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In gratitude
To our Creator,

Who has spread the earth 
as an abode,

And fashioned the sky 
as a canopy

For all living species,
And crowned the man as vicegerent

To care, protect and preserve
Water bodies

Trees and plants
The animals,

Birds and bees
And live in peace
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The translations of the verses from the Quran and the commentaries of the verses that accompany each painting are 

authored by Dr. Basma Abdelgafar. 

BASMA ABDELGAFAR
 
Basma Abdelgafar is an avid reader and reflector on the meanings of the Quran and Sunnah.She is also Vice President of 
Maqasid Institute and Professor of Public Policy. She consults and provides training internationally on policy, governance, 
and Muslim affairs. Dr. Abdelgafar has worked in the Canadian federal government, academia and the third sector. She has 
contributed to the development of graduate studies in public policy at the American University in Cairo, Qatar Foundation, 
and the International Peace College of South Africa. She was founding head of the Public Policy in Islam Masters Program at 
the Qatar Faculty of Islamic Studies, Hamad Bin Khalifa University. She has a keen interest in research and teaching in public 
policy and governance in Islam as well as in Muslim history, thought, institutions and communities. She obtained her Ph.D. 
in Public Policy from Carleton University, Ottawa, in 2003. She has several published books.
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PREFACE

My project, Our Earth: Embracing All Communities, 
is inspired by a verse from the Quran-“There is not 
an animal in the earth, nor a flying creature flying on 
two wings, but they are communities like you” (Al-
Anaam 6:38). Understanding this verse serves as a 
Divine invitation to follow the concerns of ecologists 
in our present times. We have been informed and 
warned again and again that we must honor and 
preserve and not abuse Nature. According to Dr. 
Fred Denny, “The verse presents a paradigm of 
interconnectedness. Communities necessarily 
interact with one another, and we are enjoined by 
the Qur’an to view the animal world not merely as 
parallels to us and organized into communities but 
signals interconnectedness between their existence 
and well-being and our own. As no community 
on earth exists in isolation of others and what 
affects one community ultimately affects other 
communities.”
 Ecological living is about protecting and 
preserving the environment of planet Earth, 
through recognizing the uniqueness of its 
various eco-systems and species. Every individual 
habitat supports all manner of life.  Awakening 
of a wider ecological consciousness requires the 
acknowledgement and celebration of our reciprocal 
relationship with the rest of the living world. For only 
we can hear the language of other beings as we can 
understand the generosity of the earth and learning 
to give our own gifts in return.
Earth was given as a gift for humanity and the 
human being was created and established on this 
earth as vicegerent. My heart pains to see that earth 
has become a commodity, land or real estate, or 
capital of natural resources, in today’s material world. 
What we are witnessing in our world is the failure 

of humanity to maintain the balance. The Quran 
declares: “Corruption has appeared on the land and 
in the sea because of what the hands of humans 
have earned” (Ar-Room 30:41).  Having created us, 
and then through the institution of religion oriented 
us towards Him, our Creator then situated us in a 
delicate, intricate system where our success, and 
indeed the perpetuation of that system, rests in 
maintaining a balance between all things. 
The paintings in this book are inspired from the 
verses of Quran. It is my humble effort to amplify 
awareness of the imbalance that humans have 
created in nature, and to encourage people to care 
for the Earth and live in harmony with other living 
things. And ultimately to reinforce the scientific 
concept of the ‘chain of life’ the concept that each 
species depends on another and connection 
between nature and humanity will bring joy forever. 
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Artist Statement

My works are lyrical, spiritual, figurative, and 
calligraphic. My paintings reveal stories of unity 
in diversity, peace and joy, celebration of life, and 
women and dancing whirling dervishes. Whether in 
paintings or sculptures, the faceless figures represent 
the universal oneness of all humanity.
Line is a particularly important component in my 
work. Since my exposure to Arabic calligraphy during 
my stay in the Middle East, my line has become more 
lyrical, melodious, and powerful. The lines I create 
represent the spiritual energy that emanates from a 
soul.

My method is a physical and meditative process 
that fills each canvas with moving lines and multi-
layered textures. For me creating art means getting 
physically involved with the piece: scratching, 
sanding, layering materials like paper, rope, 
modeling paste, paper-mache or copper plate, and 
embroidering with pen and ink. I apply thin layers 
of acrylic color and the different layers bring out 
subliminal images.

Arabic Calligraphy, miniatures, and the folk art of 
Islam and the Hindu tradition continue to influence 
my work today. I have tried to bring together Eastern 
spirituality and Western techniques of painting 
learned over the years. Through the contrasting 
elements in my work, I yearn and search for unity, 
and when that unity or balance is achieved, it brings 
about a tranquility and joy.

I paint to connect with the oneness. I listen into 
the unity for the design. When I paint, it is as an 
expression of both our primordial nature and the 
potential of our higher place in connection to 

God. Where you may see playfulness in my work, 
I experience myself reflecting on the joy of this 
connection. All life is one. My commitment is to both 
paint and celebrate all living beings that make up 
the totality of our unique and generous family. I feel 
a kinship with the animals, the fish, the trees, and 
their sentience and contribution to the ecological 
landscape that is our home. Where some see 
utilitarianism, I am drawn to emphasize the beauty. 
I feel the strength of the aliveness of the deep, and 
interdependent, relationships we share, and wish 
to protect what is being brought forward by my 
brushstrokes. I wish to honor all beings. Our delicate, 
diverse, and vibrant world awes me to feel how we 
are lucky, how we belong, and why we should care 
about our extended family. We are all one. And it all 
relies on love. The energy, consideration, and beauty 
of life is what I hope to bring through my work, to 
enable others to feel that aliveness and connection 
too. My highest dream is that the work that comes 
through me may help our human family to wake up 
to our special place in this complex, and beautiful, 
web of life. For me, love is the only way to protect 
life’s generous tapestry.

Salma Arastu



During the 2020 pandemic we experienced pivotal 
moments of stillness that revealed the state of 
our creation. Seeing marine life become visible in 
unclouded waters, and smoggy skies give way to 
starlight, we were forced to consider our place in 
nature - and how much more disruption and grief 
will result if we continue to exploit it insatiably. 

I’ve been lucky enough to know Salma Arastu for 
more than twenty years, and in such a bewildering 
time as ours, she has the requisite skills to deepen 
our understanding of how “God and creation are 
two aspects of one reality, reflecting each other and 
depending on one another.” 

September 11th profoundly touched the lives of all 
of us. While the tragic events of that day provided 
a new focus on the importance of faith, special 
attention was brought on Islam and on American 
Muslims. Salma penetrated through the noise and 
reached people’s hearts with an artistic response to 
a packed room of 600 people at St John the Divine, 
an iconic Cathedral in New York City. Her painterly 
panache of absorptive visuals captured the sight 
and shock of people wedged in a great tragedy. 
Her lyrical words served as a testament against the 
division and destruction of September 11th and as a 
bond of unity. 

Salma is the “Hallmark” of the Muslim community, 
who continuously refines her artistic medium and 
method to engage and reengage audiences with 
principles of human dignity, unity, and cultural 
diversity.  Her faculty of creativity lies within the spirit 
of Islam, where art is not for the sake of art or for self-
gratification but as a vehicle to convey something 

of the Islamic ideal- Beauty of God, devotion to the 
creator and respect for nature. 

As an artist she is continuously bound to the 
pressures of her community and responds eloquently 
and evocatively to societal needs through her 
works – refining techniques that originate from the 
environment they live in.  She helps Muslims cope 
with confronting challenges by signifying Islamic 
purpose, values, and identity. Her traditional Islamic 
calligraphy shifts people to a holy way of thinking, 
from the physical to the ambient “to an atmosphere 
that is soft and gentle” – evoking intriguing images 
of Muslim identity centered around spirituality and 
humanity. 
She uses her creative energy and the power of 
arts to tell a different story- a side of Islam rarely 
highlighted- in her attempts to draw a continuous 
line between east and west, she recasts the classical 
Islamic art by layering it within modalities of 
contemporary art, thus, pioneering a creative and 
dynamic expression of contemporary Islamic art. 

Her diverse techniques whether they are of sweeping 
pictorials, lyrical images of Islamic iconography, 
imposing sculptors of faceless figures, free flowing 
line drawings of huddled women or digital portrayals 
of interlocked human figures sharing sorrow, or 
rejoicing together- are created to awaken curiosity, 
penetrate the heart, deepen universal connection, 
transcend east west boundaries and confirm gender 
equality. 

Through Our Earth: Embracing All Communities she 
gently reminds us that as stewards of earth we must 
strive to live a balanced way of life without excess or 
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deficiency where each species depends on the other, 
making life on earth prosperous.  

Daisy Khan

Daisy Khan is an award-winning speaker, author, 
activist, commentator, and the founder of Women’s 
Islamic Initiative in Spirituality and Equality (WISE), the 
largest global network of Muslim women committed to 
peacebuilding, gender equality, and human dignity.

Formerly, Khan served as Executive Director of 
American Society for Muslim Advancement for eighteen 
years, where she was hailed as a bridge builder for 
promoting cultural and religious harmony through 
groundbreaking intra faith programs like Muslim 
Leaders of Tomorrow and inter-faith arts programs like 
Same Difference, Cordoba Bread Fest.
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We have been blessed by our Lord with a magnificent 
earthly home. Not only has our house been set in order, but 
it has also been decorated in the most beautiful ways. The 
colors adorning it are dazzling. By day, the ceiling is a bright 
blue canvas interspersed with diverse shades of white and 
silver. By night, it is a black screen upon which is projected 
an incredible show of bright lights arranged in timeless, 
unchanging patterns that never lose their ability to amaze 
and enthrall us, despite their permanence.  In the morning 
and evening that ceiling becomes a theater wherein we 
witness unimaginable displays of color. A visual symphony 
of reds, oranges, yellows, purples, pinks; colors singing and 
dancing, frolicking and playing, flowing gently into the blue 
the ceiling displays by day, or the black backdrop for the 
lights that adorns its nights.

Some of the walls of our home are green and verdant. Others 
are a stately gray. Still others are artfully painted with soft 
pastels. They are all comforting to our eyes, soothing to our 
souls. One of the incredible features designed into our home 
is that even though the walls are unequal in height, they 
all embrace the ceiling at the perfect moment, conveying a 
sense of incredible evenness and balance. Within those walls 
there are wooded expanses, gardens, orchards, lakes, rivers, 
and streams that themselves are home to their varying 
families of fauna, fowl, fish, and other forms of life. Unlike 
any other home we know of, the financier, the architect, the 
developer, the landscaper, the seller, and the owner are one: 
The One.

A very special creature has been graced to reside in the heart 
of this beautiful home and given a simple set of directives 
in order to continuously enjoy it. Do not disrupt the balance 
holding it together. Do not be wasteful and excessive in 
enjoying its bounties. Always consider and accommodate 
the other creatures we share this home with. Finally, always, 
and forever shower praise upon the owner who so graciously 
allows us to enjoy it, while thanking Him profusely for His 
generosity.

Obviously, that home is this earth, and its designer, builder 
and owner is our Lord. We are that special creature placed 
in its very heart and tasked with the responsibility to obey 
the directives of our Lord concerning our occupancy. We 
are special because we can act on the directives of our 
Lord, thereby protecting and perpetuating this beautiful 
home, and we have the ability to reject or ignore those 
directives. Sadly, we have not been good tenants. We have 
not just disrupted the balance we have smashed it. The land, 
air and sea are screaming for relief from our destructive 
wastefulness, vomiting out the poisons we dump into 
them in ever more harmful ways. While we make little 
accommodation for the creatures, we share this home with, 
we demand their total accommodation of us. Far from 
praising and thanking our Lord, we turn our backs to Him 
with arrogant distain as if He were an Axial Age fabrication, 
easily dismissed by faithless moderns.  

In, Our Earth Embracing All Communities Works Inspired 
from The Verses of Qur’an, Salma Arastu endeavors to 
capture on canvas all that we mention above. Her brush 
describes the beauty of the earthly home God has leased 
us: the vast array of its colors in their countless shades and 
hues; the forests, mountains, fields and streams and the 
wide, but severely diminished array of life they contain; the 
heavenly canopy crowning our lower world with its cycles of 
sunshine and rain, night and day, sunrises and sunsets and 
the glorious images they all embody and inspire. 

She captures the primal simplicity of animals communing 
with each other and with humans. She captures the joy 
of birds journeying off into the heavens, freed from any 
earthly shackles. She captures the fluidity of fish swimming 
in unadulterated water. She can capture the power of the 
communities they constitute. This is as our Creator intended, 
as He says: “…and there is no creature on [or within] the 
earth or bird that flies with its wings except [they are] 
communities like you” (6:38). 
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Salma does more than capture those beautiful images. She 
also captures the pain of an exhausted earth, forced to bear 
the ever-growing burden of the negative consequences of 
our waste and excesses. She presents a visual lamentation 
for those creatures who formerly lived in streams, rivers, 
lakes, oceans, and seas, but now can barely exist in homes 
that can increasingly only be described as sewers.  We 
humans have been warned by our Lord of this sickening 
possibility: “Corruption has appeared throughout the land 
and sea by [reason of] what the hands of people have 
earned…” (30:41). 

It is this subtle interplay of joy and suffering, light and 
darkness, life, and death that Salma, inspired by the Qur’anic 
message, has been able to weave together in the collection 
before you. In drawing our attention to the tensions involved 
in these contrasts, she drives home the point that humans 
and animals are a single, unified community. This is how 
God created us and this is how the earth embraces us. We 
humans, however, have the unique ability, as mentioned 
above, to foster the continued life of that community, 
thereby being messengers of light, life and joy, or to usher in 
its demise as a marauding force of darkness, suffering and 
death. These countervailing themes are what makes the 
Qur’anic message so powerful at one level, so haunting at 
another.

In conclusion, any reflection on the Qur’anic message, verbal 
or visual, would not be complete if we were left dangling 
to merely contemplate the light and dark facets of human 
nature, reflected in the light and darkness that can qualify 
our actions. This is so because the Qur’an is more than a 
piercing expose’ on human nature, a mere chronicling of the 
human saga. The Qur’an is an epic tale that culminates with 
the triumph of good over evil, truth over falsehood, darkness 
over light. “Say, truth comes, and falsehood perishes. 
Falsehood, [by its nature] is doomed” (17:81). For good to 
triumph, however, the human must return to the path of 
Divine guidance. 

Hence, it fitting that Salma’s Qur’an inspired imaginal 
journey includes a verse whose hopeful spirit she fittingly 
captures on canvas: “Do you not see that to Allah prostrates 
whoever is in the heavens and whoever is on the earth, and 
the sun, and the moon, the stars, the mountains, the trees, 
the moving creatures and many of the people” (22:18). In 
submitting to Divine guidance, we not only open the path 
for our reforming our corrupting and destructive ways, but 
we also rejoin the rest of creation in a loving, submitting 
community.
     Imam Zaid Shakir

Imam Zaid Shakir was born in Berkeley, California. From 1976 
until 1981, he served in the United States Air Force during which 
time he accepted Islam in 1977. He obtained a BA with honors 
in International Relations at American University in Washington 
D.C. in 1983, and earned his MA in Political Science from  Rutgers 
University in 1986. While at Rutgers, he led a campaign that 
culminated in the university divesting from South Africa and 
co-founded Masjid al-Huda which has grown to become the New 
Brunswick Islamic Center (NBIC). In addition to Masjid al-Huda, 
he has cofounded and served as Imam for two other masjids. 
He also cofounded the Tri-State Muslim Education Initiative, the 
Connecticut Muslim Coordinating Committee, United for Change 
as well as Zaytuna College. He served as the Muslim Chaplain 
at Yale University from 2002-2003. From 1994 until 2001, he 
studied Islam and Arabic in Syria, and briefly in Morocco. In 2003, 
Imam Zaid moved to Hayward, California to serve as a scholar-
in-residence and lecturer at Zaytuna Institute, where he taught 
Arabic, Islamic law, history, and Islamic spirituality. In 2009 he 
cofounded Zaytuna College along with Hamza Yusuf and Hatem 
Bazian. 
Imam Zaid is a signatory to a declaration in support of the 
Paris Climate Agreement under the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change and he authored the Muslim 
response Pope Francis’ Encyclical on Climate Change, Laudato Si. 
In 2016, Imam Zaid had the immense honor of leading the funeral 
prayer for the late boxing champion and humanitarian icon, 
Muhammad Ali. While continuing his work at Zaytuna College, 
he currently serves as the Amir for the Muslim Alliance in North 
America (MANA). He has authored four books and is an essayist 
writing on a wide variety of issues.
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Interdependence is a fundamental feature of all living creatures. This universal 
law or sunnah gives meaning to life as all living things are, in essence, a 
synthesis of relationships with all other living things. Life in the absence of such 
communities is void of meaning and in all cases impossible. Islam nurtures and 
regulates the intricate web of relations that life depends on for the general 
welfare of all. The ultimate accountability of every being or nafs is closely 
associated with its role, behavior and contribution to the preservation and 
advancement of these relations. As creatures endowed with choice, the Quran 
exhorts us to recognize that all creatures form communities similar to ours 
so that our regard for communal relations is not limited to the human realm. 
Protecting the environment must include an appreciation of the relationships 
within and among communities of other living creatures and the dependence 
of human welfare on understanding this universal law.

Interdependence
Collage of 12 Canvas panels-each 8”/8”

And there is no treading creature in the 
earth or a flying creature that flies with 
its wings except that form communities 
like yours; We have not overlooked anything in 
the Book, then to their Lord shall they be gathered.

Quaran Al-Anaam 6:38
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The Successors
Paper, Acrylics and Pen & Ink on canvas 40”/30”
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The Quran tells us that we are the successors on this earth and the differences among human beings, which 
are meant to facilitate and enrich human life, are a test for those who are more amply endowed whether 
with resources, power or skills. The Quran affirms that some people are raised above others in ranks so that 
we may be able to commission and benefit from each other in various ways to advance collective goals. The 
blessing of being able to employ and benefit from the diversity of human interests, skills and capabilities 
carries great responsibility and is not to be taken lightly. Allah states that He is testing us with what He has 
given us. This underscores the importance of understanding the objectives, values, rules, universal laws and 
signs that the Quran elaborates in order to ensure that people do not mistreat each other on account of the 
differences that are intended to facilitate life. Those who are advantaged in one or multiple ways are not free 
to do as they please. Instead, we are all commanded to dignify each other and to take care of those who may 
not be so generously endowed. 

And it is He who has created you as successors of the earth and raised 
some above others in degrees to test you with what He has granted you. 
Indeed, your Lord is swift in account and verily He is the Forgiving, 
Merciful .

Quran Al-Anaam 6:165
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This verse is contextualized 
within the chapter titled Al-
Rahman or The Merciful. In Islam 
mercy is not an abstract concept 
but rather expresses a number 
of practical meanings that are 
intended to show humanity 
how to live, give and prioritize 
mercy. The chapter starts by 
telling us that The Merciful Allah 
taught the Quran and created 
humans. He taught them how to 
understand and explain matters 
with clarity through an inherent 
moral code that is reinforced by a 
magnificent revelation expressed 
textually and in nature. We are 
told that the courses of the 
sun and the moon follow exact 
calculations and that the stars 
and the trees prostrate to Allah 
in adoration. Likewise, the sky 
was raised and the Balance set. 
All creation was fashioned in 
due balance and humans are 
reminded that the observance 
of such balance is critical for 
their well-being and for that 
of the planet. Thus, mention 
of the Balance is connected to 
the meanings in the verses that 
precede and immediately follow 
it.  To preserve balance, humans 
must know what the Quran tells 
them of its divine features, and 
they must have the capacity to 
see and understand with clarity. 
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Sky-Earth Balance
Acrylics and Pen & Ink on Hanji paper glued onto the board 30”/60”



And the sky He has raised and set the Balance.
Quran Ar-Rahman 55:7
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Earth Spread For All
Acrylics and Pen & Ink on Hanji paper glued on canvas 30”/60”
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The Quran is comprehensive and its 
teachings draw our attention to the 
importance and value of all creation. In 
this verse we are clearly reminded that 
the earth was established for all living 
things, not just humans. Humans are 
situated among a magnificent web of 
life, elevated but not necessarily at the 
top. Other creation is valuable in and of 
itself in the divine scheme; not in relation 
to human needs but as communities 
that know and worship their Creator. 
The earth is a repose for all of us, human 
and non-human. Our ability to benefit 
from animals in various ways does not 
negate their intrinsic value in the divine 
scheme. The Quran urges us to recognize 
the rights of other creation thereby 
respecting and preserving the balance 
that enables all of creation to live in peace 
and plenty. 

And the earth He has set for 
all living creatures.

Quran Ar-Rahman 55:10
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Life Comes From Water 
Acrylics and Pen & Ink on Hanji paper glued on canvas 30”/60”
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The Quran provides many factual statements 
related to the universe and how it came 
into being. In this verse we are told that the 
skies and the earth were, at one point in 
time, joined together before Allah separated 
them and thereafter made all living things 
from water. These statements are meant 
to guide our study of the evolution of the 
ordered worlds and our understanding 
of the building blocks of all life. A primary 
lesson to keep in mind is the unity of Allah’s 
beautiful universe.  There is also no doubt 
that water is the source of all life. So many 
physical facts and metaphysical principles 
bring understanding and clarity to these 
Quranic statements, even if we cannot fully 
grasp the majesty of His creation given our 
human limits.   

Or do they who reject 
(the Truth) not see that 
the skies and earth were 
fused so We tore them 
apart and made from 
water every living thing, 
will they not believe?

Quran Al-Anbiya 21:30
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Water is the source of all life. 
It is the most important liquid 
in the universe. Nothing can 
survive without it – plants, 
animals, insects and humans. 
In its pristine form, water is 
pure and sacred. It gives life, 
refreshes, calms, cleanses 
and purifies. When the earth 
is parched only its Lord can 
revive it with the release of 
abundant rains. This rain gives 
new life to the earth including 
what is in and on it. It is a 
proof, a sign, of Allah’s mighty 
ability to resurrect what was 
once dead. 

And Allah has sent 
down water from 
the sky, thereby 
giving life to the 
earth after its death . 
Indeed, in this is a 
proof for a people 
who listen .

Quran An-Nahl 16:65
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The Earth Rejuvenated 
Acrylics and Pen & Ink on Hanji paper glued on camvas 30”/60”
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Thirst Quenched
Acrylics and Pen & Ink on Hanji paper glued onto the board 30”/60”
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And do not corrupt in the earth after 
her rectification and call upon Him 
in fear and hope. Truly, the mercy 
of Allah is close to the doers of good.

Quran Al-Araf 7:56

And it is He who sends 
the winds as good tidings, 
within the expanse of His 
mercy and We send down 
from the sky pure water.
So that We may give life 
with it to dead land 
and quench many from 
what We created of cattle 
[and other animals] and 
humans.

Quran Al-Furqan 25:48-49 

Winds are a prelude to plenty, prosperity 
and relief for a land that is parched. 
They spread the sun’s heat throughout 
the earth, disburse pollution away 
from its source, disperse seeds, spores 
and pollen aiding plants and other 
organisms, power ships and carry 
clouds among many other functions. 
High moisture winds bring rain, which 
in clean air is purifying and sanitating. 
Allah’s providence is manifest in these 
magnificent cycles of nature that 
seamlessly integrate numerous elements 
– winds, seas, rivers, lakes, clouds, rain, 
hail, snow, glaciers, atmospheric gases, 
etc. – to rejuvenate all kinds of life. All 
drinking water is ultimately traceable to 
water from the sky making this divine 
blessing inseparable from life itself and 
demonstrating the expanse of Allah’s 
mercy.
26

Merciful Balance
Acrylics and Pen & Ink on Hanji paper glued on canvas 27”/56”



The Quran exhorts people not to corrupt the earth. It is notable that in the Arabic language there is no 
“it”; everything has a form which is either masculine or feminine. The earth is a “she” – a feminine form. This 
linguistic device not only maintains the autonomous character of all creation, it infuses each element no 
matter how minute or massive with a spiritual and sacred dimension. The earth is not an “it”, she is Allah’s 
creation, beautiful, decorated, autonomous, yielding only to Allah’s command. We are commanded to take 
care of her, to respect her and to protect her from vice and destruction. But with our limited knowledge and 
shortsightedness, we can only turn to Allah in fear and hope; our fear that we are not adequately fulfilling this 
trust or demonstrating our worth as inhabitants on her lands and consumers of her riches; our hope that Allah 
will guide and forgive us and that He will preserve her for us and for generations to come. He is the Merciful. 
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A Measure for All Things
Acrylics and Pen & Ink on Hanji paper glued on canvas 27”/56”



The theme of balance in the Quran is critical for the 
establishment of mercy, equity, justice, beauty, and 
all other values that are necessarily impacted by the 
prevalence of balance. Balance must therefore be 
understood both literally and figuratively. People 
are exhorted to explore, understand and respect the 
qualitative and quantitative measures that give balance 
to all forms of life with its communal character and 
inseparability from nature. They are also commanded 
to be equitable in weighing, as a balance compares the 
mass of two or more different elements. Diminishing the 
value of any element upsets the balance, which in turn 
has negative consequences, not only for the perpetrator 
of such an injustice, but more broadly for the balance 
that sustains all of our lives. 

That you not transgress the Balance . 
And establish measure with equity 
and do not negatively alter the 
Balance .

Quran Ar-Rahman 55:8-9
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The Quran makes numerous mentions of those 
things in nature that have been made amenable 
to human use and ingenuity for the purposes 
of facilitating our lives, advancing our interests, 
satisfying our desires and protecting us from the 
elements and from each other’s violence. Our 
attention here is drawn to the sea and how Allah 
created it to make possible fishing for food whether 
staple or delicacy; diving for treasures whether 
pearls, corals, aquamarine or ancient cities buried 
under water; and, traveling whether for commerce, 
learning, defense, leisure, cultural exchanges and all 
other bounties that are made possible by sea travel. 
All of these bounties, including the nature of things 
as well as what that nature permits us humans 
to experience, are due to Allah’s providence and 
mercy so that perhaps we may be grateful.  

And it is He who made the sea 
amenable so that you may eat 
tender meat and extract from it 
ornaments that you wear, and you 
see the ships plowing through it so 
that you may seek of His bounty 
and so that you may give thanks.

Quran An-Nahl 16:14
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Allah’s favors on humanity are endless. 
Among those favors is the creation of an earth 
with all of her wonders not only to facilitate 
human settlement but to make our short stay 
filled with comfort, awe, beauty, curiosity 
and growth. The passages or ways alluded to 
in this verse encompass material elements 
like roads, rivers, channels, airways and other 
means of transportation and communication 
as well as social elements like legal, economic, 
political and cultural institutions that serve to 
enhance and regulate life. Whether material 
or social, all ways or sobol must exhibit and 
retain their spiritual objective – directing us 
to unity in creation and worship. Again, the 
emphasis on water as life giving and as an 
essential input for the propagation of flora 
and fauna is presented here.

He who has made the earth 
for you a repose and cleared 
within her for you passages 
and sent down water from the 
sky, so We brought forth by it 
pairs of diverse plants.

Quran Taha 20:53
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Colors in Nature
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And whatever He has 
scattered for you in 
the earth of different 
colours; verily, in 
this is a proof for a 
people who recall .

Quran Fatir 35:27-28

The infinite gradations and 
combinations of different colors 
in nature can only be the glorious 
work of an all knowing, merciful, 
beautiful, creative and powerful 
Lord. Not a soul remains unmoved 
by one or the other scenes in 
nature. Whether observing a 
sunset, sunrise, stormy sea, snowy 
mountains, clear skies, endless 
shades of green, colorful animals, 
birds, insects and even humans, 
we ought to be struck by awe 
and humility. What of any of this 
perfectly integrated beauty can 
humans originate from scratch? 
In response, the verse directs us 
to the infinite gradation of our 
spiritual depths. Perceiving the 
majesty and complexity of nature 
ranges from the most superficial 
observations all the way to forms 
of spiritual sensing of the subtlest 
nuances that only the most 
connected hearts are capable of 
experiencing.

Do you not see that Allah sends down from the 
sky water so We brought out by it produce of 
different colours and of the mountains notable 
streaks of white and red, different colours and 
intense black?
And of people and treading creatures and cattle 
of different colours? It is as such that the learned 
scholars are in awe of Allah . Verily, Allah is 
Exalted, Forgiving. 

Quran Fatir 35:27-28
36
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Access to Allah’s artistry is available for everyone to experience. With rain the earth produces an incredible 
variety of fruits, vegetables, herbs and other plants that exhibit pleasing colors and color combinations 
throughout their developmental stages. This artistry is consistent throughout nature. Rock and mineral 
formations are no less magnificent in their colors and hues. Consider white marble, deep blue lapis, red 
laterite, solid black onyx and all other geological phenomena with their infinite variety, shades and color 
gradations. Note the divine mercy that incorporates diversity and beauty in creation, not just utility. We also 
see this in animals and humans. Those who know the divinity of this feat, the sacredness of its character, 
the impossibility of its human emulation, are humbled and awed. It is they who deeply appreciate and love 
these incredible blessings. Toward them and indeed toward all, Allah is endearing and forgiving.    
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The seven skies declare His glory 
and the earth and whosoever 
are in them; and there is not 
a thing that does not glorify 
His praises, but you do not 
understand their glorifications. 
Verily, He is Forbearing, 
Forgiving.

Quran Al-Israa 17:44

Everything in the Islamic worldview points 
to unity and the Oneness of Allah. All 
creation, animate and inanimate, not only 
demonstrates this unity but declares it in 
ways that Allah has made inherent nature 
of each. We understand very little of the 
communication and communal life of plants, 
animals, birds and insects let alone how they 
glorify their Lord. Even inanimate things 
declare His glory through their positioning, 
principles, logic and interdependence with 
all other creation, pointing to a unified whole 
with its infinite diversity. Recognizing the 
spiritual dimension of all things ought to 
encourage humanity to preserve nature, 
respect boundaries, eliminate greed, reduce 
waste and root out corruption. Yet, even with 
all our shortcomings Allah is forbearing and 
forgiving. 
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The Quran teaches that there are two 
bodies of water on earth irrespective of 
the divisions that we have given them 
for geographic, historical or political 
convenience. One is the combination 
of all the bodies of sweet or fresh water 
– lakes, rivers, springs, aquifers and so 
on – that are fed by precipitation; these, 
whether above or underground, drain 
into the oceans. The other is the body 
of salty or sea water with its oceans, 
seas and gulfs. The two bodies of water 
are connected to each other through 
very complex paths through the earth’s 
ecosystem but as the Quran tells us 
elsewhere, Allah has placed a barrier 
between them that manages how they 
gradually mix without permitting either 
to overwhelm the other. It is as such that 
we can continue to enjoy the benefits of 
both bodies of water for the variety of 
food, adornments and travel they offer. 

And the two seas are not 
equal ; this one very sweet 
palatable to drink, and 
this one extremely salty; 
and from each you eat 
tender meat and you 
extract ornaments that 
you wear; and you see the 
ships plowing through 
them so that you may seek 
His bounty and so that you 
may be thankful .

Quran Fatir 35:12
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Quranic Hopes For Our World

Salma Arastu’s much anticipated newest collection 
of paintings “Our Earth: Embracing All Communities” 
debuts in challenging times. While we have been hard 
hit with a global pandemic and have been forced to 
reconcile the unpredictability and the fragility of life, 
2020 has also been a tremendous opportunity for us 
during the lockdowns to reflect on who we are, where 
we are going and most importantly how we are living 
our lives. In other words, this year has been about 
pivoting and adapting, reinventing ourselves and 
embracing change, so that we can stay relevant to the 
economic and technological changes we have been 
confronted with this year. The stillness of lockdown has 
also brought to us the opportunity for personal growth, 
for us to fully understand ourselves so we can transform 
and rise up to our best version, as this will be a vehicle 
for us contribute positively to our own communities 
and the world at large.   Salma’s latest oeuvre reminds 
us that we need to stop, pay attention and put some of 
our loving attention on our planet Earth, and make it our 
responsibility as its citizens to examine our impact on it.  
Drawing her inspiration from the Qu’ran, Salma points to 
current alarming deteriorating conditions that confront 
us today, 30:41 “Corruption has appeared throughout 
the land and sea [by reason of ] what the hands of 
people have earned.” In the final image of the four 
corresponding to this verse, we are visually reminded 
of this “corruption” with a swirling collection of plastic 
bottles that has taken over the canvas with its enormous 
size, pushing the sparse quantity of fish to the sides of 
the composition. Once she makes us aware of the critical 
nature of our Earth’s condition through these images, 
Salma forces us to ponder the very poignant, yet crucial 
question, 67:30 “Have you considered: if your water was 
to become sunken [into this Earth], then who would 
bring you flowing water’’?  On the top left corner of the 
corresponding painting, we see the message “water is 
precious”. Indeed, life, both humanity and the animal 

kingdom, cannot sustain itself without this vital resource 
that has been bestowed upon us if it is depleted; 21:30 
“…..and made from water every living thing”.  It is what 
keeps us alive and together as a collective. 
The interconnectivity of people, cultures and Oneness 
of life itself has been an ongoing theme in Salma’s 
paintings since I first interviewed her in 2003, as a 
young art history scholar, and selected her work for 
my first curated traveling exhibition Revealing Truths: 
Muslim Women Artists. In this most recent collection 
of paintings, we are invited to consider our connection 
and interdependence with the animal world.  We see 
the circle of all life, both humanity and animal, brilliantly 
merge together in her collage of 12 panels, as our eyes 
move seamlessly from one circle to the other with each 
circle depicting a different species, including man.   The 
continuous uninterrupted motion of our eye from 
one panel to the next reinforces the connectivity of all 
living creatures. The union of all is visually represented 
again in Qur’an 35:28: “And among people and grazing 
livestock are various colors similarly”. Here her lyrical and 
undulating painting style combines with her thin use 
of line and light color palette to evoke the fantastical, 
playful paintings of Paul Klee, from whom Salma draws a 
lot of artistic inspiration.  It is in harmony where we find 
the magic. And a celebration of life. 
Nevertheless, with the daily barrage of media coverage 
and young activist environmental voices tugging at 
us about our unbalanced Earth, we cannot sometimes 
help but be pulled into negativity of spirit and feelings 
of loss of control. That we cannot do anything, and 
the deteriorating situation is out of our hands.  Two 
of Salma’s paintings in this collection encourage us to 
breathe deeply and focus, so that we can hear the true 
voice within us. 6:97 “And it is He who has placed for 
you the stars that you may be guided by them through 
the darkness of the land and sea. We have detailed the 
signs for a people who know.”  16:15 “And he has set 



rivers and roads that ye may guide yourselves.”It is not 
too late to take action. Each one of us can make sure we 
do something positive every day, regardless how small it 
may be, which contributes to making the world a more 
habitable place. With our individual efforts combined, 
everything that is unbalanced will ultimately find 
equilibrium and be balanced again.  

Ayse Turgut

Ayse Turgut began her professional career as an art 
historian and independent curator. She has taught, 
lectured, and given keynote speeches across four 
continents in both academic and private venues.  She is 
a former faculty member at CUNY in NYC and at Okan 
University in Istanbul where she taught art history with 
a focus on the art of the Middle East and the greater 
Islamic world.  Her curatorial projects explored the themes 
of gender, identity, and Islam, and include: Revealing 
Truths: Muslim Women Artists, Eyes on Me: Portraits of 
Muslim Women, as well as Continuity and Change: Islamic 
Tradition in Contemporary Art.  Her academic publications 
include “Sacred Calligraphy in Contemporary Art” in the 
international colloquium proceedings Word of God: Art of 
Man, Oxford University Press.  
She has transitioned out of academia into the business 
world and is currently an entrepreneur and investor.  
Her company, Grow Wealth Group, LLC helps clients 
accumulate and preserve wealth in the short- and long- 
term by providing a step-by-step plan to achieve financial 
success and create a lifestyle they choose to live.   Her most 
recent publication Earn It, Grow It, Keep It: A 7-Tip Guide 
to Wealth Accumulation and Preservation is an Amazon 
bestseller. Currently, she speaks internationally on the 
topics of real estate investing, starting and growing a 
business, as well as building wealth and leaving a legacy.
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The Quran tells us that there is a 
type of person whose speech we 
may be pleased with regarding 
the life of this world, when the 
true intention of his or her heart 
is enmity and contention. In other 
words, we are deceived by that 
person’s eloquence or any other 
façade that serves to mask their 
true nature and intentions. When 
this type of person is in a different 
environment away from those 
whom they are trying to deceive 
or when they gain authority, 
their actions demonstrate 
their true intentions as they 
degrade the earth and destroy 
the reproductive capacities of 
everything in nature. Here, Allah 
reminds us that He does not like 
corruption.

And if he turns 
away [or assumes 
authority], he strives 
in the earth to corrupt 
it and to exhaust the 
land and progeny; and 
Allah does not like 
corruption .

Quran Al-Baqarah 2:205
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When Allah informs the angels that He 
is placing a successor (khalifa) on the 
earth, they are quite astonished as to 
why those who corrupt and kill would 
be placed somewhere so beautiful and 
pristine.  But when the angels witness 
something of Adam’s capacities, in 
particular his ability to learn and 
convey knowledge, they reconsider 
their position and recognize that only 
Allah has full knowledge and wisdom.
We are told elsewhere in the Quran 
that human beings willfully assumed a 
trust that was declined by other forms 
of creation. This trust appears to be 
closely associated with our duties and 
custodianship toward each other and 
the earth, which is ultimately reflective 
of our knowledge and relationship with 
our Creator.

And when your Lord said 
to the angels: I am going 
to place in the earth a 
successor; they said: Will 
you place therein such 
that will corrupt in her 
and shed blood, and we 
glorify your praises and 
extol your Holiness; He 
said: Verily, I know what 
you know not.

Quran Al-Baqarah 2:30
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This verse refers to how people should practice charity and good works more broadly. We are told that 
spending wealth to do good is like nurturing a beautiful garden. The more good and charity we do, the more 
beautiful our gardens. The key is to make the best of what Allah gives us in plenty and in want and to give 
with sincerity so that our gardens are robust irrespective of the elements. Should, due to any unforeseen 
tragic event, it all go up in flames nothing of its true essence and value will have been lost. The value of our 
charity is not in show or extravagance but rather contentment, consistency and sincerity.  

Does any of you wish that they had a garden of date-palms and grape-
vines, with rivers flowing beneath it, and he has in it all sort of 
produce but then he is stricken with old age and his children are weak 
and it is hit with a firestorm and it burns? It is as such that Allah 
reveals the proofs that you may think.

Quran Al-Baqarah 2:266
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In the Quran, human beings are responsible for their fate. Through our behavior, human dignity and 
environmental preservation, which are not separate ideas, find their expression in everyday life. Human 
dignity in Islam is premised on four indispensable elements including freedom of choice that is tempered 
by a solid moral code; the provision of opportunities for life and livelihood in land and sea; the provision of 
everything that is good, wholesome and beautiful; and preference for human well-being over other possible 
objectives.  When we distort the balance that nourishes values of equity, mercy and justice, corruption 
becomes inevitable. Experiencing a fraction of such destructive behavior is intended to encourage humans 
to reconsider their choices and reset their course in the direction of unity, rectification and justice.

Corruption has appeared on land and sea by what the hands of people 
have earned. So that He may give them a taste of some of their actions, 
perchance to reconsider.

Quran Ar-Room 30:41
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Water Is Mercy
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Say: If you saw that your water had 
become lost (in the depth of the earth), 
then who will bring you flowing water. 

Quran Al-Mulk 67:30

This is the closing verse of a beautiful chapter in the Quran 
titled Al-Mulk or The Dominion. In it, human beings are 
repeatedly challenged to consider and reconsider Allah’s 
power over all things and to understand that death and life 
are nothing but a trial to test who is the best in conduct. 
Physically we cannot live without water, and yet we have 
no power to prevent its disappearance or to replenish its 
supply. It is replenished from above. The same is true of our 
spiritual life. To be alive is different than merely living. The 
source of revival of our spirit can only be Allah. Through His 
grace and mercy, human beings are guided toward life on 
a higher plane. That guidance for the soul is similar to the 
impact of flowing, clear and pristine waters on the body.
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This verse not only refers to Allah’s complete power over the external 
universe, but is an allegorical reference to the spiritual world as 
well. Out of darkness, Allah brings matters to light, and out of light 
many things are permitted to go into or remain in darkness. Whether 
brought to light for all to see, or kept under cover of darkness, Allah 
watches over people and knows every motive of every act down to 
the minutest detail. The universal laws of light and darkness in the 
physical and spiritual realms are incredible illustrations of Allah’s mercy 
to humanity. There is great wisdom and blessing in being able to keep 
some matters private or secret as well as in the element of due timing 
for what must eventually come to light. In all cases, Allah knows what 
is manifest and what is hidden.  

He cedes the night into the day, and cedes the 
day into the night and He is knowing of what 
is in the breasts.

Quran Al-Hadid 57:6
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When we look up at the sky we cannot see any pillars of support. 
Yet, if the skies and earth were once fused and then torn apart 
as we are told elsewhere in the Quran, then there are invisible 
forces or conditions that keep the sky from collapsing just as 
there are ports or plates, that keeps the earth from quaking. With 
this stability and the water that Allah sends down from the sky, 
life is made possible for an innumerable variety of creatures of 
both plant and animal species. People are asked to reflect on the 
magnitude of these feats that could not have been achieved by any 
other than Allah.

He created the skies without pillars that you 
can see, and He placed in the earth ports lest 
it quake with you and scattered within her 
[the earth] from every treading creature and 
We sent down from the sky water so that We 
planted in her [the earth] from every noble 
pair.

Quran Luqman 31:10
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In this chapter of the Quran, people are given alternative 
manifestations of Allah’s mercy, grace and power. In 
addition to the stories of the past and the lessons that we 
can learn from them, the Quran exhorts us to consider the 
majesty and expressions of the universe as we are currently 
living in it. The sky has numerous mentions in the Quran as 
an element of creation to look at, admire, reflect upon and 
study. Its sheer expanse is a sign of wonder and a reminder 
of our true vulnerability. 

And the sky we built with 
reinforcements and verily We are 
expansionists.

Quran Adh-Dhariyat 51:47
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The Quran provides many factual statements related 
to the universe and how it came into being. In this 
verse we are told that the skies and the earth were, 
at one point in time, joined together before Allah 
separated them and thereafter made all living things 
from water. These statements are meant to guide 
our study of the evolution of the ordered worlds and 
our understanding of the building blocks of all life. A 
primary lesson to keep in mind is the unity of Allah’s 
beautiful universe.  There is also no doubt that water 
is the source of all life. So many physical facts and 
metaphysical principles bring understanding and 
clarity to these Quranic statements, even if we cannot 
fully grasp the majesty of His creation given our 
human limits.   

Or do they who reject (the Truth) 
not see that the skies and earth were 
fused so We tore them apart and 
made from water every living thing, 
will they not believe?

Quran Al-Anbiya 21:30
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People, all children of Adam, are 
required to beautify and adorn 
themselves especially when they 
are visiting mosques and places 
of worship where we seek the 
company of Allah and His sincere 
followers. Who is worthier of our 
efforts in this regard than He 
who has defined for us the very 
meaning of human dignity and 
those of His followers who strive 
with us to uphold mercy, equity, 
justice, beauty and all other 
sacred values? In addition, and as 
part of the pleasures of life, Allah 
encourages us to eat and drink of 
everything that is nutritious and 
wholesome. All of this, however, 
comes with a reminder not to be 
ostentatious or wasteful for that 
would entirely miss the point of 
His bounty. 

Oh, you Children 
of Adam take your 
beautifications to 
every masjid [place of 
prostration] and eat 
and drink and do not 
waste . Verily, He does 
not love the wasteful .

Quran Al-Araf 7:31

Feast and Famine
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No, but you do not 
dignify the orphan , nor 
do you urge one another 
to feed the unfortunate .

Quran Al-Fajr 89:17-18

Embrace Orphans
Acrylics and Pen & Ink paper on canvas 60”/30” 

Providing social welfare and taking 
care of the less fortunate is a major 
part of demonstrating true faith in 
Islam. Certain categories of people, 
like orphans and the poor, are 
singled out for dignified, merciful, 
courteous and generous treatment 
in the Quran as a reminder that the 
differences among us are only a 
test for those who are more amply 
endowed. Our love of wealth and 
the pleasures of this world must 
not prevent us from empathy and 
sharing. To the contrary, we must 
perceive of ourselves as custodians 
of everything we own with a 
definite share in it all for those in 
need – whether this be in terms of 
honorable treatment or material 
provision.  
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And We have sent 
down from the sky 
water in due measure 
[or by decree] to settle 
in the earth ; and We 
are certainly capable of 
taking it away.

Quran Al-Mu’minoon 23:18

Mention of the wonders of 
water in the Quran are plenty. 
This is not surprising given its 
critical role in the sustenance of 
life, human and otherwise. This 
verse alludes to the complex 
water cycle that encompasses 
rainfall and retention in the layers 
of the earth.  The retention or 
settlement of water in the earth 
enables rivers to flow continually 
even where rains are seasonal.  
Other water forms that are 
released from the sky include 
snow and hail. Snow covered 
mountain tops and glaciers are 
also sources of water for flowing 
rivers. All of this water returns to 
air and sea within this complex 
system. Global warming due to 
the upset of nature’s delicate 
balance by human activity, 
however, is changing the 
quantity, quality, distribution and 
timing of water within our global 
ecosystem.  Water Blessings

Acrylics and Pen & Ink paper Painting on canvas 60”/30”
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This is a beautiful and melodic 
verse that draws our attention to 
the variety of produce that Allah 
has made available for all of His 
creation, human and non-human 
alike.  Human management 
of farming and agriculture 
means that we have certain 
responsibilities. Of course, those 
who farm may eat of the fruits of 
their labor, but they must also give 
due shares to those in want or 
need aside from any commercial 
gains. Moreover, no waste is 
permitted as that prevents others, 
both human and non-human, 
from their due portions. Allah does 
not like selfishness and greed. 

And it is He who erects 
gardens trellised and 
not trellised; and the 
palms and the plants 
of different edible 
produce; and the olive 
and the pomegranate 
alike and unlike; eat 
of its fruit if it bears 
fruit and give what 
is due on the day of 
harvest; and do not 
waste . Verily, He does 
not love the wasteful .

Quran Al-Anaam 6:141

Songs in Nature
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Flying And Free
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Do they not look at the birds above them in procession and held 
[suspended]? None does hold them except the Merciful . Verily, He is 
over everything watchful .

Quran Al-Mulk 67:19

The splendor of birds in flight is not something that many can ignore. Their variety, colors, shapes and 
behaviors are a thing to marvel and study. But this verse does not only draw attention to birds but to 
the dynamics of fight and air suspension. Some birds can fly across oceans and spend months in the air 
without landing while others can hover and pivot in one spot, each perfectly adapted to its role and needs. 
By studying nature, aeronautical engineering has made great leaps eventually allowing humans ‘to fly’.  
Whether bird or human, however, we are all at Allah’s mercy. Not only is all this part of His creative will, but 
there is none who ultimately maintains such a unified and complex system but Him. 
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It is Allah who provides for everything. This vast earth with all of its resources was meant to be shared by all 
of Allah’s creation; each with its intrinsic and sacred value. If any creature lacks its sustenance it is not due 
to Allah but to the greed and excess of some human beings and the structures and systems that humans 
have chosen to live by in defiance of divine guidance. Irrespective, Allah is well aware of where each of His 
creatures move and settle as well as the place from which each will return to Him. Through such verses, 
the Quran urges humanity to hold nature in awe and to mind the limits that Allah has imposed to restore 
balance for the welfare of all living things. 

And there is no treading creature in the earth except with 
Allah is its sustenance; and He knows its place of settlement 
and its place of farewell ; all is in a manifest Book.

Quran Hud 11:6
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The Quran tells us in a significant number of verses that all creatures in the skies and on earth worship Allah 
and glorify His praises. Several chapters open with this statement.  Every creature knows its unique prayers 
and praises and Allah is cognizant of what they do and to Him everything, not only humans, will return. The 
fact that we do not understand their mode of worship does not negate its existence. Indeed, the mountains 
and the birds echoed Allah’s praises with Prophet David. We are also told that the trees, sun, stars, moon, 
thunder and all created matter glorify Him. Every aspect of creation has intrinsic value in the divine scheme.

Do you not see that 
everything glorifies Allah 
in the skies and the earth 
and the birds in procession; 
He knows the prayers and 
glorifications of each one; 
and Allah is knowing of 
what they do.

Quran An-Nur 24:41

Glorification
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And your Lord revealed 
to the bees to take from 
(amidst) the mountains 
dwellings and from trees 
and of what they [people] 
trellis.
And eat from every produce 
so set off in the ways of 
your Lord humbly. Out of 
its insides comes drink of 
different colours, in it is 
healing for people . Verily, 
in this is a proof for a 
people who think.

Quran An-Nahl 16:68-69

Bee Hives
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This verse comes in a Quranic chapter titled The Bees. Its general message appeals to the unity of all living 
matter, which is furthered by an account of how Allah inspired the bee to build its home in hills, trees, and 
in the habitations made by humans. Bees, we are told, are also inspired to eat from all fruit, produce, flowers 
and plants, and to follow the ways that have been inspired to them by their Lord. Today we know that bees 
are a vital part of our ecosystem. We not only derive honey with its delicious taste and healing properties, 
but bees also help plants reproduce through pollination. In addition, the Quran commands humans to learn 
from the ways that bees make collective decisions. Modern science has revealed that those ways include the 
most successful collective decision-making process on earth. 
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So That You know Each Other
Acrylics and Pen & Ink paper on canvas 40”/60”
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This verse speaks to the unity and single source of humanity. We are all descendent from one pair of a male 
and female and thereafter made into ethnicities and tribes so that we may know one another. Human 
diversity is intended as a source of strength and resilience. By knowing one another we exchange cultures, 
cuisines, histories, science, trade, languages as well as intermarry, build alliances and collectively defend 
what is equitable and just. It is also a test of true piety or heedfulness for individuals and communities. There 
are no real differences among human beings except as related to their willingness and capacity to do good 
and to nurture the fundamental core of our humanity, which in one word is UNITY.

Oh, you people, verily, We created you from male and female and made 
you into ethnicities and tribes to know one another. Verily, the most 
dignified among you with Allah is the most heedful . Verily, Allah is 
knowing, authoritative.

Quran Al-Hujraat 49:13
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At the Horizons and Within the Self: Why Art Matters

A few years ago, my friend, Asmi Sadiq, 
introduced me to the art of Salma Arastu. I was 
immediately enchanted. The way she used colour, 
texture and glazes was captivating. There was 
something both whimsical and real in her art. Salma 
brought together heaven and earth, and connected you 
from the very depth of your own senses to the divine, 
especially in the sublime pieces in her collection of the 
Ninety-Nine Beautiful Names of Allah.

This past year, through our «Zoom into the 
Quran» sessions, organized by our common friend Daisy 
Khan, while many of us were homebound, Salma and I 
became friends given our common love for Arabic, the 
Quranic scripture and, of course, art. I was thrilled when 
she asked me to write an intro to her recent collection 
that deals with the environment. What a timely artistic 
project. Under the lockdown(s) during this pandemic 
we are called to rethink many things, not to mention the 
increased quiet that is inviting us to reflect and ponder. 

In this new collection, you will be invited to travel 
within and without, in line with the Quranic injunction 
about looking for truth in the “sings in the horizons 
and within the self.” (41:53). Although this collection is 
about the environment, Salma’s paintings bring you to 
a place where you come to think of your place in the 
cosmos and reflect upon the utter unfathomableness 
of the order of Being. She also has a way of making you 
know in a subtle manner how our planet is hurting. 
Going through the images you will see many things, but 
ultimately what you will experience is an “encounter.” 

These images are not just simple viewing of some 
visual items. Art is an invitation to a new possibility, a 
new way of seeing and therefore a new way of being 
in the world, and consequently a new way of relating 
to all that is around us. One of the great contributions 

of the German philosopher, Hans-Georg Gadamer, to 
our understanding of art and ourselves is his essay, 
“The Relevance of the Beautiful,” in which he makes us 
think of the way we experience art. Artistic experience, 
for Gadamer, is not a private subjective sensation 
or reception, but rather a form of dialogue in which 
the piece of art captures us and imprints upon us a 
perception, a demand, or even brings us to the edge of 
our knowing by raising a whole new question. 

Encountering art is like encountering another 
person whose presence commands a certain ethical 
response. If someone is addressing us, we cannot easily 
look away. We are interlocuters in which the ethical 
commands the moment. Similarly, art has its own being 
and addresses us with something. Gadamer was deeply 
influenced by classical Greek philosophy in which 
beauty and ethics were not easily separable. Like many 
ancient cultures, the spectrum of knowledge was not 
exclusive to technical, worldly or scientific knowledge as 
it has become in our age. In almost all our civilizations, 
knowledge had many gates and one of its biggest was 
the artistic experience.

Going through the paintings of Salma I am not 
just looking, I am brought to love, in an ocean of colours 
that tell many stories. Floating in a sea of shades and 
shapes I can only call encounter, I come to meet our 
planet. It is a conversation without words, and yet there 
is a new awareness. Our mistakes and violations are the 
gateways to redemption--the paradoxes of our world. 
The Chinese philosopher and prophet, Lao-tzu, saw 
through it, and thus he said:
 
The path into the light seems dark, 
the path forward seems to go back, 
the direct path seems long, 
true power seems weak, 
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true purity seems tarnished, 
true steadfastness seems changeable, 
true clarity seems obscure, 
the greatest art seems unsophisticated, 
the greatest love seems indifferent, 
the greatest wisdom seems childish. 
The Tao is nowhere to be found. 
Yet it nourishes and completes all things. 

–The Tao Te Ching: 41

Such paradoxes are also captured in the Quranic 
scripture, in which pain and mistakes become our 
gateways to greater consciousness. Our aesthetic 
experiences are not devoid of challenges and difficulty. 
Aesthetics, in the Quran, is directly related to that which 
is ethical and that which serves community and the 
“other.” Surah Yusuf relates the narrative of the Prophet 
Yusuf (Joseph) and his long journey of many trials and 
tribulations, and how his response to the challenges, 
personal, familial, romantic, and political were his 
path to creating a beautiful life with others. The Quran, 
therefore, captures the paradoxes of life by showing us 
how ugliness could become the very path to beauty, 
how pain could lead to greater awareness, and become 
a vehicle for justice and compassion. And hence it 
describes this particular narrative as the “most beautiful 
story” صصقلا نسحأ (Ahsan al-Qasass) (12:3). The story 
of Yusuf is about a handsome Prophet who bedazzled 
all those who “encountered” him. However, the Quran 
untangles the underlying source of his charisma and 
captivating presence by presenting him as one whose 
beauty is connected to his concern for the wellbeing of 
members of diverse communities. Yusuf is the one who 
reconciles with his brothers who had harmed him. He is 
one who shows the capacity to share power, forgive and 
be inclusive. These are the main themes of a story that 
the Quran describes as the most beautiful.

The paintings in this collection will remind 
you why art is another access to reality in ways that 
open new gateways. Salma’s collection facilitates 
a conversation with the pain of our planet in ways 
that invite us to think differently, and therefore to act 
differently. 

Thank you, Salma, for creating such a garden 
of beauty to remind us of both responsibility and 
possibility! 

     Afra Jalabi

Afra Jalabi is a Montreal based writer whose interests 
revolve around language, hermeneutics, and nonviolence. 
She was born in Damascus, grew up in Germany, Saudi 
Arabia, and Canada. She is a Ph.D candidate in the 
Department of Religions and Cultures at Concordia 
University. She worked as a weekly columnist in the 
Arab press for 17 years and wrote hundreds of articles 
on cultural, religious, and political issues. She was also a 
member of the editorial board of the Journal of Law and 
Religion at Hamline University in St. Paul, Minnesota for 
several years. More recently she helped develop curriculum 
on peacebuilding and conflict resolution at George Mason 
University for Syrian activists in Turkey, Syria and Jordan. 
Jalabi speaks several languages and has interests in both 
thought and action. She attempts to combine them in ways 
that reduce conflict in the world and believes in the power 
of art to transform our lives and societies.
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The Story Of The Tree
Acrylics and Pen & Ink paper on Canvas 40”/30”’
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This verse is to be understood within the context 
of those before it, which question humanity’s 
capacity to have designed such a perfect system: 
a system whose elements are amenable to 
manipulation by human ingenuity so that we 
may derive benefits and ward off harms. Here, 
the intimate relation between fire and plants is 
presented. Our ability to derive fuel and generate 
electricity is inseparable from the availability of 
plants, trees and otherwise, which we can either 
be burned in their immediate form (wood), or in 
their pre-historic form (fossil fuels). In both cases, 
dense forests are the main source of generating 
energy for human consumption.This is not to 
neglect the devastating impact that mining and 
deforestation have had on our global ecosystem, 
it is to recognize that the way in which the 
elements of nature are amenable to human use 
– to be understood within merciful, wholistic and 
sustainable practices – can only be the result of 
divine omnipotence and artistry. 

Have you seen the fire which you 
kindle?
Did you fashion the trees for it, 
or are We the creators?

Quran Al-Waqi’a 56:71-72

Water aids in the germination of all living things, 
both human and non-human. The vast variety of 
produce that results shares some properties and 
differs in others. Taken together, this diversity 
and the balance of its properties nourishes every 
living thing dependent upon it. Such nourishment 
not only satisfies the body but also the senses 
through its diverse scents and flavours and 
the soul through its sheer beauty.  Humans are 
similarly varied physically and spiritually, all with 
purpose and beauty. Revelation for the human 
soul is like the rain to the earth, it is a source of 
life. The Quran brings blessings and confirms the 
revelation before it. It reminds humanity of the 
solemnness of life and death and our ultimate 
return to our Maker, bare and alone with only the 
beauty of our harvest, the fruits of our faith, as 
atonement.

And it is He who sends down water 
from the sky. So, We brought out by 
it the germination of every (living) 
thing. So, We brought out from it 
greenery from which we brought 
forth seeds affixed in it and on it 
and from the palm trees from what 
it bears, lowered clusters (of fruit) 
and gardens of grapes and olive 
and pomegranates, like and unlike . 
Look at its fruits if it yields and 
matures. Verily, in this are proofs 
for a people who believe.

Quran Al-Anaam 6:99

Songs of Rain and The Soil
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Songs of Rain and The Soil
Acrylics and Pen & Ink on Hanji paper glued on canvas 60”/30” 
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Heralding Winds
Acrylics and Pen & Ink on the canvas 72”/40”
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Wind, or the large-scale flow of atmospheric 
gases, plays a magnificent role in nature. It 
disburses pollution and other air particles, 
contains energy, supports transportation of 
seeds, insects, birds, other flying and sailing 
objects and directs clouds. Its direction of rain-
laden clouds permits the distribution of water 
across the globe, which in turn gives life to barren 
lands. The revival of the earth with its majestic 
diversity is not something to take for granted or 
relegate to simplicity or even science. It is a grand 
feat with a Grand Master. To fully appreciate this, 
is to conclude that He who revives the earth is 
more than capable of reviving and resurrecting 
its human inhabitants. 

And it is He who sends the 
winds as glad tidings within the 
expanse of 
His mercy. Until it carries 
and raises heavy clouds [that] 
We drive to a dead land. So, 
We released by it water so We 
brought forth by it all produce. 
It is as such that we bring 
forth the dead that you may be 
mindful .

Quran Al-Araf 7:57
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Thousands of stars are visible to us on earth providing beauty and utility. Stars are marvelous creations 
for navigation. In navigational astronomy, stars are identified by names mostly given by the Arabs, 
Greeks, Babylonians and Romans; approximate position in the celestial sphere; and, magnitude.  From 
time immemorial navigators have used stars to find their way on land and sea by calculating the angular 
measurement between a star and the visible horizon. The Quran points this out as a proof of Allah’s unity, 
mercy and generosity. How else in the darkness of night could explorers, traders, soldiers and adventure 
seekers have found their way? Even insects and animals use stars to guide their search for mates, food and 
shelter.

And it is He who has made the stars so that you may be guided by them 
in the darkness of land and sea. We have detailed the proofs for a people 
who know.

Quran Al-Anaam 6:97
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Star Guides
Acrylics and Pen & Ink paper on the canvas 24”/24”
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Mountains as Pegs
Acrylics and Pen & Ink, paper on the canvas 30”/24”
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Many commentators translate the word rawasi as mountains as opposed to 
anchorages or ports. The Quran, however, refers to mountains as jibal. The 
rawasi are more likely the tectonic plates. The fragmentation of the earth’s 
outermost layer into a number of massive slabsenables the very slow and 
constant motion of the earth’s surface. This motion may cause earthquakes, 
volcanic disruptions and even the creation of mountains, but the presence of 
these plates actually acts to mitigate such activity and renders most motion 
impossible for humans to perceive. In addition to this stability, the verse also 
points to the existence of rivers and other passage ways that enable human 
guidance.

And He has placed ports in the earth so that it does 
not quake with you, and rivers and passages so that 
you may be guided.

Quran An-Nahl 16:15
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Poetry of Sustenance 
Acrylics and Pen & Ink paper on the canvas 60”/30”
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In these beautiful verses, humanity is reminded of Allah’s favors as related to food. In the Quran, food is a 
source of nourishment and enjoyment for people and animals. It is a right,and as such, adequate provision for 
all is incumbent on those in authority.  The falling of rain, soil irrigation, processes of agricultural production 
in nature and through farming, all yield diverse harvests of fruits and vegetable as well as beautiful gardens, 
forests and fields that serve numerous uses and sustain people and animals for prolonged periods and under 
different weather conditions. The earth and its marvels were created for all living things to benefit and enjoy. 
Glory to Allah who blessed His creation as such. 

Then let the human consider his/her food; that We poured water in 
abundance; then We cleaved the earth a great division; so,We planted 
in her seeds; and grapes and clovers; and olives and palms; and lush 
gardens; and fruits and herbage; an enjoyment for you and for your 
cattle .

Quran Abasa 80:24-32
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All created things, human and non-human, 
bow down in awe, humility and praise to 
Allah in one way or another. Those who 
recognize the sacredness of all creation and 
who understand the necessity of honoring 
divine harmony in nature and in social 
relations contribute to the rectification of 
their own personal and shared affairs. In 
contrast, those who reject the sacredness of 
nature and the sanctity of divine objectives, 
values, universal laws, rules and proofs that 
characterize the universe are afflicted at the 
very least by contradictions in their thoughts, 
actions and emotions. Attention is repeatedly 
drawn to the relationship of all creation, 
including human beings, to their creator and 
to the importance of this relationship for the 
maintenance of beneficence among all living 
creatures on earth. 

Do you not see that to 
Allah prostrates whoever 
is in the skies and in the 
earth and the sun and the 
moon and the stars and the 
mountains and the trees and 
the treading creatures and 
many of the people?And for 
many,affliction is justified 
and whoever Allah shames 
there is none who can grant 
honour. Verily, Allah does 
what He pleases.

Quran Al-Hajj 22:18
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Acrylics and Pen & Ink paper on the canvas 30”/60”
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O Tree!
When I saw you in that fiery orange light

You appeared as black burnt wood

Wildfires are burning your sisters

Maybe you were mourning! 

Sun is behind the layer of orange

Smoke has filled the air

I want to save you

Preserve you

Sing with you

Recreate in my art

As etched in my memory

In my solidarity with your family

I will grieve with you

And grow more trees…

Current Crises

While I was working on this project this year, I was witnessing Pandemic around the globe, rising racism in the 
nations, constant wildfires in the Bay Area. It has been a painful experience. Wildfires are the symbol of the 
culmination of extreme global warming and not only destroys land, trees, properties, human life but displaces our 
animal habitats and destroys the stable ecosystems. 
In my solidarity with the trees, birds, animals, marine life and their eco systems I pledge to grow more trees. 
Opposite page: O Tree!  Diptych,72”/36” each panel, Acrylics, and charcoal on canvas
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My heart is full of gratitude for all the help that was 
extended in my humble efforts to establish positive 
messages from the Quran to help our environment 
and preserve global eco-systems. I am grateful to East 
Bay Community Foundation for the East Bay Fund for 
Artist award bestowed upon me early in the spring to 
continue working on my project “Our Earth: Embracing 
All Communities.” I was required to match 50% of the 
actual grant amount, which was generously supported 
by some of my art patrons. The pandemic has been a 
mixed blessing. While there have been many restrictions 
on socializing, this has meant more time in the studio 
and by end of July the project was complete. There are 
a number of individuals to whom I would like to express 
special thanks.

Daisy Khan, a dear friend and patron of my art as well 
as the Founder of WISE Women’s Islamic Initiative in 
Spirituality and Equality, has always supported me as 
an artist. It was natural for me to turn towards her to 
write a few words as an art patron about my works from 
an Islamic point of view. She has graciously written the 
foreword to this work. 

Imam Zaid Shakir’s contribution is dear to my heart and 
is an answer to my prayers. He wrote the introduction to 
this book. We had discussed this project early on and I 
was aware of how interested and inspired he is to work 
with religious groups on sustainable living and climate 
change. Imam Shakir is a Green Faith partner-in-action 
for the earth. The latter’s mission is to inspire, educate, 
organize, and mobilize people of diverse religious and 
spiritual backgrounds globally for environmental action. 
I am very grateful that despite his very busy schedule 
during these difficult times, he has found the time to 
make this contribution to my work.

Ayse Tugrut, an art writer, originally from New York, who 
has consistently followed my work since 2001 deserves 
special thanks for her kind contribution. My art was 
featured in a couple of shows curated by her while I was 
in Pennsylvania. In 2006, I moved to Berkeley, California, 
and it was not until recently that we reconnected when 
I learnt that she had also moved nearby. She was very 
inspired by my new work and offered to write a piece for 
this project. 

Dr. Afra Jalabi, a woman scholar that I met during WISE 
Zoom meetings, contributed another wonderful essay. 
When I first encountered Afra, I was very impressed 
by her clear translations as she brought the beauty 
of the Quran to her explanations. She has written a 
commendable essay about the beauty of the verses that 
I have selected and the representativeness of the images 
in relation to the theme. She also immediately obliged 
and sent this beautiful essay which does more than 
justice to my work.

Dr. Basma Abdelgafar, an Islamic scholar from Ottawa, 
Canada, whom I also met during WISE Zoom meetings, 
provided the translations and interpretations of the 
verses of the Quran that I had chosen.  My goal was to 
find a local Islamic scholar who could undertake this 
task for the benefit of ordinary people. After a couple 
of attempts, I decided to approach Basma and she 
enthusiastically agreed. I found her Quran translations 
very genuine with its clear and simple language. 
My heart is full of gratitude to everyone.

Salma Arastu
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Maiden name Kamlesh Valiram Hingorani

Born into the Sindhi and Hindu traditions in Rajasthan, 
India, I embraced Islam and moved to USA in 1986. As 
a woman, artist, and mother, I work to create harmony 
by expressing the universality of humanity through 
paintings, sculpture, and calligraphy. Inspired by the 
imagery, sculpture, and writings of my Indian heritage 
and Islamic spirituality, I use my artistic voice to break 
down the barriers that divide to foster peace and 
understanding. At birth, I was given the life-defining 
challenge of a left hand without fingers. Seeing the unity 
of an all-encompassing God, I was able to transcend 
the barriers often set-forth in the traditions of religion, 
culture, and the cultural perceptions of handicaps. My 
personal triumphs have been defined and shaped by the 
simple principle of faith in The Divine, as the compelling 
force which has guided my life and work.

My works are greatly influenced by my studies and 
experiences in different cultures around the world. 
After graduating in Fine Arts from Maharaja Sayajirao 
University in Baroda, India, I lived and worked in Iran 
and Kuwait, where I was exposed to a wealth of Islamic 
arts and Arabic calligraphy. Calligraphy, miniatures, and 
the folk art of Islam and the Hindu tradition continue to 
influence my work today.

I was invited to Germany twice, first as a Resident Artist 
in 2000 at Schwabisch Gmund and again in the Spring of 
2011, by the  Westphalia Wilhelm University in Münster, 
Germany invited to publish my paper “Art Informed 
by Spirituality” in the publication on the International 
Symposium: ‘God Loves Beauty: Post Modern Views on 
Religion and Art. I have presented my work and given 
talks at Stanford University, Commonwealth of San 
Francisco, Seattle University, Graduate Theological Union 
at Berkeley, and Museum of Contemporary Religious 

Art, St. Louis Missouri. I was invited to Morocco for a 
one-month Artist Residency Program in March of 2018 
through Green Olives art Gallery.

As a visual artist I have had 45 solo shows nationally 
and internationally and have won several prestigious 
awards including the East Bay Community’s Fund for 
Artists in 2012 and 2014 and 2020. The City of Berkeley’s 
Individual Artist Grant Award in 2014, 2015, and 2016. 
I have public art pieces on display in Bethlehem, 
Pennsylvania and San Diego, California and I have also 
written and published five books on my art and poetry.

Salma Arastu’s studio is located in Berkeley, California:

2547 8th Street
Studio #37
Berkeley, CA 94710
www.salmaarastu.com

Salma Arastu
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