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Question:

A Greek Christian friend of mine came to me and said that he wanted a book that guides him to the
way a man should live.  handed him a copy of the Qur'an. He took deep interest in reading it until
he came across the following verse: “....O ye who believe ! Take not the Jews and the Christians for
your friends and protectors: They are but friends and protectors to each other. And he amongst you
that turns to them is of them. Verily God guideth not a people unjust......” [ Al-Ma’dah 5:51 ]

Reading the verse, he asked "why is that so ?" Why is your book telling you that we can't be your
friends? Does that mean I can't be your friend? And at his request I am seeking help from you to
throw some light on it. I am too confused by this. And if that is so then why does Islam allow us to
marry Christian and Jewish girls [ despite the fact they might not want to change their religion. ]

Answer by Dr. Muzammil Siddiqi 1

The Qur'an does not say that non-Muslims cannot be Muslims' friends, nor does it forbid Muslims
to be friendly to non-Muslims. There are many non-Muslims who are good friends of Muslim
individuals and the Muslim community. There are also many good Muslims who truly and
sincerely observe their faith and are very friendly to many non-Muslims at the same time.

Islam teaches us that we should be friendly to all people. Islam teaches us that we should deal even
with our enemies with justice and fairness. Allah says in the Qur'an in the beginning of the same
Surat Al-Ma’dah: “...O you who believe! Stand out firmly for Allah as witnesses to fair dealings
and let not the hatred of others to you make you swerve to wrong and depart from justice. Be just, that is
next to piety. Fear Allah, indeed Allah is well-acquainted with all that you do...” [ Al-Ma’dah 5:8 ]

In another place in the Qur'an, Allah Almighty says: ”... Allah forbids you not with regard to those
who fight you not for your faith, nor drive you out of your homes, from dealing kindly and
justly with them. For Allah loves those who are just. Allah only forbids you with regard to
those who fight you for your faith, and drive you out of your homes and support others in driving
you out , from turning to them for protection [ or taking them as wali ]. Those who seek their
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protection they are indeed wrong-doers....” [ Al-Mumtahinah 60: 8-9 ]. Moreover , Allah Almighty
has described Prophet Muhammad [ peace and blessings be upon him | as "a mercy" to the worlds.
He was a sign of Allah's Mercy to all, Muslims as well as non-Muslims. In his kindness and fair
treatment he did not make any difference between the believers and non-believers. He was kind to
the pagans of Makkah and fought them only when they fought him. He made treaties with the Jews
of Madinah and honored the treaties until they broke them. He [ peace and blessings be upon him ]
is reported to have received the Christians of Najran with kindness in his Masjid in Madinah. They
argued with him about Islam, but he returned them with honor and respect. There are many
examples from his life that show that he was the friendliest person to all people.

In the verse you quoted, the word "Awliya” is used. It is a plural and its singular is “wali”. The
correct translation of the word “wali” is not "friend" but it is someone who is very close and
intimate. It is also used to mean "guardian, protector, patron, lord and master". In the Qur'an this
word is used for God, such as “...Allah is the Protector ( or Lord and Master ) of those who believe.
He takes them out from the depths of darkness to light......” [ Al-Baqarah 2: 257 ] . There are many
other references in the Qur'an that give this meaning. The same word is also sometimes used in the
Qur'an for human beings, such as “....And whosoever is killed unjustly, We have granted his next
kin “wali” the authority ( to seek judgement or punishment in this case )...” [ Al-Isra’' 17:33 ]

The correct translation of the verse in Surat Al-Ma’idah is: “...O you who believe ! Do not take Jews
and Christians as your patrons. They are patrons of their own people. He among you who will turn
to them for patronage is one of them. Verily Allah guides not a people unjust...” [ Al-Ma'dah 5: 51 ]

It is obvious that Jews patronize the Jews and Christians patronize the Christians, so why not
Muslims patronize Muslims and support their own people. This verse is not telling us to be against
Jews or Christians, but it is telling us that we should take care of our own people and we must
support each other. In his Tafsir, [ Qur'an exegesis ] Imam Ibn Kathir has mentioned that some
scholars say that this verse [ i.e. the one you referred to ] was revealed after the Battle of Uhud
when Muslims had a set back. At that time, a Muslim from Madinah said, "I am going to live with
Jews so I shall be safe in case another attack comes on Madinah." And another person said, "I am
going to live with Christians so I shall be safe in case another attack comes on Madinah." So Allah
revealed this verse reminding the believers that they should not seek the protection from
others, but should protect each other. [ See Ibn Kathir, Al-Tafsir, vol. 2, p. 68 ].

Muslims are allowed to have non-Muslims as friends as long as they keep their own faith and
commitment to Islam pure and strong. You are correct in pointing out that a Muslim man is also
allowed to marry a Jewish or Christian woman. It is obvious that one marries someone for love and
friendship. If friendship between Muslims and Jews or Christians was forbidden, then why would
Islam allow a Muslim man to marry a Jew or Christian woman ? It is the duty of Muslims to
patronize Muslims. They should not patronize any one who is against their faith or who fights their
faith, even if they were their fathers and brothers. Allah says: “...O you who believe ! Take not for
protectors (awliya’ ) your fathers and your brothers if they love unbelief above faith. If any of you
do so, they are indeed wrong-doers....” [ Al-Tawbah 9: 23 ]. In a similar way, the Qur'an also tells
Muslims that they should never patronize the non-Muslims against other Muslims. However, if
some Muslims do wrong to some non-Muslims, it is Muslims' duty to help the non-Muslims and
save them from oppression. The Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) said that he himself
will defend a Dhimmi living among Muslims to whom injustice is done by Muslims. But Islam also
teaches that Muslims should not seek the patronage of non-Muslims against other Muslims. They
should try to solve their problems among themselves. Allah Almighty says, “.....Let not the
Believers take the unbelievers as their patrons over against the Believers...” [ Aal-ITmran 3: 28 | . He
Almighty also says: “.....0 you who believe ! Take not for patrons unbelievers rather than
Believers. Do you wish to offer Allah an open proof against yourselves ?....” [ An-Nisaa’ 4:144 ] 2
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Appendix::

The word Awliya [ which is used by Allah in verse 5:51 ] is often incorrectly translated as friends [
Awliya is the plural and its singular is “wali” and the concept is “walaah” ]. As a result, many
people are under the misconception that this verse commands Muslims to distance themselves
from Non-Muslims and to avoid friendship with them. This is far from the truth, as we shall see
after examining the meaning of the word Awliya. The Qur'an says: “.....Allah was their Wali [
protector ], and in Allah should the faithful put their trust....” [ Qur’an 3:122 ]. This verse indicates
that a wali is one in whom trust is placed for protection, as the Qur'an always declares God
the wali of the righteous. As Dr. Saeed Ismail Sieny concludes his discussion on Walaah by writing:

As we have discovered above , the root of the word "al-walaah" does “not” include
love, support, etc. , and that the core meaning rests on guardianship 3

The correct translation of the verse in Surat Al-Ma’idah is: “...O you who believe ! Do not take Jews
and Christians as your patrons. They are patrons of their own people. He among you who will turn
to them for patronage is one of them. Verily Allah guides not a people unjust...” [ Al-Ma'dah 5: 51 ]

The words cited above were revealed in connection with those people [ Jews and Christians ] who
were hostile to Islam and made war upon the Muslims. Accordingly, it is not permissible for the
Muslims to take such people as patrons, nor should Muslims support or assist them — that is, to be
their ally — nor to entrust them with secrets at the expense of their own religion and community. This
point is explained in other verses, in which Allah, The Most High, says: “...They will spare nothing
to ruin you; they yearn for what makes you suffer. Hatred has been expressed by their mouths, but
what their hearts conceal is still greater. Thus have We made clear to you the revelations, if you
possess understanding. Ah ! You love them, but they do not love you....” [ Qur'an 3:118-119 ]

Prof. Juan Cole comments:

People often also ask me about this verse: “.... O you who believe, do not take Jews and Christians
as friends; these are friends of one another. Those among you who ally themselves with these
belong with them....” [ Qur’an 5:51 ] . This is actually not a good translation of the original, which
has a very specific context. In the Arabia of Muhammad's time, it was possible for an individual to
become an honorary member or "client" of a powerful tribe. But of course, if you did that you
would be subordinating yourself politically to that tribe. The word used in Arabic here does not
mean "friend." It means "political patron” [ wali |. What the Quran is trying to do is to discourage
stray Muslims from subordinating themselves to Christian or Jewish tribes that might in turn ally
with pagan Mecca, or in any case might have interests at odds with those of the general Muslim
community. So the verse actually says: “... O you who believe, do not take Jews and Christians as
tribal patrons; these are tribal patrons of one another. Those among you who become clients of
these belong with them.....” [ 5:51 ] . Since the Quran considers Christians nearest in love to
Muslims, it obviously does not have an objection to friendship between the two. 4
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