Provide examples of ‘occasions of Revelation’. Discuss Muhammad’s role(s) as a Prophet during these occasions, and how they related to the contexts in which they emerged.
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Introduction

In this assignment I will firstly explore the meaning of Revelation within the Islamic context.  I will then turn to the wider cultural context of Arabia; it is important to put the Revelations of Muhammad into the historical context of Arabian society, not only because that helps us to understand the significance of Revelation, but also because it helps us to understand the consequences of Revelation for Muhammad and those who chose to follow him as a prophet. I will then briefly consider the status of Muhammad within that society before providing examples of occasions when Muhammad experienced Revelation. I will focus on his earlier Revelations, particularly on that revealed in Sura 96, The Clinging Form. 
The Meaning of Revelation 

	The Qur'an is the text of Muhammad's Revelations; the relationship between Revelation, the Qur'an and Islamic law is therefore inseparable. Revelation, through the Prophet Muhammad, is the very core of Islamic belief and practice.[footnoteRef:1] There is evidence from carbon dating that parts of the Qur’an date from Muhammad’s life, though some scholars argue that it was written/compiled up to twenty years after his death.[footnoteRef:2]  [1: Mona Siddiqui, in,‘In Our Time - Islamic Law and Its Origins - BBC Sounds’, sec. 12min <https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/b010t69b> [accessed 27 May 2019].]  [2: Mona Siddiqui, in,  ‘In Our Time - Islamic Law and Its Origins - BBC Sounds’, sec. 12min:12sec.] 


Amina Wadud-Muhsin defines Revelation as a specific form of wahy, 'that is divine inspiration given to select humans, known as prophets, for the purpose of guidance'.[footnoteRef:3] These Revelations, Muslims believe, are also found in the other Abrahamic religions, starting with Adam, and finishing with Muhammad. Revelation is necessary for us if we want to learn of the unseen. This is the only way we can learn about the divine; the Prophets act as a bridge between God and us.  [3: A.Wadud-Muhsin ‘Revelation’, in  Oxford Islamic Studies Online’ <http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/article/opr/t236/e0681?_hi=4&_pos=1> [accessed 9 May 2019].] 

	The discussion of wahy in the Encyclopaedia of Islam concerns its meaning in the Qur'an and it is suggested that it denotes Revelation in various forms.[footnoteRef:4] It can be in the form of an idea occurring in someone's head, it could also be a message from God in the form of language, or it could be a vision. A.Wensinck, and A.Rippon[footnoteRef:5] note that God is not the only source of wahy ‘The evil ones incite their followers to argue with you…’.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  A. J. Wensinck and A. Rippin, ‘Waḥy’, Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, 2012 <https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/wahy-COM_1331?s.num=0&s.f.s2_parent=s.f.book.encyclopaedia-of-islam-2&s.q=wahy> [accessed 15 May 2019].]  [5:  Wensinck and Rippin.]  [6:  M. A. S. Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an 6:21 2010 reprint with corrections (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).] 

	Arthur Jeffery's analysis[footnoteRef:7] includes a discussion of the original texts. He looks at the difference between the words nazzala and the words anzal and tanzil, all of which mean 'to be sent down'; and awha, which means 'to reveal' and its associated word, wahy, meaning 'Revelation'. However, he points out that wahy is also linked to the verb waha, which means to indicate, or signify. Jeffery argues that the latter is more of an 'inner prompting', which he labels 'inspiration', than a message from a source outside, which he labels 'Revelation’[footnoteRef:8]and suggests that, for Muhammad, 'his experience of wahy belongs to both levels, that of prompting from within and that of Revelation from without'. [footnoteRef:9] He goes on to suggest that wahy 'from without’ is 'practically identical with nazzala (anzala), and it is in this sense of the word that Revelation is associated with Scripture'.[footnoteRef:10] These distinctions are important, for we will see that Muhammad himself is uncertain at times as to the true nature of his Revelation. [7:  ‘The Qur’an as Scripture - By Arthur Jeffery | Quran | Prophets And Messengers In Islam’, Scribd <https://www.scribd.com/document/65517898/The-Qur-an-as-Scripture-By-Arthur-Jeffery> [accessed 9 May 2019].]  [8:  ‘The Qur’an as Scripture - By Arthur Jeffery | Quran | Prophets And Messengers In Islam’, p. 38.]  [9:  ‘The Qur’an as Scripture - By Arthur Jeffery | Quran | Prophets And Messengers In Islam’, p. 37.]  [10:  ‘The Qur’an as Scripture - By Arthur Jeffery | Quran | Prophets And Messengers In Islam’, p. 38.] 

The language of Revelation is complex and it is possible that meanings change. It is being used to convey abstract notions that are beyond our experience, (and possibly beyond words) and this is made more difficult in this case, because the original texts are in Arabic, so we are dependent upon translation. 
	
	When Muhammad was asked how he perceived Revelations, he replied that he could sometimes hear sounds like metal being beaten and described it as being very painful. At other times, he would hear the ringing of the bell, which he described as the most painful. Sometimes, he said it would be an angel that would be speaking to him as a man, and before Sura 23 was revealed, it was like a humming of bees in his face.[footnoteRef:11] Other people described Muhammad as sweating during Revelations, even on cold days; others say that he would go red and snore or rattle. Other people described his colour as growing livid. He is also described as falling into a trance, swooning and being in much pain.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Wensinck and Rippin.]  [12:  Wensinck and Rippin.] 

The Broader context

The nomadic tribes of Arabia were ‘Always hungry, perpetually on the brink of starvation, the Bedouin fought endless battles with other tribes for water, pastureland, and grazing rights.’[footnoteRef:13] They would look out for each other and would be loyal to their own tribes, but not to others. They had a code of living called Muruwah, which meant that they had courage, patience, endurance, determination and, above all, generosity. They were expected to be loyal to each other and to protect the weaker members of their tribe. They did not share one god, but had many.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Karen Armstrong, Muhammad : A Prophet For Our Time (New York: HarperCollins, 2007), p. 11.]  [14:  Armstrong, p. 19.] 


However, living in the same region there were also people of the Jewish faith, particularly living in Medina, and also Christians, both of which are monotheistic religions, sharing the same one God, and with a tradition of Revelation and prophecy.[footnoteRef:15] We know that there was an awareness of their beliefs amongst the people of Mecca; Waraqah ibn Nawfal ibn Asad, (the cousin of Muhammad’s wife, Khadijah) for example, is believed by some sources to have translated the Bible into Arabic.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Hugh Kennedy, in,‘In Our Time - Islamic Law and Its Origins - BBC Sounds’, sec. 4min:40sec.]  [16:  Yasin T. Al-Jibouri, ‘Khadijah, Daughter of Khuwaylid, Wife of Prophet Muhammad’, Al-Islam.Org, 2013 <https://www.al-islam.org/articles/khadijah-daughter-khuwaylid-wife-prophet-muhammad-yasin-t-al-jibouri> [accessed 24 May 2019].] 


Mecca had grown up on the site of a spring and a long time before it became a city it was a holy site[footnoteRef:17].  Even though the people of Mecca were no longer nomadic, at first they continued to respect the values of Muruwah. Mecca had always attracted pilgrims from all over Arabia to the Ka’bah, a cube shaped holy building. By the 6th century, the Quraysh who were Muhammad’s tribe, controlled it. It became increasingly wealthy and busy both from markets and pilgrimages. The Quraysh were very clever at maintaining the prosperity of Mecca. For example, they created a 20-mile radius zone, centred on the Ka’bah, where all violence was forbidden. This meant that trade and pilgrimage were encouraged, as people knew they would be safe. They also collected all the totems from the tribes and put them in the haram so with doing this, the tribes had to make their way to Mecca if they wanted to worship their God.[footnoteRef:18] Mecca became the centre of Arabia. But despite the growing wealth of Mecca, or perhaps because of it, they seemed to lose touch with the values of Muruwah and there were increasing gaps between the wealthy and the poor.  [17:  Armstrong, p. 16.]  [18:  Armstrong, pp. 19–21.] 


Although Muhammad grew up in a wealthy clan of the Quraysh, he had also experienced poverty, and was something of a 'poor relation'. Working as a merchant, he became well travelled, and could be described as a ‘man of the world’, well informed about politics beyond the world of Mecca.[footnoteRef:19] He became very well respected and was known as al-Amin, The Reliable One[footnoteRef:20]. We learn from Martin Lings[footnoteRef:21] that when Muhammad returned to Mecca after a trip there was much disagreement as to who would place the Black Stone in the corner of the Mosque, which was in the final stages of restoration. It was clear that all the people wanted Muhammad to do this task. ‘”It is al-Amin,” said some. “We accept his judgement,” said others,”it is Muhammad”.[footnoteRef:22] Robert Gleave suggests that Muhammad’s role as an arbiter between warring tribes was a key factor in attracting people to him, once he began to ‘talk about the blessings of the lord’.[footnoteRef:23]  [19:  Hugh Kennedy,‘In Our Time - Islamic Law and Its Origins - BBC Sounds’, sec. 2min:40sec.]  [20:  Armstrong, p. 25.]  [21:  Martin Lings, Muhammad: His Life Based on the Earliest Sources (New York: Inner Traditions Internat. Ltd, 1991), p. 42.]  [22:  Lings, p. 42.]  [23:  Abdel Haleem, chap. 93:11.] 

At this point we have a well-respected man, who was also something of an outsider because of his life experiences, who was part of the ruling clan, but who was also uncomfortable with the social injustices he saw around him.[footnoteRef:24]  A favourable marriage enabled him to spend more time exploring his spirituality.[footnoteRef:25] He made an annual retreat to Mount Hira, and it was here that he ‘experienced the astonishing and dramatic attack’.[footnoteRef:26]  [24:  Armstrong, p. 27.]  [25:  Al-Jibouri.]  [26:  Armstrong, p. 33.] 

The First Revelation 

Muhammad often spent time on Mount Hira; he realised that solitude was important to him. It was not unusual at this time for people to go on retreat, so it would not have been thought of as odd. For several years Muhammad, on his journey to his retreat, heard the words: ‘”peace be on thee, O Messenger of God”’.[footnoteRef:27] During Ramadan, in his 40th year, Muhammad was on a retreat and he felt and heard the presence of an angel telling him to “Recite!”[footnoteRef:28] In the Qur’an this appears as Sura 96: 1-5 ‘Read! In the name of your lord who created: He created man from a clinging form. Read! [footnoteRef:29] Your lord is the Most Bountiful One who taught by the pen, who taught man what he did not know.’[footnoteRef:30]  Muhammad fled from the cave but half way down he heard a voice telling him that he, Muhammad, was a messenger of God and he, the angel, was Gabriel. No matter where Muhammad turned he saw the angel.[footnoteRef:31] Accounts use the terms ‘fled’ and ‘trembling’,[footnoteRef:32] which could make us think that Muhammad was in a state of fear. Jeffery suggests that Muhammad was ‘in a terror of apprehension lest it should mean that he was possessed, so that he contemplated suicide…’.[footnoteRef:33] Other accounts suggest that the experience he had was one of ‘wonder, gentleness, and peace’.[footnoteRef:34] In Sura 97 the question is asked ‘What will explain to you what that Night of Glory is? The Night of Glory is better than a thousand months’.[footnoteRef:35] It could, in fact, have meant both things to Muhammad; such an enormous experience could be both terrifying and full of wonder. [27:  Lings, p. 43.]  [28:  Lings, p. 43.]  [29:  This is an example of a word being translated differently, as explained above. The original word was Iqra. It is possible in those days they would only have 1 word and in our days we have two, as both reading and reciting are separate parts of our culture.]  [30:  Abdel Haleem, chaps 96:1-5.]  [31:  Lings, p. 44.]  [32:  Lings, p. 44.]  [33:  ‘The Qur’an as Scripture - By Arthur Jeffery | Quran | Prophets And Messengers In Islam’, p. 39.]  [34:  Armstrong, p. 36.]  [35:  Abdel Haleem, chaps 97;2-3.] 

 At this point, Mohammad was unsure of the meaning of what he had experienced. Was he possessed? Was he a prophet? To use Jeffery's distinction, we could ask whether he was experiencing Revelation or Inspiration.   Khadijah, his wife, reassured him, then went off to speak to her cousin, Waraqah ibn Nawfal ibn Asad.[footnoteRef:36]   [36:  Muhammad Zafrulla Khan, Muhammad, Seal of the Prophets (London ; Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980), p. 24.] 

When he heard about Muhammad's experience, Waraqah knew that Muhammad had experienced a true Revelation, and that he was a prophet, in the line of Moses. ‘”… there hath come unto Muhammad the greatest Namus, even he that would come unto Moses. Verily Muhammad is the Prophet of this people’”. (Namus here meaning, according to Lings, the Angel of Revelation.[footnoteRef:37]) After hearing this from Khadijah, Muhammad went back to the cave to complete his retreat. After completing his retreat he went to the Ka’bah and performed the rites and went off to see Waraqah, who gave further reassurances that he was a prophet.  [37:  Lings, p. 44.] 

The Second Revelation

Lings describes Muhammad’s second Revelation, which we know little about, as ‘a reassurance from heaven’.[footnoteRef:38] From the words of Sura 68 we know the full extent of Muhammad's concern that he might be mad, rather than receiving Revelation: ‘you [prophet] are not, by [receiving] God’s grace, a madman: you will have a never-ending reward - truly you have a strong character - and soon you will see, as will they, which of you is afflicted with madness’.[footnoteRef:39] [38:  Lings, p. 44.]  [39:  Abdel Haleem, chaps 68:2-6.] 


Muhammad went through another period of time where there were no Revelations, though the precise length of time is debateable. [footnoteRef:40] This was a time Muhammad was in despair. He began going back to thinking that he had not experienced genuine Revelations just illusions. As Jeffery explains, ‘inspiration’ was believed to be a sign of being possessed. He argues that when Muhammad first told of the first Revelation many people thought he was the same as others, such as poets, who were possessed.[footnoteRef:41] Lings also notes that Muhammad himself ‘feared that this might mean he had become a jinn-inspired poet or a man possessed’.[footnoteRef:42] After a long period of time, he once again heard from God. ‘By the morning brightness and by the night when it grows still, your lord has not forsaken you [prophet], nor does He hate you, and the future will be better for you than the past’.[footnoteRef:43]  At this point he finally accepted that he was not going mad and that he was a prophet who had been told by a signal of God that it was time he went out to preach: ‘So do not be harsh with the orphan and do not chide the one who asks for help; talk about the blessings of your lord’.[footnoteRef:44]   [40:  ‘Revelation - Oxford Islamic Studies Online’; Armstrong; Lings.]  [41:  ‘The Qur’an as Scripture - By Arthur Jeffery | Quran | Prophets And Messengers In Islam’, p. 38.]  [42:  Lings, p. 44.]  [43:  Abdel Haleem, chaps 93:1-4.]  [44:  Abdel Haleem, chaps 93:11.] 

Mohammad the Prophet

Waraqa had said, ‘”Thou wilt be called a liar, and ill treated, and they will cast thee out and make war upon thee”’.[footnoteRef:45]  The message he was about to preach, based on his Revelations, was not going to be popular with the wealthy elites of Mecca – his message was one of social justice. He attacked selfishness, hoarding wealth and not looking after the poor.[footnoteRef:46] Further, he was preaching monotheism in a city whose economy was partly based on the trade generated by polytheism.[footnoteRef:47] While this message was unwelcome to the wealthy groups in Mecca, it was appealing to the poor and oppressed.[footnoteRef:48] [45:  Lings, p. 44.]  [46:  Hugh Kennedy in,‘In Our Time - Islamic Law and Its Origins - BBC Sounds’, sec. 3min;15sec.]  [47:  Armstrong, p. 19.]  [48:  Robert Gleave in, ‘In Our Time - Islamic Law and Its Origins - BBC Sounds’, sec. 8min:21sec.] 

Conclusion

Throughout Muhammad’s life he had been an outsider. Muhammad experienced extreme poverty when he lived with the Bedouins and even as an adult in Mecca he was not amongst the rich. While he was in Mecca, he witnessed poverty alongside riches and felt for the poor. He may have felt regret of the passing of the values of the Muruwah, particularly the fact that the weakest had always been looked after and wealth was shared. But, as the incident of the Ka’bah shows us, he also disliked the warring behaviour between the tribes. His message of unity and justice was delivered both as a Revelation from God, as written in the Qur’an, but also through his own words and the way, at this early time in Mecca, he lived his life. 
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