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ow do you measure a
|—| book’s worth? By its

sale in millions, by its
perennial appeal to genera-
tion upon generation, by the
beauty of its language and
style or because, as in the
case of the Koran, the book
is considered sacred and ven-
erated as God’s very word.
With more than one billion
Muslims in the world who
believe that the Koran is
God’s last revelation in hu-
man history, the Koran, like
the Bible, is one of the most
widely read, revered and re-
cited books in the world. Its
reach is global, its influence
is global. It has been the in-
spiration to one of the great-
est civilizations in the world
and is the basis for some of
the most impressive art, ar-
chitecture, literature, philoso-
phy and science the world
has ever known.

A relatively short scripture,
the Koran is the culmination
of a series of revelations that
Muslims believe were given
to Muhammad, a seventh-
century Arab who became
God’s last Prophet and the
recipient of God’s final reve-
lation. The book was reveal-
ed in Arabic and
subsequently compiled in
Arabic. Though it has been
translated into numerous
languages, the faithful never-
theless always try to read the
original Arabic because the
power of the book lies as
much in the oral recitation
of the verses as its does in
its content. For Muslims, the
Koran is central to the good
and moral life.

Like most Semitic scrip-
tures, the Koran refers to the

|

big themes: God, prophecy,
angels, the eschaton (the
end of days), punishment
and reward. But it also refers
to people of other faiths,
namely Jews and Christians.
These are people who also
received divine revelation,
who had their own prophets
and who might also be saved
in the next world. Thus,
Muslims have always shared
an ambivalent history with
the people of both these
faiths.

The Koran also refers to
what are understood to be
more socio-ethical matters:
marriage, divorce, sexual re-
lations, slavery, inheritance
laws, poverty, penal laws,
ecology and ritual practice.
Man worships God not just
through submission to ritual
but through the ethical rela-
tions he forms with the
world and people around
him.

This is where the greatness
of the Koran lies. With its in-
sistence on reflection on
God’s world and its emphasis
on the performance of just
and charitable acts, the Ko-
ran contains a transformative
power. The language is poet-
ic, passionate and persuasive.
The narrative is both long
and elaborate, and short and
choppy. The thread that ties
all the different themes to-
gether is God’ mercy, or rah-
ma. The Koran is itself a
reflection of God’s mercy and
compassion, and must be
central to the way we think
of one another and the rela-
tionships we form.

But like all scriptures, the
Koran contains another side.
In the post-9/11 world, many

in the West are suddenly
awake to the power of scrip-
ture, and to the fact that
zealotry and fanaticism can
find their roots in scripture
just as much as compassion
can. Issues of gender in-
equalities and a justification
for violence are being seen
as defining descriptors of the
Islamic world with their ba-
sis in the Koran.

While academic and popu-
lar thinking contest or de-
fend these issues, in so
doing they keep the Koran
alive. Like every great book,
the Koran inspires and con-
fuses, it moves and infuri-
ates, it speaks and demands
that we listen. Its Arabian
setting, its tales of prophets
and messengers, its promise
of heaven and its threats of
hell all mean that in one
page we live multiple exist-
ences; we live both in the
past and the present and we
reflect on our mortality. Phi-
losophy, theology and poetry
are all sealed intricately in
the book.

This is not an easy book to
read, but sacred territory is
never easy. The Koran has
continued to inspire the
faithful for hundreds of
years, and it continues to
shape the lives of millions
from birth to death. The Ko-
ran may look like any other
book, but for the believer, it
is quite simply a call to God.
) Mona Siddiqui is the Univer-
sity of Glasgow’s professor of
Islamic Studies and Public Un-
derstanding, as well as the di-
rector of its Centre for the
Study of Islam.

Next week: Our Mutual
Friend, by Charles Dickens.

Quotable

It is Allah who causes the seed-
grain and the date-stone to
sprout. He causes the living to
come forth from the dead and
He is the one to cause the dead
to come forth from the living.
That is Allah, so then how are
you deluded from the truth? It is
He that breaks the day and
makes the night for rest and the
sun and moon for the reckoning.
Such is His judgment, the Exalt-
ed in power and the Omniscient.
It is He who makes the stars for
you so that you may guide your-
selves with their help through
the dark spaces of land and sea.
Indeed we detail our signs for
people who know. It is He who
produced you from a single soul
and then a resting place and a
repository. We detail our signs
for people who understand. It is
He who sends down rain from
the skies.

) Chapter 5 verses 95-99,

the Chapter of the Cattle

E-VOX POPULI
OUR READERS WRITE

Greg Atkin, from Canada writes:
Someone mentioned Don DelLi-
llo’s Underworld. 1t is an intrigu-
ing novel, America's War and
Peace. A sweeping portrait of
'sos America starting with a
New York Times front page on
Oct. 4, 1951, announcing two
Earth-shattering events involving
a sphere.

) Posted June 7, 2008, at 1:36
p.m. ET

Leo Bloom from Radisson, Sask.,
writes: Cheers to Greg Atkin. Un-
derworld is perhaps the best
American novel of the past half
century. | have plugged it before
and will shamelessly do so
again. Read Underworld. It is
time well spent.

) Posted June 8, 2008, at 3:06
p.m. ET

On the website

Readers can join the debate over
the 5o Greatest Books at
www.globeandmail.com/arts
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Risk a software prototype (4)

Superfluous person smashed the whiffle (5,5)
Georgia fashions parking places (7)

Rewrite moronic letter (7)

Unimportant hearing about hospital hookup (7)
Diverting beacon (5)

Suspicious counterculture figure discussed (5)
Meaty chum treated overeater's problem (9)
Medea playwright adjusted prie-dieus (9)
Dutch painter hot in pursuit of certain

type of pear (5)

One who believes father backed horse (5)

Cuts taxes (7)

Telephone part switched ends in

Panama, e.g. (7)

Gradually add mutant nits — sick (7)

| lie, interrupting model’s intense reactions (10)
In Jerome's hockey net (4)
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A gun among Southern gal’s trinkets (10)

Call it "operative's ultimate bug” (7)

Offended about article, not allowing drafts (9)
Giant fish (5)

Squirming chewing-gum manufacturer is
outspoken (7)

Lacking direction, Lindros circles desert (7)
Sustained hunger (4)

Dirty, bleak health club (s)

Yours truly, so robust, upset oldster (10)
Hypnosis fixed Messier in 2000 (9)

Pierre strangely possesses no ethylene, for one (7)
Spectacular horse in step, e.g., as usual (7)
Resists money (5)

Sits uncomfortably in English chapel (7)
Explosive after-dark boat excursion, we hear (5)
Heartless main kitchen employee (4)

LAST SATURDAY'S PUZZLE

ACROSS 7 BLUE (blew hom.; ref. U of T's Varsity Blues) 8 HAT(CHERI)ES 10 E + AR BITER
1 FEE + DER (red rev.) 12 B(AND)IT 13 MUS + CLING 15 K + IS + MET 17 AGO + RAE (ear
rev.) 20 STRANG(L)E 22 INSE(C)T 24 B + A + BOON 26 GRADE (T)WO (dowager anag.)

27 AS REQUI(I)RED (Red Square anag.) 28 HERO (hidden)

DOWN 1 FLE(A + MARK)ET 2 WE(BB)ED 3 WHITE T + IE (Hewift anag.) 4 C(H)AFES

5 CRU(EJLLER 6 NEVE (rev.) 9 TH(e) + RUMS 14 NOEL COWARD (anag.)
16 SE(A + SON)ED 18 GRIM + ALDI (faid anag.) 19 BEGG)AR 21 GEN(I)US
23 SEE + THE 25 ALSO (hidden)




