Biannual Journal Of e

Philosophical Meditations |y

(PHM) Gt

Vol. 11/ Issue: 26/ Spring & Summer 2021/PP.193-222

A Critical Survey of the Implication of the Verse ¢_fts ¥ on

the Prophets’ Infallibility

Hossein Atrak !

Submitted:
2019/12/23

Accepted:
2020/5/16

KEYWORDS:

Prophets,
Infallibility
, The Verse
d— Y,
Unjust.

This paper examines the implication of the verse ‘ cxs Y
eyl [which means: ‘My covenant does not include the unjust’] on

the prophets’ infallibility. According to the verse, God's covenant (i.e,,
prophethood or Imamat) does not include the unjust people. On
religious definition, committinga sin is an instance of injustice. Hence,
the meaning of the verse is that the one who attains prophethood has
never committed a sin. This implies the infallibility of the prophets. A
controversial case in here would be a man who has committed a sin
and then repented of his sin. Does the term ‘unjust’ describe this man
after his repentance? Most of Shiite theologians claim that the word
‘pal Ll (the unjust) is a general and logically universal word which

involves any unjust person who has committed a sin, even if he has
repented. The author, however, is against this reasoning. The word
‘yalla)’ is a derivative noun. According to the discussion of derivative

in Im-u Al-Usoul, the true meaning of the derivative nouns is when
an instance of that noun has actually that attribute. Accordingly, an
unjust person is a person who is unjust now, not a person who has
committed a sin but has now repented of it and never committed a
sinagain. In sum, the paperargues, the verse ‘ J, ¥ does not imply the
absolute infallibility of the prophets; it only implies that the prophets
had not been unjust at the time when they attained prophethood.
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This study aimed to examine the implication of the Quranic verse
“My covenant does not include the wrongdoers™ (2:124) on the prophets’ Ismah
or moral infallibility in Islamic Kalam. Unlike other branches of Islam, Shia
believes in the Ismah or moral infallibility of prophets regarding sin, error, and
oblivion before and after their prophetic mission in religious affairs or normal life.
Shi'ite Muslims believe in the protection of prophets from any unfair conduct and
the purity of their ancestors in terms of any wrong, evil, and Shirk (sin of idolatry
or polytheism). Shiiite scholars provide a number of rational and Quranic
evidence for this claim including the verse “My covenant does not include the
wrongdoers”. The purpose of this study was to analyze this argument. The
research questions included: Does the verse “My covenant does not include the
wrongdoers” imply absolute moral infallibility of prophets or only at the time of
assignment of the prophetic mission and later? To whom does “zalim” refer?
Does it mean that those who have committed minor sins and then repented are
“wrongdoers” and can never be assigned with the prophetic mission?

After God tested Abraham with certain commandments, which he fulfilled, He
assigned the prophetic mission to him. Abraham asked if this applied to his
offspring (descendants), And Allah answered that His covenant does not include
the wrongdoers. There are three important points in referring to this verse to prove
the moral infallibility of prophets. First, what does God’s covenant refer to? Does
it refer to prophecy or something else? Second, to whom does ““zalim” refer?
Does "zalim” mean those who commit sins, any kind of sin or a particular kind
of sinsuch as Kufr (unbelief) and Shirk (idolatry or polytheism)? Third, how does
the verse imply Ismah or moral infallibility of the prophet?

Shi'ite scholars usually interpret “covenant” in this verse as the covenant of
Imamah (Imamate). Their most significant evidence is that it is in the
continuations of “[Allah] said, indeed, I will make you a leader (Imam) for the
people. [Abraham)] said, and of my offspring (descendants)?”” (2:124). Despite
the fact that Abraham was already a prophet and recieved God’s revelation (Tusi,
1995: 128; Tabarsi, 2005: vol. 1, p. 279; Sobhani, 1994: 4/118). Sunni scholars
tend to interpret “‘covenant” related to prophecy and see this verse as an evidence
of the moral infallibility of the prophet even though some have read it as referring
to covenant of Imamah (see. Shabbar, 2006, p. 88). As Shia Islam believes in the
moral infallibility of prophets and al-’ A’immah (The Twelve Imams), whether
“covenant” refers to Imamah or prophecy does not affect referring to this verse
as a proof of moral infallibility. The purpose of this study was the implication of
the verse on Ismah or moral infallibility, whether infallibility of Imams or
prophets.
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Most Islamic scholars, both Shia and Sunni, state that in this verse, “‘zalim”
signifies a “wrongdoer’ or “‘sinner”’. Sin has a general definition and includes all
kinds and instances from Shirk and Kufr to minor sins (al-Tusi, Nasir al-Din,
1995: 128; Qazi Nurullah Shustari, 1989: 293/2; Fakhr Razi, 1986: 122/2).

The general argument of Islamic scholars by resorting to this verse to prove
the moral infallibility of prophet or Imam could be explained as follows. 1. Those
who commit sin are “zalim” as they have violated the order of God. 2. According
to the verse, “zalim” cannot be a prophet or Imam. 3. Conclusion: Prophets (or
al-’ A’'immah) who have been assigned with the prophetic (or Imamate) mission
are not “zalim” (wrongdoers) and they are morally infallible.

The controversial part of this argument includes those who have committed
sin in the past and have repented. Does “zalim” apply to these people? Shi’ite
scholars believe that even if someone commits one sin, whether minor or major,
in his life and even if he repents later, the “does not” in the verse applies to them
as “zalim” applied to them at the time and they cannot be a prophet or Imam ever
(Sheykh Tusi, n.d., vol. 1, p. 44; Halabi, 1984: 191; Tabarsi, 2005: vol. 1, p. 279).
Furthermore, sometimes it has been argued that “zalim” is an agent noun like
“qatil” [killer] and “zarib” [striker]. Nouns derived from the verbs are applied to
their subject (agent) even after repentance and passage of time and it is
permissible to call the agent for example “Ali’s qatil” or “Hasan’s zarib” (Halabi,
1984: 191).

Moreover, Shi’ite scholars, referring to the Zahir [apparent meaning] of the
verse argue that the subjunctive plural “al-zalemayn” and the/generalizing “‘al-
in its beginning shows the implication of “‘zalim’ to all wrongdoers with any kind
of sin, whether minor or major, whether they have repented or they have not (see.
Tabatabaei, 1997, vol.1, p. 274).

Considering the discussion of words in usdl al-figh, the author
attempted to criticize the above-mentioned reference to the verse. In ustl al-figh
[principles of Islamic jurisprudence], it is stated that the words derived from verbs
such as “alim”, “jahil”, “najjar”, “mojtahid”, etc. possess the truth of their origin.
In his Kifayat al-usul, Muhammad Kadhim Khorasani puts forward his selected
view on the derivatives: In line with the view of late scholars, my selected view
is that possession in present is valid (Khorasani, 1995: 64). This means that
derivative titles are used for those who possess and have those characteristics
when the fitle is attributed to them. “Najjar”” [carpenter] is used for someone
whose profession is carpentry now (that is, at the time the title is attributed to him”.
“Alim” [all-knowing, scientist] is used for someone whose profession is science.
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“Istadeh” [standing] is used for someone who is standing. Accordingly, it could
be argue that “zalim”, derived from “zalama”, is literally (not figuratively) used
for someone who possess the origin (that is, characteristic of zalama) rather than
someone who no longer possesses the origin (zalama). Someone who has once
committed a sin, then repented, has never committed a sin again, and he has
obeyed all of God’s commandments until his death can no longer be called
“zalim” in his old age since he possesses characteristics of obedience and justness.
Thus, he should be called “just” and “God’s obedient servant”. The reason as
noted by Akhund Khorasani is the validity of divesting. Divesting the title of
“zalim” from him in present is correct as he no longer possesses this characteristic
and “just” can be used for him as in the present, he possesses the characteristic of
justness.

With regard to the second argument on the generalizing “al-" in the beginning
of the word to all “zalim” people, even those who have repented, it should be said
that the generalizing “al-” in the beginning of the word in this verse or any other
sentence means that the said order (“My covenant does not”’) includes all ““zalim”
people. The order is includes anyone for whom the title of ““zalim” can be applied.
Therefore, to determine the inclusion of specific people, such as a repented
“zalim”, first, it should be noted who “zalim” is and for whom this title is used.
As discussed before, in ustil al-figh, it was clarified that ““zalim” is someone who
possesses the characteristic of “zalama” in the present. Thus, the order “My
covenant does not” includes all “zalim” people, literally and not figuratively. As
a result, anyone who has repented their sin, his repentance has been accepted by
God, and now possesses the characteristic of ““adalah” [justness] would not be
included in this order.

Another problem with Shi’ite scholars who insist on inclusion of anyone who
has committed a sin is the contradiction of their argument with other Quranic
verses where prophets have called themselves “zalim”. God forbade Adam and
Eve from approaching a tree and stated neglecting this order and committing it a
sin: “but do not approach this tree, lest you be among the wrongdoers” (7:19).
However, Adam and Eve approached the tree whatever the reason and call
themselves “zalim” (wrongdoers) after committing what God had forbade:
“They said, ‘Our Lord, we have wronged ourselves™ (7:23). Moses calls his
action an instance of “zalama’ [wrong, sin] when he kills a human being: “He
said, ‘My Lord, indeed I have wronged myself, so forgive me,” and He forgave
him” (28:16); “[Moses] said, "I did it, then, while I was of those astray [i.e.,
ignorant]” (26:20). After imprecating his tribe and leaving them, Jonah calls his
action “zalama’: “And [mention] the man of the fish [i.e., Jonah], when he went
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off in anger and thought that We would not decree [anything] upon him. And he
called out within the darknesses, “There is no deity except You; exalted are You.
Indeed, I have been of the wrongdoers™” (21;87). An important point is that in all
three instances, past tense of the verb is used, indicating that the action was
committed in the past. It is evident that after repentance and God’s forgiving, they
no longer can be called “zalim” and cannot be included for the verse “My
covenant does not include the wrongdoers”.

Given the discussion of derivatives in usal al-figh
which holds that they truly possess the origin, it was concluded that the verse
applied to the time when the prophet was assigned with the prophetic mission not
his absolute moral infallibility, whether before their prophecy or later. The verse
does not include those who have repented their sin and are pious and just at the
time. What matters the most is the time when the person was assigned with
prophetic mission or Imamah.
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