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بسم الله الرحمن الرحيم
سُبحَانَ الَّذِيٓ أَسرَىٰ بِعَبدِهِ لَيلاً مِّنَ المَسجِدِ الحَرَامِ إِلَى المَسجِدِ الأَقصَا الَّذِى بَارَكنَا حَولَهُ لِنُرِيَهُ مِن ءَايَاتِنَآ ۚ إِنَّهُ هُوَ السَّمِيعُ البَصِيرُ ○
Glory to (Allah) Who did take His Servant for a journey by night from the Sacred Mosque to the Farthest Mosque, whose precincts We did bless in order that We might show him some of our Signs, for He is the one who hears and sees (all things). (Isra 17: 1)
         Let us try to understand the meaning of this verse in depth part by part. First, Allah praises His own Self. He glorifies Himself. Second, He says He took His Servant for a journey by night. Third, this journey was from the Sacred Mosque to the Farthest Mosque. Fourth, Allah had blessed the precincts of the Farthest Mosque. Last, the purpose was to show His Signs to His Servant.

         Allah glorifies Himself, because He has done something that is far and beyond the comprehension of man. The concept of possibility or impossibility of doing a work is a human one with limited capability. Nothing is impossible for Allah. Allah can, and does whatever is beyond the comprehension of man’s wisdom. He says, 

إِذَا قَضَىٰٓ أَمرًا فَإِنَّمَا يَقُولُ لَهُ كُن فَيَكُونُ○
When He had decreed a plan, He but says to it, “Be,” and it is! (Ale-‘Imran 3: 47)

Here by glorifying Himself, Allah is removing the thought of impossibility from the minds of men. Which impossibility? It is what comes in the next part.

         Allah says that He took His Servant (physically) on a long journey within a short span of a night. Note that the particular mention of “His Servant” also points out to a special event that is not common to all. If this journey was only a spiritual one or in a dream, why would Allah glorify Himself for it, and mention a particular servant as well  as the two places on the earth, when He takes all other servants on such journeys day in and day out even from the earth to the skies and beyond? Do not we quite often see that we are at far off unknown places in our dreams?

         History and authentic ahadith (Anas bin Malik R and Abu Hurairah R, Bukhari), too, tell us that when one year before his migration to Madinah the Messenger Of Allah (S) disclosed of his journey on the back of “Barraq” (an electric or electricity-like device) from Makkah to Jerusalem and back within a short span of one night, the non-believers at once ridiculed his claim. They made fun of him. They laughed at him. Some Muslims even turned back from Islam. Why would they all do that, if the Messenger of Allah (S) was talking about his dream? Was it something very common that they were not accepting? Were they all mad themselves? No, but his claim was something that was not believable to them. He claimed that his journey was a physical one between two far off cities from each other. The normal time for such return journey at that time was more than a month. Was it beyond the power of Allah to take him physically from Makkah to Jerusalem and back within a short span of time? No, of-course not! That is why Allah has glorified Himself!
         Moreover, the non-believers not only made fun of him, they went to his friend Abu Bakr Siddiq and informed him of the Prophet’s claim and wanted his opinion on it. They thought that they had got an irrefutable proof of Muhammad’s insanity for Abu Bakr to realize the folly of his belief in him. Abu Bakr Siddiq, however, asked them if they had heard it from the mouth of the Messenger of Allah (S) himself. They replied, “Yes.” Back came the answer of Abu Bakr, “O’ people! You are talking of his physical journey? I believed in him when he had claimed much more astonishing things than this. If Muhammad has said that, then I testify that what he has said is the truth, and I believe in it.” Because of this testimony of the truth, Abu Bakr got the title of Siddiq- the one who testifies the truth. 

         Today, it is not difficult to accept that the “Barraq” journey that Allah had arranged for His Messenger was a physical one. After all, are we not physically traveling to and fro from a city to another city thousands of miles away within a night by electrically run machines? 

         Allah chose Jerusalem for the journey because He had blessed the city and its environment physically and spiritually by making them abundant with greenery, earth produce, rivers, and fruit gardens, etc., and by sending there many prophets and messengers to guide mankind.
         This part of the journey i.e. from Makkah to Jerusalem is called Isra’ (the night journey). There was yet another part of this journey. It was from Jerusalem to a place out and beyond the framework of Time and Space. This part of journey is called Me’raj (Ascension). According to the above quoted Ahadith, this journey was “going up on stairs”- hence the word Me’raj or Ascension. This Ascension took the Messenger (S) of Allah near the Berry-tree up to where Allah wanted him to reach. The Qur’an testifies it:
ثُمَّ دَنَا فَتَدَلَّىٰ ○ فَكَانَ قَابَ قَوسَينِ أَوأَدنَىٰ○ فَأَوحَىٰٓ إِلَىٰ عَبدِهِ مَآأَوحَىٰ ○ مَاكَذَبَ الفُؤَادُ مَارَأَىٰٓ ○ أَفَتُمَارُونَهُ عَلَىٰ مَايَرَىٰ○
Then he approached and came closer; and was at a distance of but two bow-lengths or nearer; so did (Allah) convey the inspiration to His Servant-what He (wanted) to convey; the (Prophet’s mind and) heart in no way falsified that which he saw. Will you then dispute with him concerning what he saw? (An-Najm 53: 8-12)
The Qur’an itself in these verses tells people not to dispute this episode. And, how can one dispute it in an age where man can go to moon and mars and come back in a short time?  
         According to their statuses, Allah had shown some of His Signs to all his prophets and messengers to strengthen their Belief to help them in their mission (Tafhim-ul-Qur’an by A. A. Maududi). For example, in order to satisfy Abraham’s understanding, Allah showed him His Sign of bringing dead to life again
وَإِذقَالَ إِبرَاهِمُ رَبِّ أَرنِى كَيفَ تُحىِ المَوتَىٰ ۖ قَالَ أَوَلَم تُؤمِن ۖ قََالَ بَلَىٰ وَلاَكِن لِّيَطمَئِنَّ قَلبِىۖ 
Behold! Abraham said: “My Lord! Show me how Thou givest [sic] life to the dead.” He said, “Dost thou not then believe?” He said, “Yea! But to satisfy my own understanding.” (Al-Baqarah 2: 260)
         The purpose of this journey of the Messenger of Allah (S), too, was to show him some of His Signs. The episode of Me’raj itself was one of the Signs that Allah showed him. In the way from Makkah to the vicinity of the Berry-tree and back, Allah showed him many more Signs. According to the same and many more of such ahadith as quoted above (Ibn Katheer in his commentary gives names of twenty-five such narrators), Allah had showed to the Messenger (S) some of His other Signs, such as 1. Introduction and meeting with past prophets and messengers of Allah, it showed the continuation of Islam from Adam A onwards; 2. Prescription of daily five-time salats on the believers, it is called their ascension; 3. The Messenger of Allah (S) leading a congregation of all the past prophets and messenger, it showed the leadership of Muslim ummah:

كُنتُم خَيرَأُمَّةٍ أُخرِجَت لِلنَّاسِ 

(You are the best of people evolved for mankind). (Ale-’Imran 3: 110)
4. Praying at and making Jerusalem a point of His Ascension, it makes Jerusalem a holy place for the Muslims as well; 5. Observation of drama of punishment of some sinners, it shows how the man is accountable for, and is going to be punished because of his evil deeds and words; and so on and so forth. 

         And why should we not believe in these episodes of the Messenger of Allah (S) when Allah Himself testifies that the Messenger (S) had truly seen these Signs? Allah says,

لَقَد رَأَىٰ مِن ءَايَاتِ رَبِّهِ الكُبرَىٰٓ○
For truly did he see, of the signs of his Lord, the greatest! (An-Najm 53: 18)
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