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Themes of the Texts 
 
The first text is the opening passage of the long surah entitled, “Women,” (176 verses) 
that deals mainly with family and community life.  It is the opening verse that particularly 
relates to our theme; the succeeding verses are given for context.  This opening verse was 
often recited by the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, along with two other 
Qur’anic passages, at important occasions.  To this day, these three portions of the 
Qur’an are regularly recited in Friday sermons and marriage ceremonies all over the 
Muslim world.  The two other Qur’anic passages also begin with the command to “fear” 
or “reverence” God. 
 
The Night Journey takes its name from the reference in the opening ayah to the Prophet’s 
miraculous nocturnal journey in the company of Gabriel from Mecca to Jerusalem, where 
he led all the prophets in prayer and then ascended through the seven heavens before 
leaving Gabriel behind, enjoying a direct Vision of God and communicating directly with 
the Divine Presence.  The Surah is also known as “The Children of Israel” because the 
rest of the opening passage speaks of this important people who were given the covenant 
earlier.  Mention is made of two sacks of Jerusalem, usually understood to refer to the 
destruction of the temple, plus a prophecy about events towards the end of time which are 
read by many nowadays as a reference to the founding of the modern state of Israel and 
subsequent events. 
 
In the second and third texts, it is the last verse (ayah) that is especially relevant to the 
theme; the preceding verses are provided for context.  The surah from the third text is 
short (18 verses) and begins with the believers’ duty of etiquette towards God, then 
Muhammad, then fellow-believers, then all of humanity before ending with subtle 
allusions to the realities of faith, submission and the Divine Omniscience.  Verse 13 is 
often quoted in inter-faith and cross-cultural dialogues. 
 
Points to Consider 
 
Text 1: How are men and women’s natures related? 
 
Text 2: Humanity seems to be united by common ingratitude to God whilst enjoying 
common Divine favours.  How have we been preferred over other creation? 
 
Text 3: How does “knowing each other” happen in today’s world?



Text 1  
 
Surah Al-Nisa’ (Chapter: Women, 4:1-10), Medinan 
 
In the Name of God, All-Merciful, Most Merciful 

1. O mankind! reverence your Guardian-Lord,a 
Who created you from a single Person,  
Created, of like nature,b his mate, and from them twain  
Scattered (like seeds) countless men and women -  
Fearc Allah, through whom ye demand your mutual (rights),  
And (reverence) the wombs (that bore you):  
For Allah ever watches over you.  

2. To orphans restore their property (when they reach their age),  
Nor substitute (your) worthless things for (their) good ones; and devour not their 
substance (by mixing it up) with your own. For this is indeed a great sin.  

3. If ye fear that ye shall not be able to deal justly with the orphans, marry women of 
your choice: two or three or four; but if ye fear that ye shall not be able to deal 
justly (with them), then only one, or (captives) that your right hands possess; that 
will be more suitable, to prevent you from doing injustice. 

4. And give the women (on marriage) their dower as a free gift; but if they, of their 
own good pleasure, remit any part of it to you, Take it and enjoy it with right 
good cheer.  

5. To those weak of understanding make not over your property, which Allah has 
made a means of support for you, but feed and clothe them therewith, and speak 
to them words of kindness and justice.  

6. Make trial of orphans until they reach the age of marriage; if then ye find sound 
judgment in them, release their property to them; but consume it not wastefully, 
nor in haste against their growing up. If the guardian is well-off, let him claim no 
remuneration, but if he is poor, let him have for himself what is just and 
reasonable. When ye release their property to them, take witnesses in their 
presence: but All-Sufficient is Allah in taking account.  

7. From what is left by parents and those nearest related there is a share for men and 
a share for women, whether the property be small or large, - a determinate share.  

8. But if at the time of division other relatives, or orphans or poor, are present, feed 
them out of the (property), and speak to them words of kindness and justice.  

9. Let those (disposing of an estate) have the same fear in their minds as they would 
have for their own if they had left a helpless family behind: let them fear Allah, 
and speak words of appropriate (comfort).  

10. Those who unjustly eat up the property of orphans, eat up a Fire into their own 
bodies: they will soon be enduring a Blazing Fire!  

                                                 
a “Guardian-Lord”: Rabb 
b “Of like nature”: literally, “from it.”  The translation is based on the commentary of al-Razi (1149-1209). 
c or “Reverence” 



Text 2 
 
Surah Bani Isra’il or al-Isra’ (Chapter: Children of Israel or The Night Journey, 
17:66-70), Meccan 
 

66. Your Lord is He that makes the Ship  
Go smoothly for you through the sea,  
In order that ye may seek of His Bounty.  
For He is unto you Most Merciful.  

67. When distress seizes you at sea,  
Those that ye call upon - besides Himself -  
Leave you in the lurch! 
But when He brings you back safe to land,  
Ye turn away (from Him). Most ungrateful is man!  

68. Do ye then feel secure  
That He will not cause you to be swallowed up  
Beneath the earth when ye are on land,  
Or that He will not send against you a violent tornado (with showers of stones)  
So that ye shall find no one to carry out your affairs for you?  

69. Or do ye feel secure that He will not send you back  
A second time to sea and send against you  
A heavy gale to drown you because of your ingratitude,  
So that ye find no helper therein against Us?  

70. We have honoured the sons of Adam;d  
Provided them with transport on land and sea;  
Given them for sustenance things good and pure;  
And conferred on them special favours,  
Above a great part of our creation.  

 

                                                 
d Bani Adam: sons or children of Adam.  In Arabic (and related Islamic languages such as Persian, Urdu 
and Turkish), a man or human is called adami.  In classical Arabic, adam carries the following meanings, 
amongst others: mud, earth, surface, reddish-brown, an example for others. 



 
Text 3  
 
Surah al-Hujurat (Chapter: The Chambers, 49:9-13), Medinan 

9. If two parties among the Believers fall into  
A quarrel, make ye peace between them: but if  
One of them transgresses beyond bounds against the other  
Then fight ye (all) against the one that transgresses  
Until it complies with the command of Allah;  
But if it complies then make peace between them  
With justice and be fair: for Allah loves those  
Who are fair (and just).  

10. The Believers are but a single Brotherhood:  
So make peace and reconciliation  
Between your two (contending) brothers;  
And fear Allah, that ye may receive Mercy.  

11. O ye who believe!  
Let not some men among you laugh at others:  
It may be that the (latter) are better than the (former):  
Nor let some women laugh at others:  
It may be that the (latter are better than the (former):  
Nor defame nor be sarcastic to each other, nor call each other by (offensive) nicknames: 
Ill-seeming is a name connoting wickedness, (to be used of one) after he has believed: 
And those who do not desist are (indeed) doing wrong.  

12. O ye who believe! Avoid suspicion as much (as possible):  
For suspicion in some cases is a sin:  
And spy not on each other nor speak ill of each other behind their backs.  
Would any of you like to eat the flesh of his dead brother?  
Nay, ye would abhor it ... But fear Allah:  
For Allah is Oft-Returning, Most Merciful.  

13. O mankind! We created you  
From a single (pair) of a male and a female,  
And made you into nations and tribes,  
That ye may know each other (not that ye may despise each other).  
Verily the most honoured of you in the sight of Allah is (he who is) the most righteous of 
you. And Allah has full knowledge and is well acquainted (with all things).  



Commentary 
 
The mention of “fearing God” in the first text has implications for civic contexts, and the 
tradition of quoting this verse in marriage ceremonies underlines this.  One implication is 
that while our shared humanity means that we must pay strong attention to social justice 
(looking after the rights of the weak, oppressed and poor, as women and orphans have 
been in many societies), it also means that we must retain our natural “sense of the 
sacred,” that is echoed by the admonishment to fear and reverence God.  Strongly secular 
societies seem to believe that the former is possible without the latter, and my view is that 
this is, in the end, impossible.  The increasing moral breakdown of secular European 
societies with increasing addiction to alcohol, gambling, debt, pornography and 
paedophilia, plus the banality of much of modern art, architecture and philosophy, is a 
sign of this. 
 
An important theme in the opening verse of the first text is the mention of wombs, which 
are essentially a feminine attribute, signifying nurture, growth, protection.  The Arabic 
for “womb” (rahm) is synonymous with mercy (rahmah) and is the root of the important 
Divine Names al-Rahman (All-Merciful) and al-Rahim (Most Merciful) that occur 
alongside the Greatest Name, Allah, at the beginning of every chapter of the Qur’an 
except one.  The Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, explicitly taught that these 
Divine Names were derived from the womb, indicating God’s “feminine,” tender, caring 
and loving qualities towards His creation.  The keeping up of family and tribal ties, 
known in Qur’anic terms as “joining the womb,” is central to traditional Muslim social 
life.  In a modern civic context, family ties need to be understood as extending to the 
entire human family. 


