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Alif Lam Ra. A Book We have sent down to thee that thou mayest bring forth mankind from the shadows to the light by the leave of their Lord, to the path of the All‑mighty, the All‑laudable. (14:1)*
It is reported that the death of the late King Hussein of Jordan was announced to the world by the electronic media a considerable while before an official announcement was made. When questioned about the reasons for the delay, the minister in charge indicated that the official announcement had to be made in the proper manner. By that, it turned out, he meant that the announcement of the death of the king had to be preceded by the recitation of an appropriate passage from the Qur'_n. The momentous event had to yield to the evocation of that which is more pivotal; the contentment of hearing the Divine Word took precedence over the conclusion of a human journey, sad as that may have been. The significance of the Qur'_n as the lifeline of Muslim being, faith, and devotion cannot be overstated.

My purpose in this presentation is not to examine the history of the text of the Qur'_n or its possible sources. Such work, while perhaps valid for its own purposes, has been undertaken by Western scholars with minimal degrees of success since the last century. My task, instead, is to examine the manner in which the Qur'_n is experienced by the devotee.1 Needless to say, an outsider to Islam, such as I am, cannot fully grasp the depth of ardour felt by one for whom the Qur'_n is the living presence of the divine word. A careful scholar treats the Qur'_n with the deference it justly deserves; a devotee approaches it as the embodiment of the sacred.

The inviolability of religious scriptures is dependent on the believing community acknowledging their sanctity. What, then, were the circumstances that brought a text such as the Qur'_n into the realm of the holy or, as the believer would insist, brought the holy into human hands and hearts? While, according to the believer, sanctity is inherent in the sacred text itself, the integrity of the bearer of the message similarly plays an important role in establishing and maintaining the authenticity and canonicity of the text.

The Revelation and the Messenger: "Say ... 'this Koran has been revealed to me that I may warn you thereby'" (6:19)
The Qur'_n is not a book by MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad or about him; unlike that of Moses or Jesus, his biography must be sought outside the sacred book. Rather, according to Muslim belief, the Qur'_n is a book that was revealed to MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad as a means of guidance for the human race. On the strength of Qur'anic support, the hagiographic tradition maintains that the first revelation descended on him on the 27th night of the month of RamaEQ \O(.,d)_n [610 CE?], subsequently the Muslim month of fasting,

the month of Ramadan, wherein the Koran was sent down to be a guidance to people, and as clear signs of the Guidance and the Salvation. (2:185)
The significance of the event is such that that night has come to be celebrated as "the Night of Destiny" or "the Night of Power" (laylat al-qadr),

Behold, We sent it down on the Night of Power;

And what shall teach thee what is the Night of Power?

The Night of Power is better than a thousand months;

in it the angels and the Spirit descend, by the leave of their Lord, upon every command.

Peace it is, till the rising of dawn. (97:1-5)
One traditional narrative of the events surrounding the revelation of the Qur'_n is related by al-EQ \O(.,T)abar_ (839-923 CE), the Muslim historian and commentator on the Qur'_n. The setting is a cave on Mt. EQ \O(.,H)ir_', a few miles north-east of Mecca, to which MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad was accustomed to retire for contemplation,

The Apostle of God — may God bless him and grant him peace — said, 'I heard a voice from heaven saying, "O MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad! You are God's messenger and I am Gabriel". I lifted my head towards heaven and behold, there was Gabriel in human form. Then I heard him call from heaven, "O MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad! You are God's messenger and I am Gabriel". I stood there looking at him until he disappeared. Then I departed and returned to my family. When I entered my house I came to Khad_jah [MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad's wife] and sat down. She asked, "Where were you?" Then I recounted to her all that I saw and heard".2
The chronicler then relates that following recurrences of the episode of call, bewilderment, hesitation, and a return to the shelter of his home,

Khad_jah [MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad's wife] rose, wrapped herself in her clothing, and went hurriedly to her paternal cousin Waraqah ibn Nawfal who was Christian and had studied with scholars of the Torah and the Gospel. She told him what the Messenger of God — may God bless him and grant him peace —  reported that he had seen and heard. Waraqah said, "Holy, holy, holy. O Khad_jah, he has been visited by the Great Law (Gabriel) who used to visit Moses. He is the prophet of this people. Tell him to be constant.3
MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad returned to Mount EQ \O(.,H)ir_' and harkened as Gabriel recited to him the verses that have come to be considered by all Muslims (as well as Western scholarship) as the earliest revelation of the Qur'_n:

Read/Recite (iqra'): In the Name of thy Lord who created,

created Man of a blood‑clot.

Read/Recite: And thy Lord is the Most Generous,

who taught by the Pen,

taught Man that he knew not. (96:1-5)
This was followed by a hiatus of about two years during which the descent of the revelations ceased. The pause (fatra) was sufficiently depressing that, according to his early biographers, MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad, fearing the charge of being demented, contemplated suicide.4  But eventually he was roused from his discouragement by further revelations returning to him. There is no consensus as to the order in which the immediate next revelations came to MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad. According to the prevailing Muslim tradition, the revelation that followed the hiatus was,

By the Pen, and what they inscribe,

thou art not, by the blessing of thy lord,

a man possessed.

Surely thou shalt have a wage unfailing;

surely thou art upon a mighty morality.

So thou shalt see, and they shall see,

which of you is the demented. (68: 1-6)
Others see either of the following to be the next revelation, the chapter whose incipit is sufficiently hymnic, even in translation,

O thou shrouded in thy mantle, 

arise, and warn!

Thy Lord magnify

Thy robes purify

And defilement flee. (74:1-4)
or another that sums up vigorously the profundity of the message brought forth by MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad,

By the white forenoon and the brooding night!

Thy Lord has neither forsaken thee nor hates thee

and the Last shall be better for thee than the First.

Thy Lord shall give thee, and thou shalt be satisfied.

Did He not find thee an orphan, and shelter thee?

Did He not find thee erring, and guide thee?

Did He not find thee needy, and suffice thee?

As for the orphan, do not oppress him,

and as for the beggar, scold him not;

and as for thy Lord's blessing, declare it. (93:1-11)
It should be emphasized that MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad had no choice in deciding the occasion, manner, time, location, content or vocabulary of the revelations that he received. They came to him by varied means. "Sometimes it [a revelation] comes as the ringing of a bell;" MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad reportedly said, "this type is the most painful. When it ceases, I retain what was said".5
Communicating the Message: "O Messenger, deliver that which has been sent down to thee from thy Lord" (5:67)
While the chronological order in which the revelations were received should not be overlooked, the divine message (ris_lah) contained in the revelations was, and remains, more significant. The message was simple and straightforward: God (All_h) alone is God, beside whom there is no other god. One of the earliest revelations, according to prevailing Muslim reckoning,6 is known as the F_tiEQ \O(.,h)ah ("The Opener") and is used as a doxology by the faithful. It sums up the essence of the totality of the revelations,

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate

Praise belongs to God, the Lord of all Being,

the All‑merciful, the All‑compassionate,

the Master of the Day of Doom.

Thee only we serve; to Thee alone we pray for succour.

Guide us in the straight path,

the path of those whom Thou hast blessed,

not of those against whom Thou art wrathful,

nor of those who are astray. (1:1-7)
Similarly, the new religion is well summed up in the following dictum, albeit contained in a s_rah that is considered to have been late in its descent,

It is not piety, that you turn your faces to the East and to the West. True piety is this: to believe in God, and the Last Day, the angels, the Book, and the Prophets, to give of one's substance, however cherished, to kinsmen, and orphans, the needy, the traveller, beggars, and to ransom the slave, to perform the prayer, to pay the alms. And they who fulfil their covenant when they have engaged in a covenant, and endure with fortitude misfortune, hardship and peril, these are they who are true in their faith, these are the truly godfearing. (2:177)

The impact of the teachings conveyed by MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad may be best assessed by remarks made on behalf of the Muslims by Ja‘far ibn Ab_ EQ \O(.,T)_lib, one of the new believers and MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad's cousin, before the Christian king of Abyssinia. According to Muslim tradition, when the well-being of the first Muslims in Mecca was threatened, MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad counselled them to migrate and seek refuge in Christian Abyssinia. Addressing the Negus (king of the Abyssinians) and arguing against the attempt of the Meccan polytheists to have them expelled, Ja‘far gave the following appraisal of the impact of MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad and the teachings he brought on the transformation of their lives,

O King! We were an unenlightened people. We used to worship idols, eat carrion, commit abominable acts, sever the bonds of kinship, treat our neighbours meanly, and the powerful amongst us used to devour the weak. We remained in this state until God sent us a messenger, one of us. We knew his lineage, truthfulness, faithfulness, and purity. He called us to God, to profess belief in His oneness and to serve Him; to repudiate the idols and stones that we and our ancestors used to worship. He adjured us to truthfulness in speech, delivering the trust, maintaining the bonds of kinship, being good neighbours, to abstain from committing unlawful acts or shedding blood; he forbade us the commission of acts of indecency, uttering false testimony, devouring the property of the orphan, or slandering chaste women; he ordained for us prayer, giving alms, and fasting.... Thus we trusted him, accepted him and followed him.7
But in spite of this, MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad remained an ordinary man in the minds of his followers, albeit transmuted by the message he was made to bear, "Muhammad is naught but a Messenger; Messengers have passed away before him" (3:144). He was but a prophet and a messenger of God, surpassed by the message he bore. That message was the Qur'_n, the corpus of the revelations that continued to descend on him until 632, the year of his death.

The Language of the Qur'_n: "We have sent it down as an Arabic Qur'_n" (12:2)
The Qur'_n, according to its own intrinsic evidence and the consensus of Islam, is God's Word revealed to the entire human race in clear Arabic.8 And although only a small minority of Muslims possess command of Arabic grammar and lexicography, the sacred book continues to be written and recited in that language which, consequently, acquired a special position in the Muslim world. Regardless of their differing linguistic backgrounds, Muslims ecstatically hear the Qur'_n recited without necessarily understanding what is said, satisfied by the fact that it is the word of God, seeking its interpretation subsequently.

Whereas several forms of Arabic were current in the Arabian Peninsula during the period of revelation (ca. 610‑632 CE), the Qur'_n was proclaimed in the Arabic of Quraysh, the tribe to which MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad belonged. At the same time, the Arabic of the Qur'_n stands stylistically apart from any known body of literature in Arabic (or other languages of the Muslim community) and has remained inimitable. The uniqueness of the language of the Qur'_n has become a dominant element in Muslim orthodoxy. Recently, the term "virtual Arabic" has been created and applied to the language of the Qur'_n in order to emphasize that uniqueness and separateness from mainstream Arabic. It is noteworthy that the language and style of the Qur'_n are distinctly different from those of the collected sayings of MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad (EQ \O(.,H)ad_th). It is not surprising, therefore, that the notion of inimitability (i‘j_z) would develop into a fundamental doctrine regarding the Qur'_n. Detractors of MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad were challenged to produce anything similar to it,

And if you are in doubt concerning that We have sent down on Our servant, then bring a sura like it, and call your witnesses, apart from God, if you are truthful.  (2:23)
Or do they say, `Why, he has forged it'? Say: `Then produce a sura like it, and call on whom you can, apart from God, if you speak truly.' (10:38)9
Structure: "A Book whose verses are set clear, and then distinguished" (11:1)
The revelations came in one or more small units to which either of two terms may be applied: _yah (pl. _y_t) or s_rah (pl. suwar). The former term has two different senses. First, it is a „sign” of Divine authority in a miraculous form, in the same sense that, according to Christian belief, the healing acts of Jesus Christ, as well as his words, deeds, and very person are also „signs”.  Second, it is a literary device to identify smaller textual units within the larger literary context of the Qur'_n. Auditively, each _yah may be identified by its rhyme or rhythm.  Although this is apparent in the written Arabic text, it is more evident in the recitation of the Qur'_n.  This element, as well as other aspects of the linguistic beauty of the language of the Qur'_n, is irretrievably lost in translation. It should be noted that, governed by the rhyme, an _yah may end while another may begin in the middle of a grammatical sentence.  Thus, the end of an _yah marks a pause in the recitation of the Qur'_n rather than the termination of an idea, a sentence or a revelation.

As used in the Qur'_n itself, the term s_rah refers primarily to the separate revelations that came down to MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad, 

And when a sura is sent down, saying, `Believe in God, and struggle with His Messenger,' the affluent among them ask leave of thee, saying, `Let us be with the tarriers.'(9:86)10
However, there is another sense that emerges also from the Qur'_n, identifying a s_rah as a unit of revelation containing several _y_t,

A sura that We have sent down and appointed; and We have sent down in it signs [_y_t], clear signs, that haply you will remember. (24:1)
This sense came to prevail as a literary definition of the term as applied to the physical text of the Qur'_n. Thus, s_rah came to mean "chapter" while _yah was rendered as "verse".

According to Muslim tradition, the position of the various _y_t within the suwar was ordained by MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad himself. In his meticulous synthesis of Muslim scholarship of the Qur'_n, the noted Egyptian scholar al-Suy_EQ \O(.,t)_ (d. 1505) cites Uthm_n, the third Caliph (644-656), under whose authority the extant text of the Qur'_n was collated (see below), as saying, "The Messenger of God — may God bless him and grant him peace — used to say, 'Place these _y_t in the s_rah in which such and such is mentioned".11 According to another tradition, MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad is reported saying, "Gabriel came to me and commanded me to place this _yah [16:90] in this position in the s_rah".12 It is therefore an article of orthodoxy that the constitution of the suwar of the Qur'_n was accomplished by MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad, or under his supervision, by the time of his death in 632.

The Canon of the Qur'_n "Nay, but it is a glorious Koran, in a guarded tablet." (85:21-21)
It may be safely said that, depending on their respective sects, Christians use one of three versions of the Bible. The difference between these variants lies in the manner in which a certain number of books — the Apocrypha — are treated.13 Adherents of Eastern Orthodoxy or Roman Catholicism include some or all of these among the historical, wisdom and prophetic books of the Bible.14 Guided by the canon of the Hebrew Bible,15 these books are excluded from the sacred scripture used by most Christians of the tradition of the Reformation. But the same books are often grouped together under the heading "Apocrypha" in the biblical text used by a third group of Christians that includes some Anglicans, Episcopalians and others. While all or some of these books are accorded canonical authority in Eastern Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism, they are read by others "for example of life and instruction of manners; but yet doth it [the church] not apply them to establish any doctrine" (Article VI of the Thirty Articles of Religion of Anglicanism). Consequently, an outsider could surmise that Christians are not agreed on the canon of their Bible.

By contrast, the text of the Qur'_n is one and the same for all Muslims regardless of their sectarian affiliation — Sunni, Shi‘ah, or Ahmadi.16 We have noted that according to Muslim belief, the canon of the Qur'_n was established under Divine guidance by the Prophet, prior to his death, and not by believers at a later time, as is the case with the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament) or the New Testament.17 Orthodoxy asserts that the Qur'_n in human hands is nothing other than a copy of a "Guarded Tablet" in heaven. But the same orthodoxy also affirms that while the Qur'_n "had been written down in its entirety during the lifetime of the Messenger of God — may God bless him and grant him peace — it was not assembled in one volume nor were the suwar arranged."18
It is a widely held tradition that since the beginning of the revelation, those of the people of Mecca who were willing to listen to and accept the message inscribed what they heard in their hearts and recollection, or wrote it down on whatever substance was available to them. Thus, the first stage in the process of preserving and transmitting the text of the Qur'_n rested on two pivots: memorization of the text by the faithful, and its transcription in whole or in part, in legible form, by various individuals.

The exercise of oral tradition in the retention and transmission of a text may be astounding to a contemporary society attuned to the visual means of communication. It is not a surprising achievement in some Near Eastern societies where it is a common pastime for school children to engage in a poetic contest in which one is required to draw from recollection a line of poetry beginning with the consonant with which his or her competitor's line ended. Such an exercise is not intended to facilitate the retention of a general idea of what is to be passed from one generation to the other within a community, as is the case with the oral tradition of the First Nations of North America. Rather, it seeks the conservation and transmission of an exact text orally. Undoubtedly, human memory can fail and the transmission of one recollector may inadvertently be different from that of another. In addition, varied dialects or forms of pronunciation may present varied readings. In an episode cited by EQ \O(.,T)abar_, Omar, who was to become the second Caliph (634-642 CE) after the death of MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad, rebuked a man he heard reciting a certain passage of the Qur'_n in a manner different from the one he himself had learned from MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad. Both men sought arbitration by MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad who told them that their respective recitations were in accordance with God's revelation.19 Such variation (harf), sheltered and recognized by the recipient of the revelation, is different from pronunciations that emerged after the death of MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad and in places far removed from Mecca or Medina.

But the conservation of the Qur'_n did not rely entirely on oral tradition. Suy_EQ \O(.,t)_, mentioned earlier, cites reliable traditions that assert that, in addition to memorization, the text of the revelations was written down during MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad's lifetime and under his supervision. Zayd ibn Th_bit, MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad's secretary, is quoted as saying, "We were at the home of the Prophet — may God bless him and grant him peace — collating the Qur'_n from written patches".20
There is no doubt that the speech of Quraysh, in which the Qur'_n was revealed, was rendered in a written form in the period preceding Islam. This conclusion may be supported by reference in the Qur'_n to al-qalam ("the pen") as an instrument of writing (68:1) and the injunction to write down a debt (2:282), among others. Difficulties in the transmission of the text in written form may arise from the complex nature of writing Arabic. Not unlike other alphabetic languages of the Near East, Arabic was written defectively in a style known as k_fic. This is evident from the various extant early Islamic epigraphic remains as well as from the earliest preserved pages of the Qur'_n. By defective we mean that only the consonants were written; the vowels were not. In addition, some consonants, such as b, t, th (as in "thin"), n, y, or j, h, kh, etc., were not distinguishable the one from the other; only at a later date were they differentiated by the addition of diacritical marks (points in varying numbers, above or below the shared form of the consonant). Furthermore, diacritical marks such as that to indicate the doubling of a consonant, had not been yet introduced. Thus, accuracy in reading a text hinged more on the recognition of the various words as icons, rather than on the decipherment of the components of each word. This is understandable to readers of traditional English where, for example, the icon "gaol" or the varied pronunciations of the component "ough" in different words are recognizable. Dependent on the memorization of the text, the written form becomes nothing more than an aide de memoir. Nonetheless, in the absence of faultless recollection, the propensity for error becomes ever present. It is in such a situation that variant readings of a text may develop.

Copies of the Qur'_n were assembled by individuals for their own use. It is not clear whether these included all or part of the text of the sacred book. Among these, it is reported, was a copy compiled by ‘Al_, MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad's cousin and Im_m of the Sh_‘ah, following the death of MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad. According to a contested tradition, he was disquieted by the thought of the text of revelation being tampered with and sequestered himself in his house, except to attend prayer, until he had completed the collation of the Qur'_n. Alternative sources suggest that this meant that he had memorized the text and not that he had committed it to writing.21 

The collation of the text of the Qur'_n appears to have taken place in three stages. First, there was the text that had been redacted by Zayd ibn Th_bit for MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad. It appears that this may not have been a complete collation of the text as there is mention that Zayd had to assemble the disparate fragments found in the house of MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad and, subsequently, locate people who had memorized passages not written down in his collation.22
The second collation was carried out by order of Ab_ Bakr, the first Caliph (632-634) following the death of MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad. Fearing the loss of the Qur'_n when several of those who had memorized and recited its text died in battle, some Muslims sought its redaction. The leading figure in this regard was Omar, who urged Ab_ Bakr to arrange for the text to be uniformly written down. Ab_ Bakr was very reluctant to do what, as he said, the Prophet himself had not done, saying, "By God, had they asked me to move a mountain it would have been a lighter burden than having to assemble the Qur'_n".23 But in the end he relented and entrusted the task to Zayd ibn Th_bit, MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad's secretary, who had himself memorized a sizeable portion of the Qur'_n in his youth, and prepared the first collation. The text thus assembled remained in the possession of Ab_ Bakr until his death, when it was passed on to Omar. When Omar died, the text was entrusted to his daughter EQ \O(.,H)afEQ \O(.,s)ah.

The third and final collation came about as a result of the clutter of different dialects in the recitation of the text by the various nationalities in the rapidly expanding domain of Islam. For example, difficulties arose between Syrians and Iraqis as each faulted the other group's pronunciation, each accusing the other of blasphemy. As a result, Uthm_n, the third Caliph (644-656), ordered the collation of the text in the dialect of Quraysh. Borrowing the scroll of the second redaction from EQ \O(.,H)afEQ \O(.,s)ah, he entrusted the task of collation to a team headed by Zayd ibn Th_bit, MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad's secretary, whose painstaking attention to accuracy has been held in praise by all Muslims.24 The resultant text superseded all variants, which were subsequently ordered destroyed. It is generally accepted that the primary achievements of the collation were the elimination of variants that had crept in as a result of mispronunciation, and the ordering of the suwar.

The "Vulgate"25 — ‘Uthm_n's Recension "A Book sent down to thee — so let there be no impediment in thy breast because of it — to warn thereby, and as a reminder to believers" (7:2)
As it stands since its third and final recension, the Qur'_n contains 114 chapters (suwar), each of which is composed of verses (_y_t) ranging in number from 286 (s_rah 2) to as little as ten words in three verses (s_rah 108). With the exception of S_rah 1 (al‑F_tiEQ \O(.,h)ah), the suwar are arranged according to length, the longest located at the beginning of the Qur'_n and the shortest ones at the end.26 Readers of the Bible may note a similar practice in the arrangement of the books of the Prophets in the Old Testament, as well as of the Epistles in the New Testament.

Each s_rah has a title; some have more than one. A title does not necessarily reflect the content of the s_rah, but may simply be one of the words occurring somewhere in it. The title of each s_rah is followed by an annotation indicating the locus of its revelation, and the number of verses it contains. In most editions, the chronological position of the s_rah is also indicated ("Revealed after s_rah such").

With the exception of S_rah 9, each s_rah begins with the invocation, bismi (A)ll_hi r-raEQ \O(.,h)m_ni r-raEQ \O(.,h)_m, „In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate” (known by the acronym al-basmalah). In some suwar the basmalah is followed by one or more letters that are mysterious in their composition and whose exact meaning and function have defied scholarly ability throughout the centuries.27
While the basmalah and the "mysterious letters" are an integral part of the revealed text, the designation of the locus of revelation is the fruit of Muslim scholarship in the Qur'_n. It is agreed that the components of the Qur'_n were revealed to MuEQ \O(.,h)ammad during two different periods: a) initially when he was in Mecca (610‑622), and b) after he migrated to Medina and the establishment of the Muslim state (622-632); hence, the designation of the components as „Meccan” (makk_yah), or „Medinan” (madan_yah) revelations.

There is a marked difference in tone and content between the earlier and later s_war. The earlier revelations are short, vibrant and rhapsodic. One senses in them the jubilation at the recognition of God's creative and merciful omnipotence, at the mystery, fear and fascination (to borrow the vocabulary of Rudolf Otto)28 of the encounter with and submission to God. Clearly articulated are the rewards of paradise for those who believe and the horrors of retribution for those who, having been given the guidance, reject it insolently.

While maintaining the initial themes of the earlier revelations, the Medinan suwar contain, in addition, revelations that address the various facets — legal, social and religious — of the daily life of an organized community living under the rule of God. In addition to religious matters (prayer, fasting, alms‑giving, pilgrimage, sin, rewards, punishments, forgiveness, etc.), other issues pertaining to everyday life are also addressed.  Ordinances treat such details as marriage, divorce, inheritance, debts, food and drink, slavery, etc. The Medinan suwar, whatever their subject, become increasingly developed in style and structure.  It would be wrong, however, to thus assume, as is sometimes done, that the rhapsodic language of the earlier period gave way entirely to the elaboration of legal formulations. Needless to say, such differentiation appertains more to the outsider looking at the sacred text. For the insider, the believer for whom it is the word of God, Meccan and Medinan revelations alike are an "inimitable symphony, the very sounds of which move men to tears and ecstasy".29
The style of the Qur'_n in both periods of revelation is prosaic but is not prose; it is poetic, in that it rhymes, but is not poetry. While there are instances of narrative in the Qur'_n, it is not narrative in style. One exception is S_rah 12, which deals with one narrative theme: the story of Joseph. And yet, it is not told as an ordinary story. Similarly, there are frequent references to narrative topics familiar to the reader of the Bible. Without repetition of the details, reference is given to events surrounding some of the major figures of the Old and New Testaments for the purpose of demonstrating God's continued concern for the human race and the latter's persistent rebellion against Him.

The Liturgical Use of the Qur'_n "Those to whom We have given the Book recite it with true recitation." (2:121)
We indicated at the beginning of this paper that a momentous event could not be announced until an appropriate passage from the Qur'_n had been recited. Such is not a mere formal ritual; it is an auditive evocation of the Holy which compels a certain degree of protocol and decorum. The first of these is the required purity of the person who handles the Qur'_n,

It is surely a noble Koran

in a hidden Book

none but the purified shall touch,

a sending down from the Lord of all Being. (56:77-80)
As in many similar cases, the exact implication of the term "pure" and what beyond the requisite pure inward intention may be physically required has been left to the interpreters of the Qur'_n in different times and places to elucidate. In some instances it has come to mean physical cleanliness or circumcision (an injunction on all Muslim males), etc.

Following an injunction in the Qur'_n itself,

When thou recitest the Koran, seek refuge in God from the accursed Satan (16:98)
the "introit" to a recitation begins with the Arabic expression a‘_dhu bil-(A)ll_hi min aš-ŠayEQ \O(.,t)_ni r-raj_m ("I seek refuge in God from the accursed Satan"), followed by the basmalah. Upon the completion of the recitation, the proclamation of God's truthfulness is made, EQ \O(.,s)adaqa (A)ll_hu l-‘aEQ \O(.,z)_m ("God has spoken the truth"). The recitation itself, which is usually from recollection and free from error, must be chanted, 

and chant the Koran very distinctly. (73:4)
Reverence is required of cantor and listener alike,

and when the Koran is recited, give you ear to it and be silent; haply so you will find mercy. (7:204)
It would be altogether wrong to give an impression that the Muslims were only preoccupied with the preservation of the text of the Qur'_n or, now that the text is established, with the ritual of its recitation. It is evident that they engaged equally in exploring its many facets as literature: language, vocabulary, style, occasions of the descent of the individual revelations, etc. But the Qur'_n is not simply a literary work, and while all its literary aspects are important, it is the content of the Qur'_n (the Message) which is of foremost significance in the life of Islam and the Muslims. Its precepts shape, guide and govern the life of Muslim individuals and societies, and reading it or listening to it being recited is an exhortation to abide by its ordinances. It is more than a book, it is the lifeline of a community that has been sustained and nourished by it since its appearance more than fourteen centuries ago. And much as the implications of the comparison may not be acceptable to Muslim orthodoxy, for the Muslim the Qur'_n is what Jesus Christ, not the Bible, is to the believing Christian.  No Muslim would question the Qur'_n's divine revelation, and as a result, it has not been, and cannot be, subjected to the same type of "higher critical" study as has the Bible, whatever the value of that exercise may be to Christianity.
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     *	The English interpretation the Qur'_n used throughout is that of A.J. Arberry, The Koran Interpreted (London: Allen and Unwin, 1955). Numerical references in parentheses are to the text of the Qur'_n by "chapter" and "verse".


     1	In addition to summaries of the doctrines of Islam contained in this essay, I quote a text from the �EQ \O(.,H)�ad_th (the "Traditions", being a compendium of sayings and actions of Mu�EQ \O(.,h)�ammad) that gives a succinct summary of these doctrines. Translated by Martin Lings, Muhammad: His Life Based on the Earliest Sources (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1992), pp. 330�331; quoted also by Seyyed Hossein Nasr, A Young Muslim's Guide to the Modern World (Chicago: Kazi Publications, 1994), p. 22. 


‘Umar said, "One day when we were sitting with the Messenger of God there came unto us a man whose clothes were of exceeding whiteness and whose hair was of exceeding blackness, nor were there any signs of travel upon him, although none of us knew him. He sat down knee unto knee opposite the Prophet, upon whose thighs he placed the palms of his hands, saying: 'O Muhammad, tell me what is the surrender (isl_m)'. The Messenger of God answered him saying: 'The surrender is to testify that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is God's Messenger, to perform the prayer, bestow the alms, fast in Rama�EQ \O(.,d)�_n and make, if thou canst, the pilgrimage to the Holy House.' He said: 'Thou hast spoken truly,' and we were amazed that having questioned him he should corroborate him. Then he said: 'Tell me what is faith (_m_n).' He answered: 'To believe in God and His Angels and His Books and His Messengers and the Last Day, and to believe that no good or evil cometh but by His Providence.' 'Thou hast spoken truly,' he said, and then:


'Tell me what is excellence (i�EQ \O(.,h)�s_n).' He answered: 'To worship God as if thou sawest Him, for if thou seest Him not, yet seeth He thee.' 'Thou hast spoken truly,' he said, and then: 'Tell me of the Hour.' He answered: 'The questioned thereof knoweth no better than the questioner.' He said: 'Then tell me of its signs.' He answered: 'That the slave�girl shall give birth to her mistress; and that those who were but barefoot naked needy herdsmen shall build buildings ever higher and higher.' Then the stranger went away, and I stayed a while after he had gone; and the Prophet said to me: 'O ‘Umar, knowest thou the questioner, who he was?' I said: 'God and His Messenger know best.' He said: 'It was Gabriel. He came unto you to teach you your religion.'"


     2	�EQ \O(.,T)�abar_, Ta'__kh al-rusul wal-mul_k ("History of Messengers and Kings"), ed. M.J. De Goeje and others, (Leiden: Brill, 1879-1901), I, 1150 (my translation). An English translation, The History of �EQ \O(.,T)�abar_ (Albany: State University of New York, 1985 -) is appearing in separate fascicles. See, vol. VI, Mu�EQ \O(.,h)�ammad at Mecca, tr. and annotated by W. Montgomery Watt (1988), p. 71.


     3	�EQ \O(.,T)�abar_, Ta'__kh, I, 1151; History of al-�EQ \O(.,T)�abar_, VI, 72.


     4	�EQ \O(.,T)�abar_, �EQ \O(.,T)�a'r_kh, I, 1155; History of al-�EQ \O(.,T)�abar_, VI, 76.


     5	Among others, this is cited by Bukh_r_, Bad' al-Wa�EQ \O(.,h)�y ("The Commencement of the Revelation"), Book 2. See The Encyclopaedia of Islam, first edition (Leiden: Brill, 1913-1936; reprinted in 1987), pp. 1091-3.


     6	It ranks 5th in Muslim reckoning. Western scholarship makes it a later, the 48th, revelation.


     7	‘Abd al�Malik Ibn Hisham (d. 834), Kit_b s_rat Ras_l All_h. Das Leben Muhammeds nach Muhammed ibn Ishak, ed. Heinrich Ferdinand Wüstenfeld (Göttingen, 1858-1860), p. 219 (my translation); English translation, The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of Ibn Ishaq's S_rat Ras_l All_h, tr. Alfred Guillaume (London: Oxford University Press, 1955), p. 151. Ibn Hish_m edited Ibn Is�EQ \O(.,h)�_q's biography (s_rah) of Mu�EQ \O(.,h)�ammad (now lost).


     8	Several passages in the Qur'_n are cited in affirmation of this statement. The verse cited as a heading of this section is repeated in 20:113 and, with slight variations, in 13:37 ("an Arabic judgement"), 42:7 ("We have revealed to thee an Arabic Koran"), and 43:3 ("We have made it an Arabic Koran"). The Qur'_n is described as being revealed in an "Arabic tongue" (26:195), "Arabic speech" (16:103) and as "an Arabic Koran, wherein there is no crookedness" (39:28).


     9	Repeated with a slight variation in 11:13, "Or do they say, `He has forged it'? Say: `Then bring you ten suras the like of it, forged; and call upon whom you are able, apart from God, if you speak truly.'"


     10	Other illustrations of the use of the term in this sense have already been cited in reference to the challenge to Mu�EQ \O(.,h)�ammad's detractors. See in addition, 9:64, 124, 127, 24:1, and 47:20.


     11	Jal_l al-D_n Suy_�EQ \O(.,t)�_ (d. 1505), Kit_b al-Itq_n f_ ‘ul_m al-Qur'_n (Cairo: �EQ \O(.,H)�alab_, 1978), p. 80.


     12	Suy_�EQ \O(.,t)�_, Itq_n, p. 80.


     13	The text of the Old Testament used by the early Church was that of the Septuagint, the most significant of the Greek translations of the Hebrew Scriptures, which was prepared for Ptolemy Philadelphus, the Hellenistic ruler in Egypt (285-246 BCE). It was undoubtedly the text used by St. Paul, and subsequently by Jerome in the preparation of his Vulgate.


     14	The books of the Apocrypha comprise 14 books, written in Greek or Hebrew during a period extending from 300 BCE to 100 CE, with the majority being written between 200 BCE to 100 CE. Jerome recognized their distinction from the canon of the Jewish Bible and gave them the name "apocrypha" ("hidden") without excluding them from the canon of the Old Testament. After 1672 (the Synod of Jerusalem), the Eastern Orthodox Church recognized only four of the books of the Apocrypha as canonical.


     15	The term "canon" refers to those books that are received as Scripture being divinely revealed. According to Jewish tradition, the Hebrew Canon was closed in the 5th century BCE after the return from the Exile in Babylon (586-539 BCE). More likely, the closure of the Canon took place towards the end of the first century, after the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem in 70 CE. The Hebrew Canon comprises three collections: Torah (the "Five Books of Moses"), Prophets (21 Books), and Writings (11 Books).


     16	Sunn_ and Sh_‘ah are the two main sects of Islam. Their divergence stems from disagreement, following the death of Mu�EQ \O(.,h)�ammad, regarding the transmission of his authority as leader and guide of the community of faith. The Sh_‘ah argue that Mu�EQ \O(.,h)�ammad designated his closest kin ‘Al_, his cousin and son-in-law, and his descendants, as leader (im_m) of the Muslim community in perpetuity. The Sunn_s, while according ‘Al_ a place of distinction, argue that leadership was vested in the community itself choosing the


best man of Quraysh as leader (Caliph). ‘Al_ was chosen as the fourth Caliph but was opposed by the nobility of Quraysh who usurped power and, instead of either proposition for choosing a leader, established a dynastic system of governance.


The Ahmad_s are followers of Mirza Ghul_m Ahmad (d. 1908) of Qadiyan (India), who claimed to be the returning Messiah (1891), an avat_r of Krishna (1904), as well as the reappearance of Mu�EQ \O(.,h)�ammad. His followers split into two groups after his death, over the question of his claim to being a prophet. The latter issue alone was sufficient to prompt their exclusion from Islam, although one of the two groups (Anjuman) assert that Mirza Ghulam never claimed prophethood. One of the English translations of the Qur'_n, widely used at one time, was prepared by the Ahmadi (Anjuman) Mawlana Muhammad Ali.


     17	The canon of the New Testament primarily implies "standard books of the Church". The notion of their being divinely inspired was first introduced by Athanasius (d. 373), one of the "Fathers of the Church". The canon was established over a period of two and a half centuries extending from ca. 130 CE, when the Four Gospels and thirteen Epistles of St. Paul were accepted. It was not until 382, during the papacy of Damasus (d. 384), that a council of the church was held (probably in Rome) that accepted a complete list of the books of the New Testament that were to be considered canonical. Jerome, the secretary of Damasus, was then given the responsibility of revising the text.


     18	Suy_�EQ \O(.,t)�_, Itq_n, I, 76.


     19	�EQ \O(.,T)�abar_, J_mi‘ al-bay_n ‘an ta'w_l al-Qur'_n (Cairo: Mu�EQ \O(.,s)��EQ \O(.,t)�afá al-B_b_ al-�EQ \O(.,H)�alab_, 1954), I, 13; J. Cooper, The Commentary on the Qur'_n, volume I, an abridged translation of �EQ \O(.,T)�abar_'s J_mi‘ (Oxford University Press, 1987), p. 17.


     20	Suy_�EQ \O(.,t)�_, Itq_n, I, 80.


     21	Suy_�EQ \O(.,t)�_, Itq_n, I, 77.


     22	Suy_�EQ \O(.,t)�_, Itq_n, I, 76.


     23	Suy_�EQ \O(.,t)�_, Itq_n, I, 76.


     24	Details of the procedure adopted by Zayd in copying and verifying the accuracy of the text are recounted in many sources, notably �EQ \O(.,T)�abari, J_mi‘ al-bay_n, I, 26f. (Cooper, Commentary on the Qur'_n, p. 25-27), and Suy_�EQ \O(.,t)�_, Itq_n, I, 77-80.


     25	The term, meaning "commonly accepted text", is widely used by Westerners referring to ‘Uthm_n's collation, the final recension of the Qur'_n.


     26	Suy_�EQ \O(.,t)�_ reports that an alternate ordering of the suwar had existed, notably that of ‘Al_, who had arranged them in accordance with the chronology of their revelation. Itq_n, I, 82.


     27	These comprise the following: a-l-m (2:1, 3:1, 29:1, 30:1, 31:1, 32:1), a-l-m-r (13:1), a-l-m-�EQ \O(.,s)� (7:1), a-l-r (10:1, 11:1, 12:1, 14:1, 15:1), ‘-s-q (42:2), �EQ \O(.,h)�-m (40:1, 41:1, 42:1, 43:1, 44:1, 45:1, 46:1), k_f h_ y_ ‘ayn �EQ \O(.,s)�ad (19:1), n_n (68:1), q_f (50:1), �EQ \O(.,s)�_d (), �EQ \O(.,t)�_ h_ (20:1), �EQ \O(.,t)�_ s_n (27:1), �EQ \O(.,t)�_ s_n m_m (26:1, 28:1), y_ s_n (36:1).


     28	Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy, tr. John W. Harvey (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958), esp. chapters 4-5.


     29	Muhammed Marmaduke Pickthall, Meaning of the Glorious Koran (New York: A.A. Knopf, 1930; many subsequent reprints), translator's forward.





