
Following is the translation of the first verse of chapter 17, Al-Israa, from the Quran that 

refers to this journey, followed by a detailed explanation of the verse by Sayyid Abul Ala 

Mawdudi. 

In the name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful 

 

Holy is He Who carried His servant by night from the Holy Mosque (in Makka) to the farther 

Mosque (in Jerusalem) - whose surroundings We have blessed - that We might show him 

some of Our signs 1. Indeed He alone is All-Hearing, All-Seeing. (Quran 17:1) 

1 This is a reference to the event known as Mi'raj (Ascension) and Isra' (Night Journey). 

According to most traditions - and especially the authentic ones - this event took place one 

year before Hijrah. Detailed reports about it are found in the works of Hadith and Sirah and 

have been narrated from as many as twenty-five Companions. The most exhaustive reports 

are those from Anas ibn Malik, Malik ibn Sa'sa'ah, Abu Dharr al-Ghifari and Abu Hurayrah. 

Some other details have been narrated by 'Umar, 'Ali, 'Abd Allah ibn Mas'ud, 'Abd Allah ibn 

Abbas, Abu Sa'id al-Khudri, Hudhayfah ibn al-Yaman, and 'A'ishah among other Companions 
of the Prophet . 

 

The Quran here only mentions that the Prophet  was taken from the Ka'bah to the 

mosque in Jerusalem, and specifies that the purpose of the journey was such that God 

might "show him some of His signs". Beyond this, The Quran does not concern itself with 

any detail. However, according to Hadith reports, Gabriel took the Prophet  at night from 

the Ka'bah to the mosque in Jerusalem on a buraq.* On reaching Jerusalem the Prophet 

 along with other Prophets offered Prayers. (Al-Nasa'i, Sunan, K. al-Salah, 'Bab Fard al-

Salah wa Dhikr Ikhtilaf al-Naqilin...' -Ed.) Gabriel then took him to the heavens and the 

Prophet  met several great Prophets in different heavenly spheres. (See al-

Nasa'i, Sunan, K. al-Salah, 'Bab Fard al-Salah' - Ed.) Finally, he reached the highest point in 

the heavens and was graced with an experience of the Divine Presence. On that occasion 

the Prophet  received a number of directives including that Prayers were obligatory five 

times a day. (Al-Bukhari, K. Manaqib al -Ansar, 'Bab al-Mi'raj ; K. al-Tawhid, 'Bab Kallama 

Musa Taklima' - Ed.) Thereafter, the Prophet  returned from the heavens to Jerusalem, 

and from there to the Holy Mosque in Makka. Numerous reports on the subject reveal that 

the Prophet  was also enabled on this occasion to observe Heaven and Hell. (Al-

Bukhari, K. al_Salah, 'Bab Kayfa Furidat al-Salah fi al-Isra' and Ibn Hisham, Sirah, vol. I, p. 
404 - Ed.) 

It may be recalled that according to authentic reports when the Prophet  narrated the 

incidents of this extraordinary journey the following day to the people in Makka, the 

unbelievers found the whole narration utterly amusing. (Muslim, K, al-Iman, 'Bab Dhikr al-



Masih ibn Maryam' - Ed.) In fact, even the faith of some Muslims was shaken because of the 

highly extraordinary nature of the account. (See Ibn Hisham, Sirah , vol. I, p.398 and al-

Qurtubi, comments on verse 1 of the surah - Ed.) 

 

The details of the event provided by the Hadith supplement the Quranic account. There is 

no reason, however, to reject all this supplementary information on the grounds that it is 

opposed to the Quran. Nevertheless, if someone is not quite convinced and hence does not 

accept some of the details concerning the Ascension mentioned in the Hadith as true, he 

should not be considered an unbeliever. On the contrary, if someone were to clearly deny 

any part of the account categorically mentioned in the Quran, he would be deemed to have 

gone beyond the fold of Islam. 

What was the nature of this journey? Did it take place when the Prophet  was asleep or 

when he was awake? Did he actually undertake a journey in the physical sense or did he 

have a spiritual vision while remaining in his own place? These questions, in our view, have 

been resolved by the text of the Quran itself. The opening statement: "Holy is He Who 

carried His servant by night from the Holy Mosque to the farther Mosque... " (verse 1) itself 

indicates that it was an extraordinary event which took place by dint of the infinite power of 

God. For quite obviously, to be able to perceive the kind of things mentioned in connection 

with the event, either in a dream or by means of intuition, is not so wondrous that it should 

be prefaced by the statement : "Holy is He Who carried His servant by night..." ; a 

statement which amounts to proclaiming that God was free from every imperfection and 

flaw. Such a statement would make absolutely no sense if the purpose of it was merely to 

affirm that God had the power to enable man to have either visions in the course of a 

dream, or to receive information intuitively. In our view, the words of the experience or a 

dream vision, was an actual journey, and the observation in question was a visual 

observation. All was contingent upon God's will that truths be revealed to the Prophet  in 

this fashion.  

Now, let us consider the matter carefully. The Quran tells us, in clear terms, that the 

Prophet , went from Makka to Jerusalem and then returned to Makka during the night 

(obviously, without the use of anything resembling an aircraft), owing to God's power. Now, 

if we believe this to be possible, what justification can there be to reject as inherently 

impossible the additional details of the event mentioned in the traditional sources? 

Statements declaring certain acts to be possible and others to be beyond the range of 

possibility are understandable if these acts are deemed to have been performed by 

creatures in exercise of the natural powers with which they are endowed. 



However, when it is clearly stated that it is God Who did something out of His power, any 

doubts about the possibility of these acts can be entertained only by those who do not 

believe God to be all-powerful. 

Those who reject the Hadith as such raise several objections against the traditions 

concerning this incident. It seams that only two of these objections are worth of any 
consideration. 

First, it is claimed that the contents of the traditions relating to the Ascension imply that 

God is confined to a particular place. For had that not been the case, it is argued there 

would have been no need to transport the Prophet  in order for him to experience the 

presence of God. Second, it is questionable whether the Prophet  was enabled to 

observe Heaven and Hell and to see people being chastised for their sins even though they 

had not yet been judged by  God. How is it that people were subjected to punishment even 

before the coming of that Day when all will be judged? 

 

Both these objections, however, carry little substance, The first objection is to be rejected 

on the grounds that although the Creator is infinite and transcends both time and place, yet 

in dealing with His creatures He has to have recourse to the means which are finite and are 

circumscribed by time-space limitations. This is because of the inherent limitations of man. 

Hence when God speaks to His creatures, He employs, of necessity, the same means of 

communication which can be comprehensible to the latter even though His Own speech 

transcends the means employed in the speech. In like fashion, when God wants to show 

someone the signs of His vast kingdom, He takes him to certain places and enables him to 

observe whatever he is required to observe. For it is beyond the power of man to view the 

universe in the manner God can. While God does not stand in need of visiting a certain 

place in order to observe something that exists there, man does need to do so. The same 

holds true of having a direct encounter with the Creator. Although God is not confined to a 

particular place, man needs to experience His presence at a defined place where the 

effulgence of His Being might be focused. For it is beyond man's power to encounter God in 

His limitlessness. 

Let us now consider the second objection. That too is fallacious for the simple reason that 

the objects shown to the Prophet  represented , in symbolic form, certain truths. For 

instance , a mischievous statement has allegorically been represented by a fat ox that could 

not return via the small hole through which it had come. (See Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, comments 

on Bani Isra'il 17:1 - Ed.) Or the other allegory relating to those who indulge in fornication - 

that they prefer to eat rotten meat when fresh, clean meat is available to them. (Loc.cit ; 

see also Ibn Hisham, vol. 1 p. 406 - Ed.) The same holds true for the punishments to which 

sinners will be subjected in the Next Life - they are anticipatory representations of the 

sufferings to which they will be subjected in the Life to Come. The main point which needs 

to be appreciated regarding the Ascension is that it belongs to a genre of experience 

through which each Prophet is enabled to observe- consonant with his standing and mission 



- aspects of God's dominion of the heavens and the earth. Once the material barriers to the 

normal vision of human beings are removed, it becomes possible to view physically, the 

realities which the Prophets are required to summon others to believe in as part of faith in 

the Unseen. This is done in order to distinguish the Prophets from mere speculative 

philosophers. For a philosopher's contentions are based on speculative reason and hence 

are essentially conjectural. Were a philosopher to recognize his true position - the position 

of a philosopher - he would shrink from testifying to the truth of his contentions. In 

contrast, what the Prophets say is based on their direct knowledge and observation. They 

can testify before others with full conviction that whatever they expound are realities which 
they themselves have directly perceived. 

Note: 

*Buraq was the name of the heavenly steed on which the Prophet  rode on his nocturnal 

journey from Makka to Jerusalem, and then to the heavens (For this nocturnal journey 
q.v. Mi'raj.) 

  


