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Ruku 23 [2 Baqgarah 177-182] Righteousness in Islam

Islamic definition of
righteousness. Islamic laws of
retribution. Commandment of

Allah to execute a "will"
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Righteousness is not whether
you turn your face towards
East or West; but righteousness
1s to believe in Allah, the Last
Day, the Angels, the Books and
the Prophets, to spend wealth,
it,

inspite of love for on

relatives, orphans, helpless,
needy travellers, those who ask
for and on the redemption of
captives; to establish Salah

to pay Zakah

(prayers),
(charity), to fulfill promises
when made, to be steadfast in
poverty, hardship and at the
time of war. Those are the ones
who are truthful and those are
the ones who are the pious. O
believers! Retaliation 1s
prescribed for you in the cases
of murder: a free man for a free

man, a slave for a slave, and a

female for a female. But, if the
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killer 1s pardoned by
brother of the slain (sparing the
killer's life by accepting the
blood-money), then blood-
money should be demanded
with fairness and payment
should be made with gratitude.
This is a concession and a
mercy from your Rabb. Now,
whoever exceeds the limits
after this, shall have a painful
O of

punishment. men

understanding! There 1s
security of life for you in the
law of retaliation, so that you
may become pious. The will is
made obligatory before the
death of anyone of you who is
leaving some property behind,
to bequest it equitably to his
parents and relatives. This is a
duty incumbent on the
righteous. If anyone changes
the bequest after hearing it, the
sin of it then is on those who
make the change. Allah hears
and knows everything. But
there is no blame on the one
who suspects an error or an
injustice on the part of the

testator and brings about a
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settlement among the parties.

Allah is Forgiving. Merciful.
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Tafsir

True goodness does not lie in
turning your faces to the East
or to the West. Rather, those
with true goodness are those
who believe in Allah and the
Last Day, the Angels, the
Book and the Prophets, and
who, despite their love for it,
give away their wealth to
their relatives and to orphans
and the very poor, and to
travellers and beggars and to
set slaves free, and who
establish the prayer and pay
zakat; those who honour
their contracts when they
make them, and are steadfast
in poverty and illness and in
battle. Those are the people
who are true. They are the

people who are godfearing.
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[2:177]

True goodness does not lie in
turning your faces to the East

or to the West.

There 1s disagreement about
who is being addressed by
these words. Qatadah said, ‘It
was mentioned to us that a man
asked the Messenger of Allah
£ about true goodness (birr)
and then Allah revealed this
ayah.” Qatadah continued,
‘Before the obligatory acts of
worship were prescribed, when
a man testified that there is no
god but Allah and Muhammad
1s His slave and Messenger and
then died affirming that, that
was sufficient to assure him of
the Garden, and so this ayah
was revealed to redress the
balance.” Qatadah and ar-Rab1’
said that it is the Jews and
Christians who are being
addressed because they
disagreed about which
direction they should turn
towards. The Jews faced west
towards Jerusalem and the

Christians east towards where
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the sun rose. They spoke about
a change of qiblah and each
group preferred its own
direction. They were told that
that was not where true
goodness lay. Hamzah and
Hafs recite ‘al-birra’ in the
accusative. The rest recite ‘al-

birru’ in the nominative.

Rather, those with true
goodness are those who

believe

Here ‘birr’ (true goodness) is a
word which includes all good.
Its use on its own here implies:
‘But true goodness 1is the
goodness of the one who
believes...”, but there is an
elision. It is said that the
meaning is: ‘But those with
true goodness...” That is
because when the Prophet £
emigrated to Madinah and the
obligatory prayers were
prescribed, the qiblah
redirected towards the Ka‘bah,
and the statutory punishments
(hudud) were  established,
Allah revealed this in order to

say that true goodness does not
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lie in praying or doing any
other particular action, but
rather that a person who is truly
good is someone who believes
in Allah, and all the other
things mentioned in the ayah.
Ibn ‘Abbas, Mujahid, ad-
Dahhak, ‘Ata’, Sufyan and az-
Zajjaj held that view. It is
possible for birr to mean barr
and barr. Barr means kind and
benign and filial, while barr
also has that meaning, but is a

little more restricted.

Our scholars point out that this
is an immense ayah, one of the
matrices of judgment, because
it contains sixteen different
elements:

— the requirement to have faith
in Allah and His Names and
Attributes

— the Resurrection

— the Gathering

— the Balance

— the Sirat

— the Basin

— the Intercession

— the Garden and the Fire

— the Angels
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— the Books revealed by Allah
— the Prophets

— the duty to spend one’s
wealth in ways that are both
mandatory and recommended
— maintaining ties of kinship
and not severing them

— looking after orphans and the
poor and not neglecting them
— caring for travellers (or
guests) and beggars

— setting slaves free

All  these things will be
clarified  elsewhere.  Also
included are safeguarding the
prayer, paying zakat, fulfilling
contracts and showing
steadfastness in afflictions.
Each of these items would
require an entire book to do it

justice.

There 1s disagreement about
whether one gives voluntary
sadagah to an orphan merely
because of their being an
orphan, in order to maintain
ties of kinship, even if the
orphan is wealthy, or whether
one only gives to the poor. This

is about voluntary sadagah
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rather than obligatory zakat.

and who, despite their love

for it, give away their wealth

This is used as evidence by
those who say that there are
legal rights on wealth other
than just zakat and that they are
the means by which true
goodness is achieved. It is also
said that what is meant here is
obligatory zakat. The first
opinion 1is sounder since ad-
Daraqutni transmitted from
Fatimah bint Qays that the
Prophet # said, ‘There is a
right on wealth over and above
zakat,” and he quoted this ayah
in full. Ibn Majah and at-
Tirmidh1 transmit it in their
collections as well. He said that
the isnad of this hadith is not
that strong because Abi
Hamzah is weak. Bayan and
Isma‘1l ibn Salim related this
hadith from ash-Sha‘bi, and it

1s stronger.

The soundness of this hadith,
even if there is something to be

said about the 1snad, 1is
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indicated by the words of Allah
later in the same ayah:
‘establish the prayer and pay
zakat’. He mentions zakat with
the prayer. That indicates that
what 1s meant by this phrase is
not obligatory zakat because
otherwise that would entail an
unnecessary repetition, and
Allah knows best. Scholars
agree that, when an urgent need
for the Muslims exists after the
payment of zakat, there is a
communal obligation to spend
money on it. Malik obliged
people to ransom captives,
even if it used up all their
wealth. There is also consensus
on this, and that strengthens
what we prefer concerning this

matter.

It is said the phrase refers to
their love for the wealth they
give and the pronoun can also
refer to the love the giver has
for his relatives. The same
applies to Allah’s words in
Sturat al-Insan: ‘They give
food, despite their love for it, to

the poor.” (76:8) It can have
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both meanings.

those who honour their
contracts when they make

them,

It 1s said that this is added to
the earlier sentence, i.e. ‘Those
with true goodness or those
who believe and those who
honour...” Al-Farra’” and al-
Akhfash said that. This refers
to contracts between
themselves and Allah, and
between themselves and other

people.

and are steadfast in poverty

and illness and in battle

‘Steadfast’ is in the accusative
by way of praise or by the
effect of an elided verb. The
Arabs put the noun in the
accusative for both praise and
censure as if they were trying
to isolate the person praised or

blamed.

Ba’sa’ is hardship and poverty,
and darra’ 1s 1llness. Ibn
Mas‘td said that. The Prophet
£ said, ‘Allah Almighty says,
“When [ test any of My slaves
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in his bed and he does not
complain to those who visit
him, I will replace his flesh
with a better flesh and his
blood with a better blood. If I
take him, it is to My mercy. If I
give him well-being, I give him
a well-being in which he has no
sin.” He was asked, ‘Messenger
of Allah, what flesh is better
than his flesh?” He answered,
‘A flesh without sin.” He was
asked, ‘What blood is better
than his blood?’ He answered,
‘Blood without sin.” Ba’s is the

time of war.

Those are the people who are
true. They are the people who

are godfearing.

They are described as having
integrity and taqwa in their
affairs and fulfilling them.
They are serious regarding the
din. This 1is great praise.
Truthfulness is the opposite of
lying. Someone who is siddiq
is someone who holds closely
to the truth. In a hadith we find:
‘You must have integrity.

Integrity guides to goodness
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and goodness guides to the
Garden. A man continues to be
true and takes care to remain
truthful until he is written with

Allah as a true man (siddiq).’

You who believe! retaliation
is prescribed for you in the
case of people Kkilled: free
man for free man, slave for
slave, female for female. But
if someone is absolved the
thing by his brother, blood-
money should be claimed
with correctness and paid
with good will. That is an
easement and a mercy from
your Lord. Anyone who goes
beyond the limits after this
will receive a  painful

punishment. [2:178]




