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Provide a commentary on Surah al-Baqarah, exploring the context in which it was Revealed (according to Islamic sources) and how it informs ideas of religious practice and identity.

Commentary exploring the context Surah al-Baqarah was revealed in according to the Islamic sources.  

The nature of surah al-Baqarah and its place of revelation plays a significant role in how Islamic sources balance Muhammed’s position in Medina and present their findings. First and foremost, Muhammed is accepted as a prophet by the sources, who received revelation according to the society he was exposed to. Within this exposure, Muhammed is also seen as a statesman, who had to fend off oppositions who doubted his prophetic call. Majority of the scholars evaluated in this essay, frequently recognise the oppositions as Jews, Christians; at other times pagan Arabs and hypocrites. Observing al-Baqarah through the Islamic sources, we see Muhammed being cemented as a prophet in his social context. Establishing Muhammed’s prophecy, exclusive practices are incorporated for the followers of Muhammed. Lastly, the accumulation of the latter two sees the formation of an Islamic Identity being formed. 

Muhammed migrated to Medina (Yathrib) in 622 (AD), from Mecca, where he had previously lived amongst pagan Arabs, some Jews and Christians[footnoteRef:1].The migration demands two fundamental questions. Firstly, were the revelations received in Mecca different to the revelations revealed in Medina. Secondly, if the revelations differ, what caused the revelations to differ[footnoteRef:2]. Watt (1956, p. 1) maintains, Muhammed’s life had become intolerable in Mecca owing to the hostility of the pagan Arabs aroused by his new message. Whereas in Medina, Muhammed was openly accepted as a prophet by some, whilst the other prominent clans accepted Muhammed as their statesman and arbitrator (1956, p. 1). From this we can infer, in Mecca Muhammed was prosecuted, in Medina Muhammed had autonomy with a different purpose. Considering the exposure and change in opposition and the environment, did Muhammed misconstrue the information gained from his opponents and present it as Qur’an? According to Bell (1926, pp.67-68) Muhammed in Mecca was accustomed to the pagan-Arab’s custom, on his travels he was exposed to Christianity. When Muhammed migrated to Medina, he became exposed to the Jewish tradition, hence we see a mixture of information in his revelation.  [1:  For a detailed account of Muhammad’s life and his immediate social circle refer to Guillaume, A. (1995) Life of Muhammad Translation of Ishāq’s śirat Rasul Allah. Oxford: Oxford University Press. ]  [2:  Two main tribes were Aws and Khazraj comprising of mainly Arabs. The three main Jewish clans were An-Nadir, Qurayzah and Qaynuqā. ] 


To bring the point of Muhammed’s dependence on alternative material, Bell argues Al-Ikhlas is presumably accepted as a rejection of the Christian doctrine of trinity, but its original reference is against the pagan Arabs who believed in special deities as the daughters of God[footnoteRef:3]. Firstly, Bell fails to provide the sources Muhammed was exposed to on his travels, which leaves us to simply accept his evaluation as mere conjecture. Secondly, some of the charges Muhammed was levelling against the Arab pagans, Christian and the Jews remained predominantly the same in its essence, regardless of the location. The consequent examples were revealed to Muhammed in Mecca. Maryam: 35 the Christians are warned not to take Jesus as the son of God. In Taha: 9-99 God reminds the Jews of Moses. The Arab pagans are warned in As-Saafat: 158-159, not to associate other entities with God. Similarly, in al-Baqara: 83, 116,163-164, Medina revelations, reiterate the same reminders revealed in Mecca. To suppose Muhammed was taking from other religions and composing his own view as revelation, would be plausible, if the essence of Muhammed’s revelations against the three parties differed between Mecca and Medina. Alternatively, it is possible Muhammed’s awareness to other religions and increased interaction with Jews, Christians and non-Arabs had an impact on his belief (Watt, 1978, p. 40). The possibility of Muhammed being exposed to a different environment in Medina as opposed to Mecca, would naturally require revelation that was relevant to the community Muhammed was living in.  [3:  Bell (1926) he provides various examples in the Qur’an that were revealed in Mecca and Medina and how they differed according to Muhammed’s location.  ] 


Revelation revealed according to the situation or an event in Islamic science, is coined Asbaab An-Nuzool (cause of revelation). Qadhi (1999, p. 189) finds the reason for the cause of revelation in the Quran, explaining, it is to guide mankind into the light. By this definition Qadhi places importance on understanding the cause of revelation, and the significance of following the prophet who sets mankind on God’s path[footnoteRef:4]. On one such occasion, revelation is revealed to Muhammed due to the Jews unethical war conduct (al- Baqarah: 83-85). The prophet reminds the Jews of the covenant their forefathers had with God in which they swore not to shed each other’s blood (Tabari, 1989, pp. 427-429)[footnoteRef:5]. Asad (2003, p.26) explains, when a war broke out between the two main tribes in Medina, the Jews would pledge allegiance with either of the two tribes and fight against the other Jews; at the end of the war the Jews would pay ransom for their other Jewish brothers in accordance to the Jewish law[footnoteRef:6]. The former implies the revelation received here was asking the Jews to remember the customs of their forefathers, whereas the latter seems to rebuke the Jews for believing in the Torah yet violating its commands. Although, Muhammed is the recipient of the revelation, Muhammed approaches his contemporaries on scriptural grounds, by reminding the Jew of the laws in their own scripture through the Qur’anic revelation. In addition, by taking the position of a statesman and a prophet, Muhammed reacts to his immediate surrounding quoting revelation according to the situation.  [4:  Qadhi in his book titled, An Introduction to the Science…’ gives the specific characteristics Makkee Surah and Madanee Surah (pp. 97-105).  ]  [5:  Muhammad Jarir Al- Tabari is one of the earliest Muslim historians who died in (d.923 AD).  ]  [6:  An-Nadir and Qaynuqā were allies of Khazraj, Qurayzah were allies of Aws. ] 


The occurrence of revelation was not exclusive to the opposition. Occasionally revelation was revealed in accordance to Muhammed’s conduct. In Medina we are told (al- Baqara: 217-218) Muhammed received a revelation in response to a skirmish breaking out between the Muslim and the Meccan traders[footnoteRef:7]. As a consequence of this event, prisoners are exchanged and Muhammed is required to pay blood money for the lives of the Meccans who were killed (Nasr, 2015, pp. 94-95). The notion of blood money, and the sum is a contested with the sources clarifying the exchange of prisoners (Kathir, 1998, pp. 173-176). Qutb (d. 1966 AD) (2003, pp. 328-329) declares this verse was revealed against the Meccans who were prosecuted by the Medina immigrants, rendering the latter’s actions justifiable. Contrastingly, this verse was abrogated by another verse[footnoteRef:8], which allowed the Muslims to engage in warfare against the prosecutors of Islam in any month of the year, regardless of which month was deemed sacred by the non-Muslims (Qurtubi, 2003, pp. 548-549)[footnoteRef:9]. The consequent views of the scholars show the diversity in interpretation of a single verse in the Qur’an. The different interpretations also have an impact on how the reader perceives the situation and the prophet’s actions. The commentaries make allowance for the Qur’an’s absent voice, giving the social context, Muhammed’s response to a situation, and the cause of revelation a voice. Taking the Qur’an as the sole source, without the source’s input, the context, its surroundings and the prophet’s actions would escape the readers imagination.  [7:  Most scholars agree that this verse was revealed in relation to Muhammed sending Abdullah Ibn Jahsh on a mission to spy on the Meccan traders. Jahsh misunderstanding the instructions ended up killing few of the opposition’s members. ]  [8:  Verse 9:36 is believed to have abrogated the verse in Al-Baqarah 217-218 in Qurtubi’s interpretation of the verse 217-218. ]  [9:  Qurtubi is a Muslim scholar who died in 1273 AD. ] 


Commentary Exploring Practices in Islam. 

The reception of the revelation in its social context is conceivable through the Islamic sources. However, once Muhammed migrated to Medina some practices saw a gradual change based on the opposition’s practice. Just to mention two practices, the Ramadhan fast and the Qiblah would be sufficient to demonstrate, how some practices saw a drastic change. Ramadhan became compulsory in Medina (Al-Baqarah: 183). The injunction of Ramadhan given in Medina was initially prescribed to the people of Moses and Jesus, but the priests added a further ten days, and eventually the Christians adopted a fifty day fast (Qurtubi, 2003, p. 463). Contrastingly, Qutb (2003, p. 236) believes just as fasting was made obligatory for the past believers it was made compulsory for the Muslims, which is an essential quality of faith. Although, we can appreciate the relationship between fasting and the essential of faith, if the criteria for fasting is faith in God, Christianity and Judaism fall within this criterion, because both of the religions practice some form of fasting. While Qurtubi and Qutb see the tradition of fasting inherited by Islam, Nasr (2015, p. 80) states when Muhammed arrived in Medina the community were fasting for three days per month in addition to Āshūrā, which fell on the same day as the Jewish fast of Yom Kippur[footnoteRef:10]. He further notes there is disagreement whether the three day fast was obligatory prior to the obligation of the Ramadhan fast (2015, p. 18). Kathir (1998, p. 90) seems to favour the obligation of the three days fast, which was later superseded by the compulsory Ramadhan fast. In addition, he traces the tradition of fasting to prophet Noah (1999, p. 90). Qurtubi is dissatisfied with the other religions for incorporating additional days of fasting against the amount of days prescribed by God. But even within Islam, prior to the Ramadhan revelation in Medina, other forms of fast, its status of compulsion and the exact amount of days is contested amongst Muslim scholars. Therefore, it would be unfair of Qurtubi to measure the other religions by the standards of Ramadhan. Kathir and Nasr are perhaps more accommodating, in so far, they find a common ground between Islam and the other two religions. Nasr incorporates the Jewish festival of Yom Kippur and its importance to observing the fast. Kathir traces the obligation of fasting and its order to Noah. He bypasses any biases to either of the religions and accepts the fasts of Ramadhan unique to Muhammed. This being the case, the commentators are willing to trace the tradition of fasting in Islam to Judaism and Christianity.   [10:  According to a hadith the prophet is narrated to have said the Jews celebrate Yom Kippur which falls on Āshūrā, (10th Day of the first month (Muharram) of the Muslim calendar) and the Muslims have a right to celebrate Moses. Refer to Burton, J. (1995) An Introduction to Hadith. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press for detailed overview of hadith material in Islam and its science. ] 


The practice of Qiblah[footnoteRef:11] (Al-Baqarah: 142-150) saw Muhammed change his direction of prayer in Medina. The prophet faced Jerusalem for thirteen years in Mecca, and nineteen months in Medina; until the Jews came to him and said you are a follower of our Qiblah (Tabātabā’i, 1984, p. 175). Seeing Muhammed facing Jerusalem, they rejoiced, though the prophet was invoking God to allow him to face the Ka’bah in Mecca (Kathir, 1998, p. 32). Once again, we see the prophet in a dialogue with the Medina opposition, which influences a change in a religious practice. According to Asad (2003, p. 39) Muhammed and his followers in Mecca use to stand before the southern wall of the Ka’bah, towards the north, so as to face the Ka’bah and Jerusalem. Alluding to this the hypocrites who were aware of Muhammed’s practice in Mecca, accused Muhammed of not being sincere, but cynical (Nasr, 2015, p. 63). Generally, the commentators have Muhammed facing Jerusalem in Mecca and in the early period of Medina. The disagreement is over what factors influenced Muhammed to change his practice. If Muhammed was facing Jerusalem prior to his migration, and for some time after the migration, this would suggest Muhammed acknowledged the significance of Jerusalem and its importance to Islam. The importance of Jerusalem also highlights Muhammed was willing to find a common ground with the new community (Jews) in Medina.  [11:   The qiblah is the direction of the Ka’bah in Mecca, which Muslims face while praying their five daily prayers. ] 


However, when Muhammed was challenged by the Jews or the hypocrites, Muhammed changed his direction. Crone (1987, pp. 201-226) is apprehensive to take the Qur’an verses as a historical source, stressing the Qur’an is absent of historical information; history behind the verses are the product of exegeses and the hadith scholars who were projecting their own political and religious realities in nine and tenth century. Crone is under the impression, the later scholars conjured narratives, for the different injunctions in the Qur’an, to distinguish Islamic practices and justify its significance in relation to the other religions, influenced by their lived political and religious agenda against other religions. However, there is a caveat here. Suppose we say the later scholars made a distinction between Islamic practices based on their political and religious realities; the Islamic sources would benefit more by omitting Muhammed ever changed his direction in his first two years in Medina. On the contrary, Muhammed faced the same direction as his opposition in the first two years of being in Medina, although they rejected his prophethood. Similarly, if facing the same direction as his opposition in Medina disturbed Muhammed, it makes no sense for Muhammed to face the Ka’bah in Mecca, which was already revered by the pagan Arabs. In fact, Muhammed remained in confrontation with the pagan Arabs for some eight years, after he had adopted their direction of worship in the two years of being in Medina. It was not until the conquest of Mecca in 630 (AD)[footnoteRef:12] that Mecca was unified under the banner of Islam. It is true, Muhammed did make changes to practices, in response to the oppositions he was interacting with. This was regardless of the sentiment Muhammed had towards them. The adverse effect of this, saw the inauguration of specific practices being distinguished from the other religions. The Islamic sources simply gave their interpretations on the verses revealed to Muhammed, but by no means was it a product of their reality.   [12:  Watt (1956) explains the significance of the Ka’bah for the pagan-Arabs and the raids that took place after the hiri. ] 




Commentary Exploring the Identity of Islam

Thus far, the Islamic sources have made a distinction between Islamic practices and Judeo-Christian practices, leaving aside Islamic identity. Nonetheless, we see an alternative assertion being levelled against the Jews and the Christians, based on faith and identity in al-Baqarah: 30-36. Abraham, the father of monotheism is mentioned with the addition of other prophets associated to Judaism and Christianity. The religion of the prophets is identified as Islam (submit) and hanif (concept of monotheism and refraining from constructed beliefs). The significance of associating hanif to the religions of the various prophets enables the Islamic sources to claim validity for Islam and create an identity for its followers. Shafi (2009, p. 352) explains, Christianity and Judaism claim to be hanif, yet in the presence of Muhammed they would ask the Muslims to follow their religion which was contrary to the religion of Muhammed’s Islam. Kathir, in his exegesis argues, there was a Jewish man called al-A’war, who believed the Jews were the truly guided people, therefore, he would ask Muhammed to follow his way (Kathir, 1998, p. 259). The explanations provided insist Jews and Christians were reluctant to believe in the faith of Muhammed, rather they were merely following the prophet associated to their religion. The intent becomes apparent by the sources picking up on the specific association of the word hanif to Abraham’s religion, and linking Muhammed to Abraham. The significance of mentioning Abraham demonstrates the ignorance of the Jews who claimed Moses for their religion, and the Christians for claiming Jesus for theirs; but Muhammed with his prophetic mission and the message of the Qur’an supersedes any association to a religion and a prophet, rather it is following the faith of all these prophets that constitutes true faith (Tabātabā’i, 1984, pp. 140-141). By linking Islam, Judaism and Christianity to Abraham’s religion, Islam is presented as a superior religion, superseding Judaism and Christianity, with Muhammed being the last messenger reaffirming this prophetic message. However, the sources fail to consider, if belief in one God is sufficient, whilst refraining from associating a prophet to the belief of one God, then denouncing Muhammed and believing in one God would be satisfactory, in so far faith is concerned. 


Be as it may, Jewish and Christian covenant with God is not abrogated or rendered obsolete by the induction of Islam, rather it reaffirms their covenant and enjoins the three religions to break away from sectarian associations and claim the faith of Abraham (Lumbard, 2015, pp. 1774-1775). The Qur’an as well as the commentators see the rejection of Muhammed and faith in Muhammed as the issue with other religions. The other religions according to the sources have misunderstood the importance of the Quranic revelation. This is evident from the word association of Islam given to the believers of Muhammed who are identified as Muslims in the verse. As far for the usage of the word hanif, Jews and Christians would fall into this category, because the fundamentals of their religions denounce all other deities and worship one God. The Islamic sources establish the identity of a Muslim on the grounds of accepting the message of monotheism and the creed of all the previous prophets stated by Muhammed, whilst accepting Muhammed as the final messenger of God in succession of all the other prophets. It is not enough to accept monotheism without the prophecy of Muhammed. Once the prophecy of Muhammed is accepted followed by the belief in his message, the identity of Islam is born. The notion of rejecting Muhammed and the Qur’an is what distinguishes Christianity and Judaism from Islam. 

The Islamic sources acknowledged Muhammed as a prophet, and a stateman in Medina. The migration is a climax to the revelation Muhammed was preaching. In essence the message in his revelation remained the same throughout his career. Nonetheless, once Muhammed is in Medina, the revelation in response to the opposition sees a gradual change. Often, the opposition are identified as Jews, Christians, pagan Arabs and hypocrites. The Islamic sources do not shy away from presenting the cause of revelation and the context, admitting the most ardent oppositions were the three Jewish tribes. Over the course of Muhammed’s life, content of the revelations begins to distinguish the practices of Islam in relation to the practices shared with the opposition. But this is only natural, considering Muhammed self-identified as a prophet, who had to differentiate between his practice and message in relation to the others; otherwise what would be different about Muhammed’s message. Lastly, the identity of Islam is formed through the accumulation of the message and practices specific to Muhammed and his companions. But in order to justify this, Muhammed inherits the belief of Abraham engulfing all other forms of religions. Thus, giving the followers of Muhammed the identity of Islam. Though, we can appreciate the contribution of the Islamic sources on surah al-Baqarah, a chapter this broad requires contribution from alternative chapters in the Qur’an and other Islamic sciences to give a true reflection of Surah al-Baqarah.  
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