
 

 

RELIGION on the EDGE 

ON READING THE QURAN: THE TOOLS OF THE TRADE 

 

It is remarkable that many Non-Muslims, and a few Muslims, still labour under the 

illusion that the Quran is merely a LITERAL book, i.e. a book that has to be read, 

digested, and understood on a superficial level. 

This is particularly ironic considering that the Quran introduces itself with the phrase 

“This is the Book, in it is GUIDANCE…”(Ch.2:1).The word GUIDANCE implies the use of 

the intellect in following advice, understanding guidelines that pave the way, and 

identifying instructive markers. It is therefore NOT a book consisting only of rigid rules 

and regulations to be followed unthinkingly into a world of “Do’s and Don’ts”. 

Revelation is thus meant to be a guide to reason, NOT its substitute. 

Why is this important? Simply put, too many Christians have a tendency to read poetic 

or metaphorical passages in the Quran simply to scorn or regard them as faulty 

FACTUAL occurrences. This often has the potential to cause a serious disjuncture 

between what is being articulated and what is being understood. 

This is strange,since the Quran is also a book that specifies the type of verses it contains 

Vis; “…In it are verses FUNDAMENTAL (or literal) ….others is ALLERGORICAL…” 

Ch.3:7.The idea therefore, that all verses of the Quran are meant to be taken literally, is 

tantamount to being dismissive of ONE of the core features of the Quran. 

Further, the Quran warns that it is also a “Rorschach test” of sorts for the reader. This 

was a test devised in 1921 by Hermann Rorschach to identify personality disorders as 

well as emotional functioning (Wikipedia). In the test, patterns are displayed and the 

patient is requested to “read the pattern”. One person may see a thing of beauty, 

another, a violent act. The trained physician thus is able to gauge a person’s mental and 

emotional state. In vaguely the same manner, the readers positive or negative reaction 

upon reading the Quran  reflect a person’s sincerity and engagement with TRUTH. The 



Quran states: “Those…Who know not the Book, (But see therein only) their OWN 

DESIRES…” (Ch.2:78) is a stark reminder that “…sweet rain makes a poisonous plant 

grow MORE poisonous” as Imam Al Ghazali so eloquently put it. Considering this, it 

should come as no great shock that there are individuals, as well as groups, (think ISIS), 

that utilise the Quran in anegative manner and see in it “only their OWN desires”. After 

all, even an admonition like “Turning the other cheek” can be viewed and cast as ‘a 

brave and noble act of passive resistance’, or ‘a cowardly immoral undertaking to accept 

oppression’. 

Fortunately the Quran does not leave it there. In Ch.2:224 The Quran warns; 

 “…Make not God…an excuse…against DOING GOOD or ACTING RIGHTLY, or MAKING 

PEACE  between person…”. Clearly, anyone who goes against this advice demands a 

degree of scrutiny. 

The Quran also insists that ‘best practice’ is followed by those who; “….Listen to the 

Word and follow the BEST (meaning) in it. THEY are the Ones that God has RIGHTLY 

GUIDED, and those are the ones endowed with UNDERSTANDING…”Ch.39:18. Also “… 

God intends EVERY FACILITY for you; He does NOT want to put you to 

difficulties…”Ch.2:185. Thus the Quran indicates that CHOOSING the BETTER, NOBLER, 

and more LIBERAL interpretation (provided it fulfills all scholarly requirements) is 

mandatory on Muslims or the reader of the Quran. 

Finally, the Quran warns: “They, (the wayward people) will further say; ‘Had we but 

listened or used our INTELLIGENCE…” Ch.67:10. 

Clearly, hasty unthinking criticism towards verses of the Quran is NOT recommended for 

optimum understanding. Instead a sincere, thoughtful, and open minded attitude tends 

to ensure that the reader makes the appropriate critical connection with the teachings 

of the Quran. 
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