


















































Dramatizing the Sura of Joseph

[55] He (Joseph) said:
“Place me over the TREASURIES OF THE EARTH.
Indeed T am WELL-PROTECTING, WELL-KNOWING!"S2

Ana that is how We established Joseph on the earth,
settling down upon it wherever he wishes. We
bestow Our LOVINGMERCY on whomever We wish,
And We do not neglect the reward of the
MunsINUN!S3

[Frame Namator?/or still “We"?]: .
And surely the reward of THE OTHER-WORLD is
best, for those who had Farmu and were MINDFUL
(of God)!34

And Joseph’s brothers came. Then they entered before
him and he knew them, while they were

DENYING?> him.

And w!lsn he had provided them with their supplies he
said:

“Bring me from your father a (certain) brother
of yours. Don’t you-all see that I fill up the
measure and | am the best of those-who-give-
hospitaliry?1”

{60] “But if you don’t bring him to me, then there is
no measure for you with me — you may not come
near me!”56

. They said:
“We will try to entice?7 his father from

52These last words (hafiz, “alim) both appear frequently as divine Names throughout the Qur’an ~
thereby signaling Joseph’s “investiture” here with the full Prophetic atributes; they also characterize the
broader cosmological functions associated with the specific heavenly station of this prophet mentioned in the
hadith of the Mi‘rdj. Likewise, the word “treasuries” (khazi’in) always refers elsewhere in the Qur’an to
God’s Treasuries: e.g., at 6:50; 11:31; 15:21; 17:100; 38:9; 52:37; and 63:7 (“God’s are the Treasuries
of the heavens and of the earth . . .”),

53The middle of this verse (56) marks the exact midpoint of the Sura,

S4The spiritual virtue of taqwé could perhaps be best translated as “active God-awareness”: it is the
consciousness and awareness of God’s Presence, an inner mindfulness of the divine at every instant, com-
_bined with an eager, attentive orientation to do and accomplish in actual practice what that spiritual aware-
ness demands. The Qur®an repeatedly mentions this (more than two hundred times) as one of the very
highest spirituzal states, most fully exemplified in the prophets and special “friends of God” (awliy&> Alldh),

55The underlying (and untranslatable) Arabic roots used here convey much more strongly the intended
broader reference to spiritual “blindness™ and the contrasting recognition of theophany (the divine “Signs™).
The term translated here as “denying” (munkir) actually refers 1o the siate of someone’s (inwardly or
outwardly) pretending not to know or recognize something that they really do know: cf. the closely related
key Quranic concept of k-f-r, to “cover up” or ungratefully refuse the ultimate Reality of the soul’s relation
to God (see note to verse 37 above). Confirming the same metaphysical point, “knew” here manslates the
root “-r-f, referring specifically to the familiar experience of our “recognition” of a person we actually
alread! know.

SHere, in the larger Qur’anic context, the Arabic expression evokes much more strongly than any
possible English translation the many Qur’anic references to the central notion of each soul’s relative
“proximity” (qurba) to God, which is often discussed in terms of imagery (such as the divine “Throne,”
courtiers, etc.} drawn from court protocol and etiquette.

57The brothers here used precisely the same (pejorative) term that was earlier used to describe the
“scheming” of Zulaykha and her friends to get Joseph to go against his own better inclinations. The irony in
the brothers’ response is that they are of course already deeply implicated in the process of repeating with
Benjamin what they had earlier done with Joseph.
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(holding on 10} him: Certainly we are doing
(thap)!”

And he said to his young servants;

“Put their trading-goods back in their
saddlepacks, so that they may recognize them
when have gone back to their family — that
perhaps they may remum.”

So when they retamed to their father they said:

“O our father,8 the measure (of grain
requested) was forbidden to us. So send our
brother with us that we may be given the measure.
Surely we are protecting hum!”

He said:
“Can I have faith in you regarding him - except as
1 had faith in you regarding his brother before!?”

[To himself?:]
“For God is BEST-IN-PROTECTING, and He is
the MosT LOVING OF THOSE SHOWING LOVINGMERCY
(arham al-riahimin)!”

[65] But when they opened their possessions they
gguiéid their rading-goods retumed to them. They
“O pur father, what (more) do we desire?
These are our own trading-goods retumed to us!
And we will provide for our family and protact
our brother and increase (our provisions) by the
measure Of a camel-load. That is an easy

"

measure!

He zaid:

“F will never send him with you-all until you
give me a pledge from God that you will most
surely bring him back 10 me, unless you are
surrounded!”

So when they had given him their pledge he said:
“GOD is TRusTEE (wakil) for what we are
saying!”

And he said;

“0O my sons, don’t go in through a single gate,
but enter through separate gates! And I cannot
help you, in place of God, with regard to any
thing. The DECISIVE-ruDGMENT (al-hukm) is only
for God; in Him have I rusted, and on Him
should rely all-those-who-trust (al-
mutawakkilan)!”3?

58Here, as throughout the rest of the Sura, the brothers continue to use the same formal and “objective”

form of addressing their father, as o

to the intimate and personal, diminutive form always used in the

exchanges between Joseph and Jacob (verses 4-5 and 100). Exactly the same contrast is mirrored in the ways
Joseph and Jacob (as opposed to the other characters) address God and especially their personal raBB (see nns.
11 and 14 above). Ironically, the brothers’ words at the end of this verse literally reproduce their earlier
assurances 1o Jacod regarding Joseph in verse 12. )

59Tawakkul, repeatedly encouraged in the Quran, is the spiritual station of total trust and confidence
in God, the inner attitude of sincerely "handing things over” totally to Him, as a departing traveling or pil-
grim would entrust their family and affairs to0 a trusted servant or steward (wakil).
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Dramatizing the Sura of Joseph

And when they entered in the way their father had
commanded them, that was not of any help to
them, in place of God, with regard to any thing -
except as a nead in Jacob's NaFs which he satis-
fied.

And surely he is a possessor of {divine) KNOWING
through what We have made him xvow - and yet
most of the peopie do not know!

And when they entered before Joseph, he made his
brother his (special) guest.50 He said:
“Indeed 1 myself am your own brother! So do
not be upset about what they have been doing.”

[70] Then when he had provided them with their
supplies, he put the drinkingcup in his brother’s
saddlebag.

Next a herald called out:
“0 you of the caravan, indeed you-all are
surely thieves!”

They said, as they came (back) close 1o them:
- “What is it you are missing!?”

They said: : .
“We are missing the King's chalice!”

“For whoever brings it there is a camel’s load
(in reward), and I am responsible for it” [added

Joseph}.
They said:

“By God, you-all surely know we didn’t come
to do harm in the earth and we haven't been
thieves!”

~They said:

*“Then what are the amends for it, if you-all

have been lying?”

{75] They said:
“The amends for it are the person in whose
saddlebag it is found - let him be the compensa-
tion for it; that is how we repay the wrongdoers!™

So he began with their sacks before his brother’s sack,
and then he brought it out of his brother's sack.

That is how We contrived for Joseph: he would not
have taken his brother according to the religion51
of the King, except that God wishes. We raise up

60The Arabic verb used here and at verse 99 (with the ordinary sense of giving lodging or refuge) also
has sirong eschatological overtones in the Qur*anic context, since its locative form (al-ma®wa) is repeatedly
used in vivid eschatological passages 1o refer to the “ultimae abode” of both the blessed and those subject to

torment, whether in the “Gardens” or the “Fire.”

S!Din here could also mean “law,” “custom,” “judgement” and the like - keeping in mind what has

already been said about the likely meaning of “The King™ at verse 43 above.
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'by degrees whomever We wish, and above eve?r
possessor of knowledge is ONE ALL-KNowING!6

They said:
“If he is stealing, then a brother of his had
stolen before!”

But Joseph kept it secret within himself and did not
reveal it to them, He said (to himself):

“You yourselves are in a far worse situation, and God
i8 MORE KNOWING about what you describe!”

They said:

“O DEAR/MIGHTY-ONE, 53 he has a father, an
extremely old man,54 so take one of us instead of
him. Centainly we see you are among the
MUHSINUN]™

He said:
“God forbid that we should take anyone except
the person with whom we found our things!
Otherwise we would surely be wrongdoers!”

[80] So then when they had despaired of (persuading)
him, they got away to talk in secret. The oldest
of thiem said:

“Don’t you-all know that your father took a
pledge from you with God, and before how you
were S0 Temiss with regard to Joseph?! So I will
never leave (this) earth until my father gives me
permission or God judges for me, for He is the
BEST OF THOSE-WHO-JUDGE! ™

“You-all return to your father and say:

‘0 our father, your son has centainly stolen.
And we have only given withess to what we have
come t? know: we were not protecting the
UNSEENT""

“And ask the village where we were and the
caravan in which we came back; indeed we are
surely SPEAKING-TRUTHFULLY!"63

He (Jacob) said:
“No, on the contrary: your camal souls [your
‘NaFs’} have seduced you into some affair! So
SABR is beautiful.65 Perhaps God may bring them

62Commentators disagree whether this famous last phrase refers only 10 God (as it is wanslated here),
or also - if one understands the last phrase as “someone more knowing” - 10 the existence of much wider
earthly and/or spiritual hierarchies of reli%ious or other knowledge. However, in the Qur’an itself these
frequently mentioned “degrees” or “ranks” (darajat, appearing some fourieen times) most often seem (o refer
specifically 1o spiritual qualities, functions or reward in the other world {e.g., “with their Lord,” at §:4),

6330.cAziz: Joseph is addressed here with the same title (and divine Name) as the Egyptian official
who earlier bought him and raised him until his imprisonment.

640r “a great shaykh™: shaykh kabir,

5This passage is an excellent illustration of the sort of “cinematic” leaps through time and space that

are fairly typical of Qur’anic narrative: it is not at all clear whether this verse is simply a continuation of the
brother’s advice in the preceding verse or whether the scene has already shifted to the brothers’ return to Jacob
and their embarrassed explanations.

66Note that Jacob's answer up to this point is literally identical with his much earlier response 1o the
brothers in verse 18, after they had left Joseph in the well.
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Dramatizing the Sura of Joseph

to me all together. For He is THE ALL-KNOWING,
THE ALL-WisE.”

And he tuned away from them and said:
“O my grief for Joseph!”
And his eyes had become white (blind) from sorrow,
for he was restraining himself.

[85] They said:
“ByGod.yuumtstopmm.bungowph
until you waste away, or join those who pass

away!”
He said (to himself?):
“I only complain nGodofmygndmdmysmow.
And I xyow from God what you-all do not know.’

“O my sons, go and try 1o find out®’ about Joseph
and his brother. And do not despair of THE SPIRIT
oF Gob! No one despairs of THE SPrrT oF Gop, but
the group who reject (God).”

So when they entered before him they said:

“O DEAR/MIGHTY-ONE, we and our family have
been beset by hardship, and we have brou
unworthy goods! So fill up the measure for us,
and be charitable58 with us: surely God rewards
those who are charitable!”

He said:

: “Did you-all know what you did with Joseph
and his brother, when you were foolish-and-
ignorant?”

[90] They said:

“Is it really you who are Joseph?!"

He said:
“I am Joseph, andth:s:smybrotlm' God has
been generous with us.”

[Narrator?/“We"?/Joseph to himself?]
“For whoever is MINDFUL (of God) and shows
SABR, surely God does not neglect the reward
of the MUHSINUN."

They said:
“By God, God has preferred you over us,
though we were certainly erring ones.”
He said:
“No blame for you today! God forgives you —

67The verb here, from the root meaning “to have sympathy, feel, sense,” also conveys such meanings
as: to sense, feel Yy, experience, perceive, etc. A more literal translation, whchalsosuggesummh
more the spiritual of what Jacob is urging on the brothers, might be: “try to feel for yourselves . .

68There is an important and untranslatable ironic play on words here: we have translated literally - as
the brothers surely intend it — the everyday meaning of the fifth derived verbal form of the key Arabic root
s-d-q (discussed in n. 19 above). However, that same verbal form also carries the deeper meaning of
“rﬁmﬂya“ﬂymammhwnﬂmdmﬁfuﬂ y speaking and acting
(si — and the brothers are of course still entirely unaware of how profoundly and sincerely Joseph is
actually carrying out what for them is simply a standard pious formula used by beggars!
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and He is the MosT LOVING OF THOSE: SHOWING
LOVINGMERCY,”

“Go all of you, with this shirt of mine, then place it
on my father’s face, that he may come SEEING,
And come to me with your family, all together!”

And when the caravan started out, their father said;
“Surely I do feel the smell’? of Joseph — even
if you think I'm losing my mind!”

[95} They said: .
. “By God, certainly you are in your old error!”

Then when the bearer of good news arrived, he placed it
[the shirt] on his face, so that he was returmed 10
BEING-SEEING,

He saigd:
“Didn’t I tell you that I kNow from God what
you-all do not know?”

They said: .
“O our father, ask for our sins to be forgiven
for us — indead we were erring ones!”

He said:-
“I will ask my RABB to forgive you, Certainly
He is THE MOST-FORGIVING, THE MOST-
MERCTFUL!” !

Then when they entered before Joseph, he received both
his parents?2 as his (special) guests, and he said:
“Enter Egypt, if God wishes, in security!” 73

[100]) And he raised up both his parents upon the
Throne, and they (the brothers) fell down bowing
before him.”® And he said:

“Q my dear father, this is the DWER-MEANING OF
my vision from before! My RaBb did make it
real-and-rue. And He was good to me when He
puiled me out of the Prison and He brought you-
all in from the desert, after the Shaytin had
incited conflict between me and my brothers.

~ 9Basir; in the Qur’an this term (also an important and repeated divine Name) and related forms are

clearly used more than a hundred times to refer specifically to spirifual “vision,” insight and discernment,
often explicitly described as a divinely given grace or inspiration. The “restoration” of Jacob’s (physical?)
vision here of course recalls the constantly dramatized contrast throughout this Sura between real divine
“vision,” ruya, and empty or illusory dreams, ahlam.

70Rih: a term closely related in meaning and its verbal root to the divine “Spirit” or “Breath” (Rah
Allﬁh; of verse 87 and many other key Qur’anic passages.

1L iterally echoing Joseph's exact words at the similarly climactic moment of verse 53.

72The dual form here and in the following verse is not fusther explained: presumably many Qur’anic
auditors (with no knowledge of the Biblical details of Rachel’s death, the names and mothers of Joseph's
brothers, etc.) assumed a reference to Joseph's biological parents. However, within the Sura itself it is
important to note that the very same dual form appears only one other time, at the very beginning (verse 6),
in reference to Abraham and Isaac.

30r “with FarTH™: see n. 8 above.

74This last phrase (applied here to the brothers, not 10 the “two parents™ is used repeatedly in the
Quran specifically to describe the actions or inner state of those who directly witness and recognize the-
ophanies (manifestations of God), whether in the case of Moses at Sinai (7:143) or of those who truly hear
verses of the Qur’an (17:107; 19:58; 25:73; 32:15).
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Dramatizing the Sura of Joseph

Surely my Raba is Mosr-GnAc:oﬁs Qatif) to
whatever He wills! Indeed He is THE ALL-
KNOWING, THE ALL-WISE!*73

“O my Rasb, You have brought to me some (worldly)
dominion and You have caused me 10 kNow
through FINDING-THE-INNER-MEANING of what-
comes-to-be!

“0O CreATORS of the heavens and the earth! You are
my PROTECTING-FREND (wali in this world and the
other-world. Come to receive me swirendered {to
You),”” and include me with THOSE WHO-DO-WHAT-
15-RIGHT ™

That was from the disclosures of the UNSeen
We inspire in you.73 Yon were not
present with them when the; agreed
together about their affair,”” while they
were slyly devising.

And most of the people, even though you
greatly desire (it), do not have FAITH.

Nor do you ask of them any reward for it. It
is only a REMINDER (dhikr) o the
worlds!

{105] And how many a SioN there is in the
heavens and the earth which they pass on
by, tumning away!

And most of them have no Farmd in God,
except while they are associating (other
appearances with the One).

So do they feel safe80 from their being over-
whelmed by a dark shroud of punishment
from God, or from the Hour suddenly
overcoming them while they are not even
aware?!

T5Here in conclusion Joseph echoes literally, but now based on his own personal experience, the similar
affirmations of the divine Teacher/Narrator at verse 6 and of his own prophet-father at verse 83,

T5Fatir (literally, “Splitter™), one of the more unusual Quranic terms (appearing in five other Suras) for
“Creator” — perhaps focusing on the aspect of giving the creatures their “primordial nature” (fitra).

T7Forms of the verb tawaff4 are usually used in the Qur’an to refer very specifically to the divine or
angelic “reception” of each soul at the moment of death. The expression muslim and closely related terms
(taslim/istdm) ars most commonly used in the Qur’an - as in this passage - to refer to one of the highest
spiritual states or virnues most fully exemplified in the prophets: ‘“‘The peace that passeth onderstanding”
(salam) and the inner union of the divine and human will that leads to that peace, true spiritual “surrender,

78This and the following verses would appear to be directed to Muhammad, shifting back from Joseph.
Of course in all such Qur’anic cases the relation of this often mysterious supra-temporal “you” 1o each
listener/reader is something that remains to be discovered. :

language here is identical with the description of Joseph’s brothers’ plotting or scheming at verse
15 above.
80piaying with the same Arabic root as the word for “faith” Gman: n. 18 above).
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Say: “This is my Path: I am calling/praying
1o God with CLEAR InsioHT,B! myself and
whoever has followed me. And Praise be
to God! 1 am not among those-who-
associate (others with the One).”

And We did not send {(any as Messenger)
before you except for some men whom
We inspire among the people of the
towns, )

Have they not traveled through the ‘
earth, that they might observe how the
ultimate end of those before them has
been?! Indeed the Abode of the-other-
world is best, for THOSE-WHO-ARE-
MmipFyLl So then do you-all still not
understand?

[110)} Until, when the Messengers despaired
and supposed that they had been rejected,
there came 10 them Our TRIUMPHANT-
SupporT32 and whoever We wish was
saved. Nor can Our Affliction be kept
from those-who-do-harm.

Surely in the tales about them there was a deep-
lesson for THOSE WHO HAVE HEARTs!83
It was not a made-up story, but a
confirmation of what was (already) before
him34 and a proper-distinguishing (tafsil)
- of every thing, and RIGHT-GUIDANCE and
LOVINGMERCY tC a people who have Farth,

81This Qur*anic expression (“ald basira) usuaily applied to the special divine guidance of the prophets
and saints is closely related to the term for Jacob's restored “vision” or spiritual insight (basir: see related
note at verse 96 above).

82In the Qur’an, the term nasr (and related verbal forms) is typically used (especially where the
prophets and their supporters are concemed) to refer o all the forms of divine or spiritual sapport and
assistance. In consequence, the meaning of “victory” or “riumph” also conveyed by the same Arabic root
must often be understood in such contexts in a more strictly spiritual (and not necessarily outwardly visible
or historical) sense.

83The expression it al-aibdb occurs some sixteen times in the Quran, always in reference to that
spiritual elite who are actually ready to realize the spirimal virtues, who alone are troly capable of recognizing
the divine “Signs” and thereby “remembering” and returning 10 God (13:19, 39:3, etc.).

84 Again, especially given the extraordinary scope of the meaning and importance attributed to these
“stories,” the person actually intended here (as well as their relation to the narrator) is not at all clear: it
might be Joseph, or Muhammad (now considered from “owtside”), or each readerfistener - although there are
problems with each of these possible identifications,
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Dramatizing the Sura of Joseph

Appendix: The Spiritual Cazgories Involved in The Divine “Lessons”
Spiritual Vines Their Conraries
the heedless-ones (verses 3, 13)
those who-question-and-inguire (verse 7)
those gone astray (8,.30, 95)
doing-what-is-right and appropriate (9,101)
sincerely meaning-well (11, 46)
guarding and protecting (12, 55, 63, 64, 65, 31)
those suffering loss (14)
the unaware (15, 107)
“night-blind"/dimsighted (16)
those speaking-truthfully (17, 26, 27, 46, 51, 82)
those who have faith (17, 57, 64, 111)
“Beautiful Sasr™ (18, 83)
_ *most of the people” (Negatively: 21, 38, 40, 68)
[and “the people” (neutral or positive: 38, 46, 49)]
the not-knowing (21, 40, 44, 51, 68, 80, 81, 86, 97)
the Munsinun (22, 36, 56, 78, 90, 100)
: the wrongdoers (23, 75, 79)
Those who tmly-flourish (23)
[God’s “scheming™ 76] the scheming ones (28, 50, 52, 102)
forgiving/seeking forgiveness (29, 92,97, 98)
the erring ones (29, 91, 97)
the Jowly ones (32)
the ignorant-and-foolish ones (33, 89)
not having faith (37, 103, 106)
rejecting (God/next-world) (37, 87)
not giving thanks (38)
Remembering (God: dhikr) (42, 45) forgetting (42)
those who betray (52)
Knowing (“from God™) (6, 21, 22, 37, 55, 68, 76. 83, 96, 100)
- those who are manpruL (of God) (57, 90, 109)
those who deny/don’t recognize (58, 87)
those who give hospitality (59)
those-who-trust (in God) (66, 67) :
those who pass away (85)
those who despair (87, 110)
those who are charitable (88)
those who are SeeNG (93, 96, 108)
those having (divine) Securtry (99, 107)
surrendered (o God) (101)



calling/praying (God) (108)
praising (God) (108)
observing/reflecting (on SiGns) (109)

those who have (purified) Hreaxrs (111)

James Morris

those tuming away/passing by (105)
those “associating” (others with God) (106, 108)

those who don't understand (109)
those who do harm (110)
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calling/praying (God) (108)
praising (God) (108)
observing/reflecting (on Signs) (109)

those who have (purified) Hearrs (111)

James Morris

those turning away/passing by (105)
those “associating” (others with God) (106, 108)

those who don’t understand (109)
those who do harm (110)
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