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Abstract

There are verses in the Holy Qur’an whose referents are not
explicitly clear, leading commentators to present various
interpretations. One such verse is: “He said, ‘I perceived
what they did not perceive, so | took a handful from the trace
of the Messenger and threw it, and thus did my soul entice
me.”” (Taha, 20:96). This verse records the response of the
Samiri to the question of Prophet Moses (peace be upon him)
regarding the calf worship practiced by the Children of
Israel. The present study seeks to investigate the identity of
“the trace of the Messenger” (athar al-rasul) from the
perspective of exegetes—particularly ‘Allamah
Tabataba’i—using a descriptive-analytical method. In
addressing the question “Who is the Messenger?”, ‘Allamah
reviews the opinions of other commentators and refutes each
with rigorous reasoning. Strikingly, however, he leaves his
own discussion unfinished, refraining from affirming any
view, and consequently invites the reader to pursue the
answer independently by considering the contextual clues.

Keywords: Messenger, trace, Moses (peace be upon him),
Surah Taha, Tafsir al-Mizan.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study explores the complex exegetical
problem of identifying the referent of the term
“Messenger” (rasul) in verse 96 of Surah Taha
through the interpretive lens of Tafsir al-Mizan by
Allamah Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Tabatabai.
This verse—recording the Samiri’s enigmatic
statement, “I perceived what they did not perceive,
so | took a handful from the trace of the Messenger
and threw it, and thus did my soul entice me "—has
long been a focal point of theological and
hermeneutical debate. The verse stands at the
intersection of theology, philology, and
philosophy, for it raises questions about the
epistemic perception (basar), divine agency, and
the metaphysical nature of athar al-rasul. Scholars
have historically offered divergent readings,
identifying the Messenger as Gabriel, Moses, or
another symbolic referent. The study begins by
clarifying the semantic range of the core terms—
gabd, athar, rasul, and ajl-—drawing on classical
lexicographical authorities such as Al-Jawhari (Al-
Jawhari, 1987), Raghib Isfahani (Raghib
Isfahani, 1991), and Al-Turayhi al-Najafi (Al-
Turayhi al-Najafi, 1985), who collectively
highlight that gabd denotes grasping with the full
palm, while athar refers to the residual trace or
imprint of a being’s movement. The word rasul in
Qur’anic usage appears 235 times in the singular
form and 96 in the plural, referring both to human
and angelic messengers (Tabatabai, 1995a). The
exegetical tension arises when this semantic
fluidity meets the narrative of the Samiri, who
claims to have seized a “handful from the trace of
the Messenger.” The study situates this claim
within the broader context of the Israclites’
apostasy during Moses’ absence, emphasizing how
Samiri’s act functioned as both a theological
transgression and an epistemological claim to
superior perception (Abbaspour, 2011; Kulayni,
1996).
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From the perspective of exegetical tradition, the
article surveys three principal interpretative
schools that Allamah Tabatabai reviews and
subsequently refutes. The first, and most widely
held, identifies the rasul as the Archangel Gabriel.
Early authorities such as Ali ibn Ibrahim al-Qummi
(Qummi, 1984), Al-Tabarsi (Tabarsi, 2000), Al-
Alusi (Alusi, 1984), and bin Sulayman (bin
Sulayman, 1994) uphold this view. They maintain
that Samiri witnessed Gabriel leading the Israelites
across the parted sea, mounted on a celestial steed
whose hooves left enlivening traces on the ground.
According to this interpretation, Samiri seized
some of that earth and later infused it into the
molten gold of the calf, which then emitted a sound.
However, Tabatabai’s critique of this theory is
twofold. He first rejects the isnad of such narrations
as mursal and their textual reliability as conflated
with the narrator’s own commentary. He
specifically censures Qummi’s practice of merging
personal exposition with transmitted reports, thus
undermining the text’s integrity (Tabatabai,
1995a). Furthermore, he exposes the metaphysical
inconsistencies of attributing “creative vitality”
(takwin) to the dust of Gabriel’s steed, for this
conflicts with the Qur’an’s own description of the
calf as a jasaad—a lifeless body without spirit. He
also notes the geographical and chronological
impossibility of Samiri witnessing Gabriel’s ascent
at Sinai, given that he remained among the
Israelites. Tabatabai’s hermeneutical method here
is illustrative of his rational-critical approach,
where he privileges coherence with Qur’anic
context and rejects isolated akhbar al-ahad even
when transmitted through early authorities
(Tabatabai, 1995b).

The second interpretation, associated with Fakhr
al-Razi and others, regards the rasul as Moses
himself and the athar as the corpus of his revealed
teachings (Fakhr al-Razi, 1999). This view
allegorizes Samiri’s statement as a metaphorical
confession of theological deviation—having seen
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dimensions of Moses’ mission that others did not,
he willfully abandoned part of the prophetic
doctrine (“I took a portion of the Messenger’s trace
and cast it away”). While linguistically elegant, this
interpretation too is rejected by Tabatabai for three
main reasons. First, it violates the syntactical order
of the verse, where perception precedes grasping
and casting. Second, it imposes an implausible
rhetorical distance by having Samiri refer to Moses
in the third person (“the Messenger”) while directly
addressing him.  Third, it misreads the
psychological clause kadhalika sawwalat li nafsi
(“thus my soul enticed me”)—a statement of moral
self-deception—by stripping it of its narrative
concreteness. In Tabatabai’s analysis, these
elements collectively render the interpretation
inconsistent with the siyag of the passage
(Tabatabai, 1995a). The second opinion’s moral-
theological sophistication thus cannot outweigh its
contextual discordance, as Tabatabai’s exegetical
hermeneutics are grounded in syntactic and
semantic fidelity rather than allegorical ingenuity.

The third view, proposed by some commentators,
posits that the rasul again refers to Moses, but
interprets athar al-rasul as the gold ornaments
(awzar min zinat al-gawm) collected from the
Egyptians. Samiri, being skilled in metallurgy, is
said to have melted these into the form of a calf,
which he animated through mechanical artifice—
ventilating air through cavities to produce a sound.
Tabatabai contests this reading on both linguistic
and logical grounds: first, because referring to
Moses’ property as “the Messenger’s trace” (athar
al-rasul) is syntactically untenable; and second,
because it implies that Samiri’s statement was one
of innocent craftsmanship rather than idolatrous
deceit. He further observes that this view dilutes the
moral gravity of the narrative by recasting Samiri’s
sin as mere aesthetic innovation rather than
theological rebellion (Tabatabai, 1995a). For
Tabatabai, the interpretive integrity of the verse
depends on maintaining its tension between
epistemic vision (basar) and moral delusion
(sawwala), a dialectic lost in purely materialistic or
metaphorical readings.

Wy

Having invalidated these three interpretive
traditions, Tabatabai concludes the discussion
without advancing a definitive alternative. This
silence—an interpretive suspension rather than
ignorance—constitutes one of the rare moments in
al-Mizan where the exegete consciously withholds
judgment. Modern commentators such as Nafiti
(Nafiti & Tawakoli Khaniki, 2023) have argued
that this omission signifies implicit endorsement of
the second theory, but the textual evidence
contradicts such a claim. The deliberate
incompleteness suggests, instead, a hermeneutical
openness, inviting subsequent reflection under the
principle that not all esoteric truths are subject to
public exegesis. Later interpreters have perceived
in this suspension a coded allusion to the esoteric
(batini) dimension of wilayah—the metaphysical
presence of the Imams as divine agents in sacred
history. Within this interpretive horizon, the
study’s author proposes, based on the synthesis of
Qur’anic reasoning and Imami narrations, that the
rasul in this verse refers to Imam ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib
(peace be upon him), the possessor of wilayah
takwiniyyah  (cosmic guardianship) (Majlisi,
1983). According to this framework, Samiri’s act
of seizing “a handful from the trace of the
Messenger” becomes symbolic of an illicit
appropriation of divine authority—an act that
generated the illusion of life (khuwar) in an
otherwise lifeless idol.

The doctrinal foundation for this interpretation
rests upon the Shi‘i metaphysics of light and pre-
existence, wherein the Imams are conceived as
primordial emanations through whom divine
volition manifests in creation. Narrations from al-
Kafi and Bihar al-Anwar affirm that the hearts of
the Imams are receptacles of divine will (inna
qulibana aw ‘iyatun li-mashiyyat Allah fa-idha
sha’a shi’na) (Majlisi, 1983), signifying their
participation in the creative command. Supporting
traditions, such as the account from Mustanbat’s
al-Qatrah, describe pre-temporal or trans-historical
appearances of Imam ‘Ali intervening in prophetic
eras to deliver aid to earlier messengers
(Mustanbat, 2003). In another narration, the
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Prophet Muhammad is reported to have stated, “I
and ‘Ali were on the right side of the Throne
glorifying God two thousand years before Adam
was created” (Majlisi, 1983). The Khutbat al-
Ma ‘rifa bi al-Nuraniyya further attributes to ‘Ali
the statement, “I am that light from which Moses
borrowed guidance; | am the companion of Noah
and his savior; 1 am the one who divides the dead
from the living” (Yazdi Ha'iri, 2001). Such texts
articulate a theology in which rasul signifies not
merely a messenger in the historical sense but a
metaphysical mediator of divine effusion. Within
this framework, Samiri’s “perception of what
others did not perceive” becomes a distorted
encounter with the hidden presence of divine
wilayah, misappropriated into an act of idolatry.
The hermeneutical significance of Tabatabai’s
restraint, therefore, lies in its implicit recognition of
multiple  epistemic  registers in  Qur’anic
interpretation: the exoteric (zahir), accessible
through rational exegesis, and the esoteric (batin),
apprehended through the continuity of divine
guidance embodied in the Imams. By leaving the
question unresolved, Tabatabai not only preserves
the sanctity of unseen knowledge (ghayb) but also
exemplifies the discipline of interpretive humility
that characterizes his broader methodology in al-
Mizan. The current study’s contribution is to
synthesize these philological, exegetical, and
metaphysical strands into a coherent interpretive
model that reconciles the Qur’anic text with the
doctrine of wilayah. In this light, “the Messenger”
of verse 96 is not merely an historical referent but
an ontological locus through which divine authority
becomes manifest within creation—a locus whose
traces, when misappropriated, generate illusion
rather than truth.

In conclusion, the study underscores that the
ambiguity surrounding the rasul in Surah Taha 96
is not a textual deficiency but an intentional
opening for spiritual reflection. Allamah
Tabatabai’s silence is thus an act of exegetical
precision, not omission, safeguarding the esoteric
dimension of Qur’anic revelation from reduction to
speculative literalism. The author’s analysis
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extends this insight by proposing that the “trace of
the Messenger” represents the sanctified energy of
divine wilayah, perceptible only to those whose
perception transcends the material. When Samiri
claimed to have “seen what they did not see,” he
articulated the perennial paradox of false
mysticism—the capacity to perceive sacred power
without moral qualification to wield it. Through
this reading, the verse reveals the metaphysical
dynamics of light, authority, and deception that
define  the relationship  between  divine
manifestation and human misinterpretation. The
study thereby contributes not only to Qur’anic
hermeneutics but also to the theology of wilayah,
demonstrating that in the interpretive silence of al-
Mizan, a profound doctrine of spiritual mediation
remains concealed yet ever resonant.
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