-Pakistani region, the syntax shows a ( which indicates a “wakf lazim” or “absolute stop.”  This symbol means that if one does not stop reading at this point, then the meaning of the ayat will become distorted.

In the Qur’an printed in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the syntax shows a ( or a ((( both of which indicates an “interpreted stop” or “there is a stop on it.”  However, other scholars say that this syntax represents permissibility to continue, but preference to stop.  It would appear that the majority of scholars choose to stop here based on the recitation of Aisha bint Abi Bakr, Urwah, Abu Ash-Sha’tha and Abu Nahik.

Tafsir

Tafsir is, essentially, the explanation of the Qur’anic ayat (their meanings and means of implementation) by Allah and His Prophet (saw) as is mentioned in the following pair of ayat:
إِنَّ عَلَيْنَا جَمْعَهُ وَقُرْآنَه  فَإِذَاقَرَأْنَاهُ فَاتَّبِعْ قُرْآنَهُ ثُمَّ إِنَّ عَلَيْنَا بَيَانَهُ

Verily, collecting the Qur’an and reciting to you is My responsibility – so when I read it to you, listen to it.  Then it is upon Me to explain it. (Al-Qiyamah 75:17-19)
بِالْبَيِّنَاتِ وَالزُّبُرِ وَأَنزَلْنَا إِلَيْكَ الذِّكْرَ لِتُبَيِّنَ لِلنَّاسِ مَا نُزِّلَ إِلَيْهِمْ وَلَعَلَّهُمْ يَتَفَكَّرُونَ
I have revealed the Reminder (Qur’an) to you (O Muhammad) so that you may explain to people what has been revealed to them.” (An-Nahl 16:44)

The companions of the Prophet (saw) would, as a result of revelation, seek clarification and understanding directly from the Messenger (saw).  Those who were clearly versed in this understanding include the following – the Caliphs, Aisha bint Abi Bakr, Ibn Mas’ud, Ibn Abbas, Ubay ibn Kaab, Zayd ibn Thabit, Az-Zubayr, Anas ibn Malik, Ibn Umar, Abdullah ibn Amr ibn al-Aas.
Of these companions mentioned, the most famous was Abdullah ibn Abbas who set up the first Islamic ‘classes.’  The Prophet (saw) make du’a for him, saying “O Allah, give him a deep understanding of the religion and make him skilled in interpretation.  
Another one who was famous we Abdullah ibn Mas’ud, whom the Prophet (saw) called “Translator of the Qur’an.”  In Medinah, Ubay ibn Kaab was definitely a leader in tafsir. Tafsir was not only the translation and explanation of the Qur’an, but was also the basis for developing the branch of Islamic Fiqh. 
The first written version of a tafseer was by Mujahid ibn Jabr who copied down every last piece of information from Ibn Abbas.  This was preserved by Ibn Jareer at-Tabaree between 225 A.H. to 310 A.H. who wrote first complete tafsir of the Qur’an.   This tafsir is significant because at-Tabaree used a global approach to his tafsir which means that he used as many resources as possible.  The purpose of the global approach is to address that Islam had spread to every corner of the known world in the 25 years following the Prophet’s death (saw).  As a result of the wide spread of Islam, many of the tabi’een and especially the tabi’ tabi’een were not from the Arabian Peninsula or from the immediate vicinity of Makkah and/or Medinah.  This meant that “tafseer” had to take on specific rules in order to preserve it as a science.  The consequences of not following these rules opened the door to confusion and person opinion.  Many of the future generations deleted names from Isnads of their proofs and thus there were many mixed up ideas; some of these ideas were intermingled with Greek philosophy and other branches of science.  Further, the Shia were able to interpret ayats to support their 12 Imam concept and even Ibn al-Arabi was able to “discover” proofs for his idea of Wahdatul-Wujood.  However, this was a minority movement and many scholars upheld pure Islamic thought – thus, the next great Tafsir was that of Ibn Kathir.
Tafsir & Ta’weel

These two words were synonymous with each other for the earlier generations of Muslims.  However, from the 4th generation on, the word ta’weel took on a different meaning.  

The word “Tafseer” is derived from “fassara” as is found in the Qur’an:

وَلَا يَأْتُونَكَ بِمَثَلٍ إِلَّا جِئْنَاكَ بِالْحَقِّ وَأَحْسَنَ تَفْسِيرًا

For any parable they bring, I will bring you the truth and a better ‘tafseeran’ (25:33)

The word “Ta’weel” comes from the word “awwala” which literally means “interpretation,” but takes it’s known meaning based on context within a sentence.  So, firstly, when used in the context of a command, ta’weel means execution or implementation. An example is when the Prophet (saw) used to “yata’awwal” the Qur’an by supplicating in Rukoo and Sajood based on Sura Nasr, Verse 3.  
Secondly, when used in reference to news or information ta’weel refers to the actual occurrence.  For example, 
وَلَقَدْ جِئْنَاهُم بِكِتَابٍ فَصَّلْنَاهُ عَلَى عِلْمٍ هُدًى وَرَحْمَةً لِّقَوْمٍ يُؤْمِنُونَ هَلْ يَنظُرُونَ إِلاَّ تَأْوِيلَهُ

Verily, I have brought them a book of knowledge and explained it in detail – a guide and mercy for the Believers.  Are they only waiting for the “taweelahu” of what is in the 

Book? (Sura A’raaf, 7:52-53)

The third instance, is when ta’weel is used in reference to recorded speech; in this context it refers to explanation or interpretation.  An example is found in the ayat that we are studying written above (please note the underlined words).

However, later generations, in order to propagate their own ideology, twisted the meaning of ta’weel to mean shifting of an expression to be used as a simile and/or metaphor.  Thus, the ayat:

يَدُ اللَّهِ فَوْقَ أَيْدِيهِمْ
Allah’s hand is above their hands (Surah Fath, 48:10)
This ayat is in reference to the oath of the companions, but has been re-interpreted as meaning Allah’s help and support, because “it is not possible for Allah to have a hand.”

Methods

Tafsir is founded by limited methods to ensure correctness:

1. Tafsir of the Qur’an by the Qur’an itself

2. Tafsir of the Qur’an by the Sunnah

وَمَا أَنزَلْنَا عَلَيْكَ الْكِتَابَ إِلاَّ لِتُبَيِّنَ لَهُمُ الَّذِي اخْتَلَفُواْ فِيهِ
And We have not sent down the Book to you (O Muhammad), except that you may explain clearly unto them those things in which they differ. (An-Nahl 16:64)
3. Tafsir of the Qur’an by Athaar – sayings of the companions

4. Tafsir of the Qur’an by Language – and here is where a lot of mistakes can be made.  For example, Surat al-Burooj has been mistakenly translated as meaning “Signs of the Zodiac” and so Muslims take this as a sign that they can partake in Astrology. Based on the first ayat in that Surah, it cannot mean this because Allah swears by it and the Prophet (saw) said, “Whoever visits a fortuneteller has disbelieved in what was revealed to Muhammad.” (Tirmidi).  Buruj means “star configuration.”

5. Tafsir of the Qur’an by Opinion – the Prophet (saw) said, “Opinion based arugment about the Qur’an is Kufr.” He repeated twice more and then said, “What you know of it, act upon and what you are ignorant of, ask the one who knows.” (Ahmad)

6. Tafsir of the Qur’an by Deviants – an example would be the Qadiyani religion who re-interpreted the word “Khaatam” from Surat al-Ahzab, 33:40 to mean “ring” in which case the Prophet (saw) was beautiful; then some will say it means “seal” but like one seals an envelope – it can be re-opened.  Another example would be from Elijah Mohammad, found of the Lost-Found Nation of Islam who used the literal word “zurq” in Surah Ta Ha, 20:102 to mean “blue eyed” and used this as proof that all blue eyed people were devils; in fact the word refers to a condition of “bleary eyes.”
Sura 3, Verse 7
It is He Who has sent down to you (Muhammad SAW) the Book (this Quran). In it are Verses that are entirely clear, they are the foundations of the Book (and those are the Verses of Al-Ahkam (commandments, etc.), Al-Faraid (obligatory duties) and Al-Hudud (legal laws for the punishment of thieves, adulterers, etc.)); and others not entirely clear. So as for those in whose hearts there is a deviation (from the truth) they follow that which is not entirely clear thereof, seeking Al-Fitnah (polytheism and trials, etc.), and seeking for its hidden meanings, but none knows its hidden meanings save Allah. And those who are firmly grounded in knowledge say: "We believe in it; the whole of it (clear and unclear Verses) are from our Lord." And none receive admonition except men of understanding. (Tafsir At-Tabaree). Translation from the Noble Qur’an
He is the One who sent down to you the Scripture, from which there are firm verses; they are the essence of the Scripture; and others which are similar to each other. As for those who have disease in their hearts, they will follow what is similar from it seeking to confuse, and seeking to derive an interpretation. But none know its interpretation except God and those who are well founded in knowledge, they Say: "We believe in it, all is from our Lord." And none will remember except the people of understanding. The Message A Literal Translation of the Final Revealed Scripture Copyright 2002-2005 
info@ProgressiveMuslims.Org

He it is Who has revealed the Book to you; some of its verses are decisive, they are the basis of the Book, and others are allegorical; then as for those in whose hearts there is perversity they follow the part of it which is allegorical, seeking to mislead and seeking to give it (their own) interpretation. but none knows its interpretation except Allah, and those who are firmly rooted in knowledge say: We believe in it, it is all from our Lord; and none do mind except those having understanding. M. H. Shakir Copyright Tahrike Tarsile Qur'an, Inc. Elmhurst, New York, USA.
The first translation is the one agreed upon by Ahl as-Sunnah wal Jama’ah.  The second and third translations are those that will lead to confusion in the religion of Islam and/or allow for personal deviancy and opinion.  What’s strange is that the first part of this ayat warns against exactly what translators 2 & 3 have done!  What is their proof?  Their proof is based upon a hadith in Sahih Bukhari in which the Prophet (saw) makes a du’a for Ibn Abbas, "O Allah! Bestow on him the knowledge [ta’weel] of the Book (Qur'an)." However, based on the earlier discussion, this hadith does NOT mean interpretation.  In fact, the Prophet (saw) stated, “If you meet those who seek out the obscure verses, they are the ones whom Allah has named in the Qur’an – so beware of them.” (Bukhari & Muslim).

What, then, is our position of why this verse was revealed? According to the Tafsir of Ibn Abbas: He it is Who hath revealed unto thee (Muhammad) the Scripture) who sent you Gabriel with the Scripture (wherein are clear revelations) expositing the lawful and unlawful which are not abrogated and which are acted upon. (They are the substance of the Book) they are the foundation of the Book as they are the leading theme in each book. They are all acted upon. An example of this is the saying of Allah: (Say: Come, I will recite unto you that which your Lord hath made a sacred duty for you…) [6:151]. (And others (which are) allegorical) vague in their meanings to the Jews, like the use of the letters of the alphabet according to their numerical value (hisab al-Jumal) in such instances as Alif. Lam. Mim, Alif. Lam. Mim. Sad, Alif. Lam Mim. Ra; and Alif. Lam. Ra; it is also said that (others (which are) allegorical) means: other verses that are abrogated and no longer acted upon. (But those) the Jews Ka'b Ibn al-Ashraf, Huyayy Ibn Akhtab and Judayy Ibn Akhtab (in whose hearts is doubt) scepticism, opposition and deviance from guidance (pursue, forsooth, that which is allegorical seeking) in the Qur'an ((to cause) dissension) pursuing disbelief, ascribing partners to Allah, and holding fast to the error they are in (by seeking to explain it) to determine the future of this nation so that dominion reverts back to them. (None knoweth its explanation) the future of this nation (save Allah). Here Allah interrupts His speech and then resumes it by saying: (And those who are of sound instruction) those who have a sound grasp of the knowledge of the Torah: 'Abdullah Ibn Salam and his fellow companions (say: We believe therein) in the Qur'an; (the whole is from our Lord) Allah has revealed both those verses which are clear and those which are ambiguous; (but only men of understanding) who have sound minds such as 'Abdullah Ibn Salam and his fellow companions (really heed) take admonition from the simile of the Qur'an. Tafsir Ibn ‘Abbas © 2007 Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought, Amman, Jordan (http://www.aalalbayt.org) ® All Rights Reserved
What is the ayat talking about?  The ayat itself talks about the fact that there are two categories of revealed verses – the first is called Muhkamat.  The Muhkamat are those verses that are clear and plain and define the rulings, the halal and haram, the limits, obligations and the rulings that should be believed in and implemented.  
Maulana Mawdudi also explains: These verses constitute the fundamental principles of the Book, i.e., they and they alone determine the aim and object for which the Qur'an has been sent down. They invite the world to Islam, teach morals and give warnings. They refute wrong beliefs and practices, and lay down the way of right living. They expound the fundamentals of religion and state beliefs and practices, morals and duties, commandments and prohibitions. Therefore a seeker after Truth should turn to these verses as these alone can satisfy his needs. Naturally such a person will concentrate on these verses and endeavour to derive the greatest benefit from them. [http://www.quran.org.uk]

The second type of verse is called Mutashabihat and these verses are not clear.  An example are the letters at the start of many surahs in the Qur’an.  However, Allah gives a very straight warning – those who delve into these unknowns are really only looking to cause trouble and waste their time.  

Again, Maulana Maududi: Mutashabihat are those verses in which there is a possibility of more than one meaning. Their object is to give a certain minimum knowledge about the universe, its beginning and end, the position of man therein, and such other basic things, for these things are essential for the formulation of any system of life. It is obvious that no human language possesses words, expressions, idioms etc., to depict clearly those supernatural things, which have never yet been grasped by human senses, nor seen nor heard nor smelt nor touched nor tasted by human beings. That is why such supernatural things have to be described in terms of human life. That is why the Qur'an uses ambiguous verses in human language which are liable to give rise to more than one meaning. Thus it is clear that the main benefit of such verses is that they help one approach the Reality and form a conception of it. Hence the more one tries to determine their precise meanings, the more one gets involved in doubts and ambiguities. As a result of this, one will not be able to find the Reality but will be led further away from it and cause mischief. Therefore those, who seek after the Truth and do not hanker after superfluities, rest content with the simple Idea or Reality they get from the ambiguous verses, which suffices them for an understanding of the Qur'an; they concentrate their whole attention on a fuller comprehension of the verses which are precise in meaning. On the other hand, those who love superfluities or seek after mischief, spend their time and energies in giving arbitrary interpretations to the ambiguous verses. This might give rise to a question: how can one believe in the truth of the ambiguous verses, if one does not know their precise meaning? The answer is that a study of the precise verses, and not of the different interpretations of the ambiguous verses, confirms a sensible man in his belief that the Qur'an is the Word of Allah. When the study of the precise verses once convinces him that the Book is really from Allah, then the ambiguous verses do not create any doubt in his mind and he accepts the simple meanings which are within his comprehension and leaves alone any complicacies if and when they appear. Instead of hair splitting and probing into them, he believes in the Word of Allah as a whole and turns his attention to more useful things. [http://www.quran.org.uk]

In the end, the truth and all knowledge is with Allah.  The Prophet (saw) used to make du’a to seek protection from falling into over-contemplation and obsession with the Mutashabihat by reciting the very next verse,

رَبَّنَا لاَ تُزِغْ قُلُوبَنَا بَعْدَ إِذْ هَدَيْتَنَا وَهَبْ لَنَا مِن لَّدُنكَ رَحْمَةً إِنَّكَ أَنتَ الْوَهَّابُ

"Our Lord! Let not our hearts deviate (from the truth) after You have guided us, and grant us mercy from You. Truly, You are the Bestower." (Aali Imran 3:8)
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